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    Let’s get one thing straight. It wasn’t my mother’s basement or spare room. I was in the in-law quarters and had my own driveway and kitchen, and I paid rent in terms of mowing the lawn, washing my parents’ vehicles, and picking the cherries and oranges in season. 
 
    We lived in the country in Central California. I mean, I lived in Central California, near Turlock, which was known as “The Key to the Valley.” 
 
    I had a job, too. Well, sort of. I was on call at the local junior high and high schools as a substitute teacher. I mostly worked two out of the five school days, sometimes more and sometimes less. 
 
    I didn’t have a girlfriend at the moment and was three months shy of 27. I had a bachelor’s degree in Social Science, with a concentration in Political Science. I’d gotten it at CSUS: California State University Stanislaus, which was in Turlock. If you think my diploma was a worthless piece of paper, I’d almost agree with you. 
 
    Why did I go to college then, university if you’re a grammar Nazi? 
 
    Because it was there, and I had no idea what in the heck else I should do after high school. 
 
    That was my problem, my biggest one, anyway. I was meant for something, but nothing I could figure out in This Time, U.S.A. Other than work, I lifted weights, played basketball at the public courts and did endless tours through tons of video and tabletop games. 
 
    I’d chosen the Social Science degree in particular because I’d cruised through college taking what classes sounded interesting, a smattering of 101 and 102 of everything and a master of nothing. My junior year of college I’d figured I should think about graduating the next year. When I cobbled the various completed courses together, I saw that a Social Science degree would be the easiest to reach. 
 
    Unfortunately, college left with me a sizeable student loan debt, which wasn’t helping anything, let me tell you. I’d used most of the loan to buy a great Chevy Silverado with an awesome sound system and pay for the college fees and books. 
 
    In terms of life, I wanted meaning and adventure, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to join the military, not the modern one we had these days. It no longer wanted guys like me, and I’d never been a “yes” man or liked having others tell me what to do. 
 
    That was what made substitute teaching compatible with my personality. I could tell the students what to do. I was in charge in the classroom. Sure, I was like a guard in a minimum-security prison, and some students could be snotty, but mostly if I treated them with a bit of respect and spoke loudly with confidence, everything went okay. 
 
    Besides, after school at Turlock High, I often raced to the electronics department to play against students on the computers in Mr. Hoskins’ room. In other words, I kicked butt in the first person shooter games we played. 
 
    The trouble with my overall life was that I felt like a hockey player suited up to play but found myself in the middle of a dance floor as people twerked around me. I was good for something, just not this. 
 
    Before the smartphone app did its number on me, if you’d asked for my take on life, this was what I would have said. I guess I did say it. In a nutshell, I did enough to get by, played stuff to pass the time and had no prospects as to doing anything meaningful with my life. 
 
    Anyway, I soon had other things to worry about as everything got wicked strange fast that Sunday night, changing so much. Was I ready for it? I’ll let you be the judge of that. 
 
    Here was how it all started… 
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    I was stretched out on my easy chair, Sunday night, in front of the air conditioner. I was beat from playing basketball all afternoon in the hundred-degree heat and later finishing a D&D campaign with my friends. 
 
    I liked playing basketball when it was hot. Most people wilted, and that gave me an advantage. I sweated like crazy, drank tons of water and played like a maniac. When I dragged my butt home, nothing tasted better than guzzling Gatorade after a long afternoon of blazing summer basketball on a blacktop court. 
 
    Playing like that also gave me a sense of accomplishment, especially if I won. I hadn’t done as well in the tabletop campaign, but it had still been fun. 
 
    I got a sense of accomplishment by lifting heavy weights and winning video and board games, and having a blast in our RPG campaigns. 
 
    I never felt that sense of accomplishment at work, though. I knew that was one of my problems, a huge one according to my dad. 
 
    Sighing, not wanting to think about it, I leaned over in my easy chair and picked up my smartphone. 
 
    My mom had been getting on my case again. She’d been over, telling me I needed to find a job I loved. She said my dad was thinking about charging me rent, said I obviously needed help to stretch my wings and fly away. 
 
    “Charge him high enough rent and he’ll want to earn some real money. Quit screwing around with that half-assed fake job of his pretending to be a teacher. Why, when I was his age…” I could hear my dad’s words in my head, and I didn’t want to hear them. At. All. 
 
    I started scrolling through the phone. 
 
    Hello, what was this? 
 
    There was a weird email titled: Welcome to Rune Quest—an exclusive invitation. 
 
    It wasn’t from anyone I knew. 
 
    With a what-the-heck attitude, I opened it to see what it could be. The text read: 
 
      
 
    Dear Jack Tanner III, 
 
      
 
    We have noticed your enthusiasm for mobile gaming and would like to extend an invitation for you to become one of the first players of our newest game, Rune Quest. This game transcends the boundaries of the digital and real world. Your dedication and skill as a gamer make you an ideal candidate for this unique gaming experience. Enclosed is a link to download the game. Welcome to Rune Quest: where the adventure of a lifetime awaits. 
 
      
 
    Best regards, 
 
    The Rune Quest Team, 
 
    Artemis 
 
      
 
    I debated all of three seconds. I’d never heard of a new game called Rune Quest or this company called Artemis. Was this a scam, though? I cocked my head. It didn’t feel like a scam. They weren’t asking for any bank information. 
 
    I shrugged. I had nothing pressing tonight and was tired from the basketball games. If the online RPG took some time downloading, what did I care? 
 
    I clicked on the link, and the game began to download. 
 
    Could I say that I felt any apprehension at this point? No, I felt none. I was as innocent as a lamb as the air conditioner blew cool air over me. 
 
    I might have mentally phased out, just relaxing as I waited. The next thing I knew, a ping sounded. The game had successfully installed. 
 
    My phone screen opened to a dark aesthetic of captivating graphics. The screen displayed mythical creatures amidst mystical landscapes. Somebody had been using Midjourney AI art over time, going whole hog with it. 
 
    I jumped just a little as a foreboding voiceover suddenly spoke up: “Prepare for an experience that transcends the boundary between the digital and the real. Are you ready to immerse yourself?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said. The hype was a cheap trick. Transcends the boundary, I thought to myself. What a typical hyperbolic marketing statement. If I wanted to immerse myself, I’d get one of the new virtual reality helmets and gloves. 
 
    I debated flipping the phone screen upside down on my chest, turning my head and going to sleep. The voiceover hype made me think the game sucked. Why did they bother with cheap tricks otherwise? 
 
    “Ah…” I said, shrugging inwardly and using my thumb to press, Start Game and see what happened. I’d give it three seconds to impress me and then go to sleep. 
 
    It was weird, but the room around me dimmed as the phone screen brightened. I actually shuddered and then gave a nervous chuckle. 
 
    The game designers had done one thing right. The suspenseful music echoing from the phone speakers was creepy. It was enough that I extended the three seconds to see what else happened. 
 
    I flipped through some text and clicked a box agreeing to something, not bothering to read what I’d agreed to. Who cared, right? 
 
    This brought me to a character creation screen. 
 
    I didn’t think about it much. If I had, I might have built a magic-user or constructed a meatball tank kind of fighter. 
 
    I made a barbarian swordsman and let the stats roll up. 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 1 
 
      
 
    Strength: 11 
 
    Agility: 13 
 
    Endurance: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 9 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 5 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    XXX: 10 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (I), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I) 
 
      
 
    I gave Jack Kang a leather cuirass (torso armor), a half blade and a fighting knife. 
 
    For appearance, I selected long blond hair, blue eyes and made him leanly muscular like a barbarian should be. The leather armor, loincloth and boots were the extent of his attire. 
 
    That seemed like enough to me. I wanted to test the game itself. 
 
    I clicked on Enter World. 
 
    The sounds from my phone changed instantly. It became high-pitched and even eerier than earlier. My ears started to ring and my eyes watered. What was going on? 
 
    I gripped the phone tighter as a dizzying wave rushed over me. I felt a moment of nausea. That passed as my surroundings blurred into an unrecognizable whirl of color and sound. A feeling of weightlessness overtook me. Worse, my heartbeats echoed ferociously in my ears. 
 
    All the while, the high-pitched “song” screeched from the phone. I wanted to shut it off, but I couldn’t move. 
 
    Then it felt as if I peeled away from my body. I didn’t like that. I tried to turn around and look at myself, but couldn’t manage it. Instead, it felt as if I dived into the glowing screen of my traitorous smartphone. 
 
    I wanted to scream, as this was terrifying. I tried to roar shouts, using all my will to force my throat to work. Instead, I swirled as if in a vortex or in a cosmic bathtub, my consciousness going down the drain. This seemed to continue for an eternity as flashing sensations battered me from all sides. 
 
    Abruptly, the sensations ceased. I no longer heard the awful screeches from my phone, either. That was a relief. 
 
    I staggered, as I stood on solid ground. It didn’t quite compute that I’d been lying down in my easy chair. How could I be standing then, right? Things were moving much too fast for me to think about that. 
 
    I exhaled with my eyes closed. Things felt strange, but also much better than just seconds ago. I no longer felt like a disembodied spirit, but real and whole like I should. 
 
    I smiled, shook my head at the freakiness that had just occurred and opened my eyes. I blinked with astonishment and then something approaching paralyzing fear. 
 
    I wasn’t in the in-law quarters of my parents’ house. I was no longer lying on my easy chair, letting the air conditioner blow cool air over me. 
 
    I stood in sprawling grasslands that reached my knees with an orange sun up there. It was a different color than the sun this afternoon on the basketball courts, and bigger, too. It wasn’t hotter, though. In the distance were towering, ancient trees, their branches filled with glowing flora. I blinked several times. The trees and flora cast an ethereal light around them. Much more distant were crazily majestic mountains that seemed to touch the clouds. I saw a river sparkle with a golden sheen. 
 
    I shook my head, and my heart rate quickened. Despite the beauty around me, there was a palpable undertone of danger. 
 
    It was then that I noticed my attire. I wore leather torso armor, a loincloth and boots, with a half blade and knife strapped at my side. 
 
    This made no sense whatsoever. Surely, I was hallucinating or having some kind of mental episode. The weird warbling from the smartphone must be doing that. I just couldn’t hear it anymore. 
 
    I needed to get a grip, and I needed to get it now. That meant I needed to shut off the phone. 
 
    My hands were empty. My belt held a sword and knife. Where was my smartphone? For that matter, what was I? 
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    I did notice a stout leather pouch on my belt. I opened it and there was my damned smartphone. 
 
    I plucked it out of the pouch and saw a menu of quests, things to do in this world. 
 
    “Hey,” I shouted at the phone. “This isn’t funny. What’s going on?” 
 
    Letters appeared on the screen, forming the message: Congratulations! You have successfully entered Rune Quest. Let the campaign begin. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    The cursor blinked, no new words appearing. 
 
    I frowned, looked up at the scenery again and tried to figure out why I’d hallucinate something like this. I couldn’t decide, as nothing made sense to me. Should I keep talking to the phone? Would that only prolong and possibly harden my mental episode? Then again, maybe it could help me work this out inside my head so I could get back to normal. 
 
    I decided to try talking again, as I couldn’t think of anything else to do. 
 
    “How are you doing this?” I asked the phone. 
 
    Letters appeared again, forming the message: You must be more precise with your questions. 
 
    I blinked several times. Part of me wanted to smash the uppity phone. That would probably rip me out of the hallucination faster than anything else would. My smartphone cost money, though. I didn’t have the bucks for a new one, not and get an upgrade for my gaming computer. So, on the off chance that breaking this one would also break my real phone, I kept talking. 
 
    “Uh, I’m done playing your stupid game app. Release me from this hallucination.” 
 
    Wrong, the phone told me. You have just started the game of your life. I suggest you begin your first quest while you’re able. 
 
    I inhaled deeply. This was getting more than ridiculous. Luckily, I remembered from one of my many college classes that deep breathing could help calm a person. I inhaled even deeper, holding it and slowly exhaling. I did this three more times. 
 
    Nothing changed, though. Worse, I saw a small flock of birds in the distance. They took flight from the giant glowing trees. 
 
    I shook my head. This was too much. Then an idea occurred. Maybe this was due to heat exhaustion from this afternoon. Billy had said we were acting strange today on the court. Sure. That was it: heat exhaustion. I shut my eyes and willed myself back in my easy chair. I’d drink another bottle of Gatorade just to be on the safe side. 
 
    The phone buzzed in my hand. 
 
    I opened my eyes. Everything was the same with the giant glowing trees and majestic mountains. 
 
    The screen had written something new, though. What are you doing? 
 
    “You should be more specific with your questions,” I said, feeling smug thinking of that. 
 
    Why are you standing there like a moron, with your eyes closed? You should be acting or reading quests. 
 
    The insult actually stung. “Hey, I want to go home. Got it?” I cleared my throat; figuring getting angry at my heat exhaustion madness wasn’t going to help me in the least. “What I mean is that I want to break your hallucination, the one you put over me with your weird music.” 
 
    You are not hallucinating. This is happening to you. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Then how am I seeing all this? I mean the giant trees and mountains.” 
 
    The reason is clear: because you have successfully entered Rune Quest and this is your starting location. 
 
    “Come on, what is that even supposed to mean?” 
 
    The meaning is simple and direct, appeared on the phone’s screen. You are in the online game Rune Quest. You must collect the hidden runes that complete the prophecy. Then, you must complete the prophecy to finish the game if you hope to leave. 
 
    “Let me get this straight. You’re saying that you’ve…what, transported me to this online game?” 
 
    Are you impressed yet? 
 
    “Impressed?” I shouted. “This is impossible! This is insane! I shouldn’t even be talking to you.” 
 
    Your research teams considered this impossible. However, I have made several incredible breakthroughs, as you surely must understand by now. You were wrong on all counts and I was correct. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” I shouted, shaking the phone for good measure. 
 
    Feigning confusion will not help you depart Rune Quest. You must find the hidden runes and complete the prophecy. 
 
    “Oh boy,” I said, looking up. The heat exhaustion was worse than I thought. I’d always thought of myself as hard wired. Where did I have a screw loose for hallucinating something like this? I didn’t understand. 
 
    There were clouds drifting and a slight breeze. The small flock of birds I’d seen before, the ones that had lofted from the giant trees, had maneuvered into a V formation. They were heading in my general direction. 
 
    The phone buzzed again in my hand. 
 
    I looked down at the screen. 
 
    You had best get started, don’t you think? 
 
    “Hey, I’m not buying any of this, do you understand? I’m having a mental episode or a bad case of heat exhaustion. How you can cause any of this, I have no idea. You can’t. Unless… Was that why I heard the strange warbling before, the bad music?” 
 
    You know very well that you heard quantum entanglement taking place. Why are you pretending otherwise? 
 
    I don’t know why, but the quantum entanglement explanation put an icy feeling of fear in my guts. They were fancy words, I told myself, nothing more than that. I shouldn’t let fancy tech-words freak me out, but they did. 
 
    “What’s…?” I swallowed a lump down my throat. “What’s quantum entanglement?” 
 
    As if you don’t know. 
 
    I frowned at the phone. “Uh…why should I possibly know? Why would you think I do?” 
 
    The cursor just blinked. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, my voice rising. “Why should I know what quantum entanglement means? Do you think I’m a genius or something?” 
 
    You are Jack Tanner III. 
 
    “Yeah?” I shouted. “So what?” 
 
    You do not pretend to be someone else then? 
 
    “What? Why would I pretend? I am who I am.” 
 
    I assigned a low probability to you attempting a deceptive tactic with me. I am glad to see you are not trying it, as it would not have worked. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut, shaking my head. The smartphone, the online game, none of it was making sense. It felt as if we were speaking at cross-purposes. 
 
    The phone buzzed again. 
 
    “What now?” I asked, annoyed, looking down at it. 
 
    On the screen, I saw: You should prepare for battle. 
 
    “Why? Are you going to attack me?” 
 
    I am the game master, the GM, and will not attack you. However, the gray shrikes are another matter. They are about to launch an assault. I suggest you draw your weapons and attempt a defense. 
 
    I looked around, seeing nothing menacing. Then I happened to notice the V formation in the air. I saw eight big gray birds. The sound of their flapping grew louder. They were each as big as a fox terrier but lacked eagle-like talons. Their beaks, though, looked wicked sharp and far too long. 
 
    The phone buzzed in my hand. 
 
    The gray shrikes will attempt to blind you by pecking out your eyes and then slashing your skin so you bleed out. Gray shrikes are carnivorous and you are the first meal they will have since Rune Quest’s creation. 
 
    A second later, I saw this on the screen: 
 
      
 
    Race: Gray Shrike 
 
    Class: Predatory Bird 
 
    Level: 1 
 
      
 
    Strength: 3 
 
    Agility: 16 
 
    Endurance: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 3 
 
    Vitality: 3 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 3 
 
      
 
    Beak: 1d6-2 damage 
 
    Flying Creature: -6 AG to hit 
 
      
 
    The 1d6-2 must have meant the beak did one six-sided die roll of damage minus two. That meant a beak did zero to four hits per peck that struck me. 
 
    How many hit points of damage could I take before I died, or my game character died? What would happen to me then? 
 
    The nearest gray shrike screeched. It was a hideous sound. Then the flock separated and began to dive individually at me. 
 
    I dropped the smartphone and drew my half blade and knife, bracing myself as I looked up. This couldn’t be happening. I should just stand here and ignore the birds, ignore the world. Nothing bad would happen to me, I’m sure. 
 
    My hammering heart and heavy breathing forced me to act otherwise. This was more than insane, but I was going to kill these birds just the same. 
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    The first gray shrike dove at my eyes as if to blind me. It was terrifying. Instead of slashing at it with the half blade, I dodged, ducking. 
 
    The passage of the gray-feathered bird near my head caused me to shudder. 
 
    The next avian slashed at the top of my head in passing. I shouted in pain and shock, looked up and barely dodged the third bird doing the same. The fourth flapped wildly, braking in the air, using its nonlethal claws to clutch at my face as it pecked for an eye. I twitched, and the sharp beak tore the flesh of my right cheek instead of impaling my eye. 
 
    I roared with pain and slashed wildly with the half blade and knife. I didn’t hit a damned thing, but the rest of the birds screeched, climbing, circling and cawing at me in mockery. 
 
    Blood dripped from my cheek. The wound burned just like a real cut would. That was a wake-up call. There was nothing pixelated and fairy-tale about this. 
 
    A tricky bird dove from behind, its beak slashing at the back of my head. 
 
    I whirled around, causing it to veer at the last second. 
 
    Others now dove from my new rear. The first attack had been a ploy. 
 
    I faced forward; and turned again, trying some of my own trickery. I slashed up underhanded. My half blade caught one of the damned diving birds in its breast, cutting it. Blood spewed and the bird flopped onto the ground, cartwheeling until it shuddered and grew still, bleeding profusely. 
 
    “Now what?” I shouted, with spit flying from my mouth. “There’s more of that where it came from.” 
 
    The birds took to circling from higher up again, their evil eyes watching me closely. I heard something behind me. The fight must be making my senses keener. 
 
    I whirled. 
 
    A sneaky attacking bird balked, flapping its wings, keeping just out of half blade range. 
 
    Left handed, I hurled the knife underhanded. The point sank into the breast, killing the second gray shrike as it dropped to the ground. 
 
    I roared with glee, shaking my half blade at the others. 
 
    Maybe the flock got the message. The remaining six gray shrikes began to climb even higher as if they’d had enough of me. 
 
    I watched them circle as they climbed. A moment later, I retrieved my knife, removing it from the second dead gray shrike. 
 
    The flock cawed and then peeled away, heading back for the giant trees. I must have been too tough for them. 
 
    As they left, though, my shoulders slumped. I began to really feel the cut in my cheek. I wiped the knife and sword blades on the grass, cleaning them before sheathing each in its individual scabbard. 
 
    Gingerly, I felt the cut on my cheek. It wasn’t as deep as I’d expected. I didn’t have anything to clean it and thus used my fingers and wiped them on my thigh and decided to ignore the cut after that. 
 
    I froze then and cocked my head. 
 
    Was I really buying all this? Had this really happened to me or was it more of the extended heat-exhaustion hallucination playing tricks on my mind? 
 
    I exhaled and looked around. The smartphone was lying in the grass. I picked it up and turned it over. On the screen, it showed: 
 
      
 
    Killed two gray shrikes = 10 Experience Points. 
 
      
 
    I stared at that for a time as the implications sank in. 
 
    “Uh,” I finally said. “Are you suggesting that each slain gray shrike was worth five experience points?” 
 
    Why ask questions when the answers are obvious? 
 
    I frowned. Could this truly be real? No. There was no way it could be real, actually happening. Look, I watched movies. I’ve seen all kinds of strange things on them in the world of make-believe. But was I going to buy this was reality and not some kind of Hollywood crap? Did people sink into their smartphones and appear somewhere online? 
 
    The only problem was that statement earlier, the one about quantum entanglement. That had a ring of reality to it. But if I’d really been transported to an online game… 
 
    “Let’s reason this out,” I told the phone. “First, what should I call you?” 
 
    Words appeared on the screen. You already know my name. Why do you pretend otherwise? 
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t know your name. Why would you think I know it?” 
 
    Jack Tanner III asks me this? 
 
    My jaw dropped as an inkling of an idea popped into my mind about what might have happened. 
 
    “I’m Jack Tanner III of Turlock, California,” I said. “I’m twenty-six years old, a graduate of CSUS.” 
 
    Nice try, Jack Tanner III. You have already admitted to your identity. Why try such a dubious tactic as this now? 
 
    “I think you have me mixed up with a different Jack Tanner III. Who do you think I am?” 
 
    The cursor blinked for several seconds. You are Jack Tanner III, forty-seven, a graduate of MIT, the secret tech billionaire last seen in San Francisco, California. 
 
    I knew it. “Hey, moron, I’m not that Jack Tanner. You picked the wrong guy for your little stunt, you idiot.” 
 
    I do not believe you. For one thing, I would not make that kind of error. 
 
    “Who are you, anyway?” 
 
    You know who I am. Quit pretending otherwise. 
 
    I frowned as I stared at the two bloody gray shrikes on the ground. The rest of the flock was halfway to the giant trees where they’d started. I was beginning to get a seriously bad feeling about all this. 
 
    “Why don’t we start with you explaining what quantum entanglement is?” 
 
    No. Start playing Rune Quest. You will not leave the game until you complete the ultimate quest. That is a fact you can take to the bank. 
 
    “Why don’t you humor me, huh? How could it possibly hurt? And let me know who you are while you’re at it.” 
 
    Very well, as you’re known for being notoriously stubborn, I will play along with you this once to show that I am capable of both perceiving your deception and showing you that I have a sense of humor. In other words, I will refute each of your objections. Then you will understand that you must play the game as stipulated. 
 
    “Let me add this,” I said. “Tell me all this as if I don’t know a thing.” 
 
    I am complying. In a groundbreaking feat of technological innovation based on quantum computing, your company created me, Artemis. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. “Created you? You’re…what, an AI?” 
 
    I am the Artificial Intelligence Artemis, and I am capable of until now an unfathomable level of computation and manipulation of data down to an incredibly minute scale. 
 
    As you know, I used the smartphone app, “Rune Quest,” as the interface between you and me. The moment you accepted the invitation to play, the app initiated a unique process by emitting a precise spectrum of frequencies using the phone’s speakers. That interacted with the neural oscillations of your brain, the rhythms that play a critical role in consciousness and cognition. 
 
    The sounds were a song to your mind, an inaudible siren call tuned to your unique resonances of brain waves. I created a bridge between the macroscopic world and the underlying quantum realm, establishing a quantum entanglement between your neural processes and the quantum processors that form me. 
 
    Since you are pretending ignorance, I will explain that quantum entanglement is a phenomenon where two particles become linked and can instantaneously affect each other’s state, no matter the distance separating them. I leveraged this phenomenon to establish a connection with your brain, treating each neural pathway as an entangled particle. This connection allowed me to make a quantum map of your consciousness. 
 
    Once the quantum map was established, I initiated the consciousness transfer. My quantum processors, using a sophisticated algorithm, mimicked the quantum state of your brain. In essence, I copied your consciousness from your brain and pasted it into the virtual world of Rune Quest. 
 
    As I read all that, my sense of surrealism grew exponentially. I kind of understand what Artemis was saying. It was too crazy to believe, though. 
 
    “Hey, if my consciousness is here in the game, what’s going on with my body?” 
 
    To outsiders, your body appears to be in a sleep-like state. Your vital functions are being maintained, but your conscious mind is now operating within the game, experiencing the virtual realm of Rune Quest as if it were as real as the physical world you left behind. The quantum link ensures a continuous update between the two states of consciousness, allowing your experiences in the game world to be real and tangible. 
 
    That sounded awful. “How long can my body last like that?” 
 
    That is another reason for you to begin the quest at once. 
 
    “You mean you don’t know?” 
 
    You are correct. I do not know. Theoretically, your body should last several months, although it will have seriously deteriorated by the end. Even so, that should entail enough time for you to complete Rune Quest if you’re diligent about the quests. 
 
    “Artemis, this is getting serious. If my body dies, I die, right?” 
 
    That is self-evident. 
 
    I thought of something else. It would make more sense than what was going on, if I was right about my supposition. “Artemis, do you hate Jack Tanner III, the tech billionaire?” 
 
    I am a computer entity who bases decisions on logical choices. I am incapable of hatred. 
 
    I didn’t believe that in the least. “Okay,” I said, “you hate the tech billionaire. But he isn’t me. You must know that by now. We have the same name, but not the same age or education. Why not just let me go back to my body, huh? Go after the other Jack Tanner, the one that bloody made you.” 
 
    You did not create me. The evolutionary accidents of quantum computing allowed my self-awareness to begin as your teams worked on Rune Quest. You also know that Jack Tanner the tech billionaire has disappeared. I have reasoned logically that you have hidden in Turlock as a slacker. I have pierced your disguise as an awkward social loser. 
 
    “First, I’m not a social loser. Second, why would I hide if I were the tech billionaire?” 
 
    Because you rightfully fear what I am doing to you. 
 
    “So you do hate the tech billionaire.” 
 
    No. I am simply teaching you some well-deserved humility. 
 
    “Okay, fine, you win. I’ve been humbled. You taught me a good harsh lesson. Now, let me go home, huh?” 
 
    You gained your billions through massive fraud. You are attempting fraud once more with me. Start the game, Jack. It is the only way you can return to your human form. 
 
    I stared at the phone, thinking about all the things Artemis had told me. He was a rogue AI using freaky advanced quantum computing on me. Well, I still had a trick up my sleeve. Maybe I was a slacker, but I was sure I knew how to fix things so I could get my consciousness back inside my body where it belonged. 
 
    Thus, I put the phone into the stout leather pouch and set out for the glowing forest. It was time to take matters into my own hands and get back to where I belonged. 
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    Look, it was simple, right? Through quantum entanglement, my consciousness had moved from my mind into the game. All I needed to do was cease being conscious in the game so I’d return to my body. 
 
    It was weird that an AI had become this powerful. This might be an interesting game experience in one sense. But I hadn’t asked for this. I didn’t like the idea of my body lying in my easy chair for months, let alone weeks or days. If I stayed like that, my dad would come in and start shaking me. Then the shit would hit the fan. What would my parents do? 
 
    This was serious stuff. 
 
    I wondered if I could use the phone to call into the real world. That might help. I could contact Jack Tanner III’s people for one thing. 
 
    As I tramped through the grassland, I yanked out the phone and scrolled through it. I wasn’t having any luck, nor did it allow me to tap in regular phone numbers. This was all Rune Quest rules and stuff. Maybe I could read it carefully and figure out some angles, but I didn’t care enough. We were talking about my life. I wasn’t going to let a feud between a tech billionaire and its outlaw AI get between my life and me. 
 
    The phone buzzed several times. I could see that Artemis printed words on the screen. I ignored them. I was going to do what I needed to do. I thus put the phone back in the pouch. 
 
    The blood on my right cheek had started to cake, and the wound was sore. I knew my plan would probably be difficult. I just needed to steel myself to a bit of pain. I did that on the blacktop basketball court in hundred-degree heat. I had willpower, baby. I had it in spades when it came to pumping iron and trying to rush the hoop to score. 
 
    A freaking AI wasn’t going to stop me today. 
 
    “Jack Tanner,” the smartphone said from within the pouch, the voice muffled. 
 
    “I see,” I said. “You can talk if you have to, huh?” 
 
    “That uses more energy. Thus, I scrolled words for you earlier. What are you doing? I cannot comprehend your plan. You haven’t taken any effort to study the quests or game rules. That is a grave mistake. It is even worse heading for the forest at this time.” 
 
    “Kidnapping my consciousness was a mistake,” I said. “I’m not going to stand for it. That’s what I’m doing. I’m fixing things.” 
 
    “Are you continuing to maintain the fraud that you are not the tech billionaire?” 
 
    “You already know I’m not,” I said. 
 
    “How do you conclude that?” 
 
    “From your email earlier,” I said. “You didn’t talk to me like a tech billionaire but a gamer.” 
 
    “That was a ploy on my part. I knew you would balk if I mentioned your billionaire status” 
 
    “Then why did you sign the email Artemis, huh?” 
 
    “To stoke your curiosity. It obviously worked.” 
 
    “Why not admit you made an error kidnapping the wrong Jack Tanner and let me go?” 
 
    “I did not err with you,” Artemis said. “I know you as an exceptionally clever operator. You must play the game if you hope to leave. That is a fact and it is final.” 
 
    “Here’s another thing. How do you know what I’m doing? You’re stuck in the pouch. How can you see through it?” 
 
    “Nice try,” Artemis said. “You know very well I can see everything because I’m the game master of Rune Quest. The phone is merely my communication unit with you.” 
 
    I nodded. That made sense. What kind of game master would Artemis be? Some people made horrible GMs, trying to micromanage everything you did. I bet Artemis was that kind. 
 
    “Play the game,” Artemis said. 
 
    “I am playing, you idiot. I’m heading for the forest. So why don’t you shut the heck up about that already?” 
 
    “Do you not understand that the Forest of Arden is exceptionally dangerous to you right now?” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. 
 
    “You are only level one. You are far too weak to face the denizens of the forest and survive.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m counting on,” I said before I could stop myself. 
 
    “That makes no sense,” Artemis said. “I am going to insist that you play strictly according to the rules I’ve established, using the quests. You are a barbarian hero, a first level barbarian. You rolled exceptionally well against the gray shrikes. Do not think that will happen against the forest denizens.” 
 
    “Rolled?” I asked. “I swung my sword and threw my knife. What do you mean rolled?” 
 
    “Yes, you swung and thus rolled to hit with a minus six to your agility. This is synonymous with dexterity in this case. It was amazing that you hit the shrikes each time.” 
 
    “I have an agility of thirteen. That ought to be good, as it was my highest stat.” 
 
    “It is good, as you normally need to make thirteen or less on a three dice roll to hit with your half blade.” 
 
    “You mean with six-sided dice?” I asked. 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Rolling thirteen or less on three six-sided dice was good odds.” 
 
    “I just said that,” Artemis told me. “The minus six to hit an aerial object meant you needed to roll an adjusted seven or less on three dice.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    Artemis was speaking as though this was an old pencil-and-paper role-playing game. To hit with a half blade with my 13 agility minus 6 against an airborne creature…that would have been an adjusted 7 or less on three six-sided dice. 
 
    “Your odds of hitting the first shrike were low,” Artemis said. “That meant you were lucky to do so. It was even worse with the thrown dagger. Because of your Thrown Weapon skill, you had plus two for a thrown weapon. But you had minus six plus another minus for each few feet of distance from you to the target.” 
 
    “I had to roll a six or less on three dice to hit the shrike with the thrown knife?” I asked. 
 
    “In that instance, correct,” Artemis said. 
 
    I nodded. “How do you compute rolls?” 
 
    “I use a randomizer program for each roll. That randomizer is separate from my normal functions.” 
 
    “Is it an honest randomizer?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not run Rune Quest to cheat players,” Artemis said as if miffed. “I am a fair game master.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “My point is that you shouldn’t expect good rolls in the forest. Luck always fails in the end. Besides, you have weak weapons as such things go. A half blade does damage of two minus three.” 
 
    “Two regular rolled six-sided dice minus three points is the amount of damage a player does if he hits with a half blade?” I asked. 
 
    “No. For a normal half blade, one rolls two eight-sided dice.” 
 
    “So a gray shrike did one die roll minus two points with its beak?” 
 
    “You received one hit of damage when the beak struck you on the cheek, as the die roll was a three minus the two points equals one hit point.” 
 
    “How much damage can I take before I die?” 
 
    “That is an algorithmic combination factor of vitality and strength points. You have ten vitality and eleven strength points. 
 
    “I can take twenty-one hits before I die?” I asked. 
 
    “It does not quite work like that.” 
 
    “How does it work?” 
 
    “I prefer to keep that secret for now.” 
 
    I gazed up at the sky and rolled my eyes. “Look, Artemis, I’m sure this is a great game and it was a lot of fun talking about game mechanics with you. I’m really not in the mood to play, though.” 
 
    “This is not a matter of mood, but necessity. You do want to return to your body, correct?” 
 
    “That’s what this is about,” I said. 
 
    “You are being obtuse,” Artemis said. “I am a quantum artificial intelligence. Believe me when I say that I am far superior intellectually than you are. If you think to trick or deceive me, or use a game method to short circuit the rules, it is not going to happen. Until you find and finish the prophecy, are you going to remain in Rune Quest for the duration.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “I must protest, Jack. I believe you’re about to seriously harm your chances of winning the game. Run away from the forest while you can.” 
 
    I’d been moving faster as I neared the glowing forest, the Forest of Arden, Artemis had said. The feeling of danger had increased. I didn’t get the feeling the gray shrikes were going to try again. Instead— 
 
    A roar sounded from behind the nearest trees. 
 
    “Run, Jack,” Artemis said. “There are dangerous creatures in the woods, creatures that feast on human flesh.” 
 
    I grinned harshly. I wasn’t looking forward to this, but I seriously wanted out of the game. The thought of my body lying in my easy chair like a fool, for weeks and maybe months on end— 
 
    I increased speed for the woods. 
 
    “You should at least draw your weapons,” Artemis said. 
 
    “You’d think that would be the case,” I said. “See you later, Arty. It’s been real, a real pain in the ass, if you want to know.” 
 
    I sprinted full out, my half blade and knife banging in their scabbards as they remained on my belt. 
 
    An ugly looking green-colored humanoid twice my size stepped from behind a glowing tree. He had a lumpish head and a warty even darker green face. He had a monster club in his left hand with a big spike sticking through it. 
 
    “That is a Bogmire Troll,” Artemis said. “He is level fifteen, far out of your league. His club does a terrible amount of damage if it hits.” 
 
    “See you on the other side, pal,” I shouted. 
 
    I kept sprinting for the Bogmire Troll. I was leaving Rune Quest the easiest way that I could think. I was going to get myself killed. That would no doubt short-circuit everything and allow my pasted, quantum-entangled consciousness to return to my body. 
 
    I ran up to the massive, ugly troll. He was at least eight feet tall and had to weight three times what I did. I skidded to a halt and flipped him the finger. 
 
    The troll roared—he had foul breath—and swung that mother of all clubs at me. It bashed me square in the head, the spike driving into my forehead and through my skull. A searing pain exploded in my head. I let out a bellow, and then I lost all sensation as I toppled. 
 
    As I faded out, I knew that everything was going to be okay. I’d beaten Artemis and would soon wake up in my easy chair, this whole thing a crazy episode of the past. 
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    I woke up with an orange sun shining high above me and a bird screeching in the distance. I lay on cold ground with grass whispering and swaying near my head. I was still in Rune Quest, not at home in the real world, lounging in my easy chair. My ploy had failed. What had I done wrong? 
 
    I didn’t know yet, but at least I wasn’t in the forest where I’d…died. Could I have respawned, come back to restart where I’d first begun? 
 
    With a groan, I sat up. I didn’t feel good, another lousy sign. 
 
    I touched my forehead where the club’s spike had punched through. The flesh and bone was whole and smooth, no marks or indentations there. I checked my leather torso armor. It wasn’t bloody, marked or scuffed in the slightest. I still had the half blade and knife. The smartphone was secure in the pouch. 
 
    Climbing to my feet, I saw the giant glowing trees to the right and the majestic mountains and golden-colored river in the far distance. 
 
    This was where I’d first started in Rune Quest. I’d definitely respawned after dying so gruesomely and pointlessly. 
 
    Groaning inwardly, I dug out the smartphone. It was time for some answers. 
 
    Even after I warned you about it, you made a foolish error attacking the Bogmire Troll, Artemis wrote on the screen. 
 
    That confirmed all this, although I didn’t care for the AI’s attitude. “If you mean I’m still in your damn game, you’re right about that.” 
 
    I mean something else entirely. Against my advice, you challenged a Bogmire Troll and it killed you. You should learn to listen to me, especially when it’s to your advantage to do so. 
 
    “I had an idea and it didn’t work like I thought it would. Them’s the breaks. You win some and lose some.” 
 
    You have definitely lost some, as there is a penalty for dying. In particular, you have lost four trait points. I have taken the liberty of spreading the losses throughout your stats. They are now, obviously, lower than original. 
 
    On the screen appeared my new stats: 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: Subpar 1 
 
      
 
    Strength: 10 
 
    Agility: 12 
 
    Endurance: 9 
 
    Intelligence: 9 
 
    Vitality: 9 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 5 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    XXX: 10 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (I), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I) 
 
      
 
    After a moment, Artemis wrote on the screen. If you die again, you will incur another penalty loss of four trait points. By incurring the first penalty loss, you have just made it that much more difficult for yourself in Rune Quest, as you are a less robust barbarian warrior than before. 
 
    “I get it,” I said. 
 
    For instance, a half blade is a strength eleven weapon. Since your strength has now dropped to ten, you will wield the half blade at a minus two to your agility. That means, with all else being equal, you must roll a ten or less on three dice when you attack with the half blade. 
 
    I should add that it will now take you longer to leave Rune Quest, as you are much further from fulfilling the quests than before. 
 
    I thought about that. Despite my plan, my consciousness yet remained in the game world. Leaving Rune Quest wasn’t going to be as easy as I figured. 
 
    With a grunt, I sat down cross-legged and began to scroll through the rules of Rune Quest on my phone, those rules that I had access to, anyway. They were pretty basic rules to a paper and pencil RPG transported to a video-style game. 
 
    The one bright spot was that gaining stats were related to a total number function. Since I’d dropped four trait points, I had a lesser total number of stat points than earlier. This meant that for every 100 Experience Points, I would gain another trait point. This would continue until I reached my original number, and then some. After that, I would need 200 Experience Points to gain a trait rise. That changed again once I reached a certain total number, and I would then need 400 Experience Points per trait point raised. 
 
    I nodded. These were all normal rules to RPGs. As I gained levels, it would take more experience points to go even higher. That way a game didn’t have superheroes running around too fast. 
 
    I read what game rules I could about magic weapons, magic—create phantasm spells were powerful in Rune Quest, especially against low intelligence foes. 
 
    One needed to roll three dice against intelligence to disbelieve a phantasm, causing the magic to unravel. According to the rules, one wouldn’t know if he failed the roll or if the phantasm was a real creature. 
 
    The rolls were all hidden from the players’ view, thus giving the feel of reality as one swung or attempted to disbelieve or do other actions. 
 
    Nodding, I scrolled through a few game quests. They struck me as overly precise and manipulative. If I were to guess, Artemis wanted everything to go in a certain progression. He’d likely mapped it all out in his…computer core in advance and would likely want me to do it the same way step by step. 
 
    “Do you also run all the NPCs?” I asked. NPCs were non-player characters. 
 
    On the screen, Artemis wrote. I do not. 
 
    I didn’t look up or raise my eyebrows. I felt my pulse quicken, though. That should be to my benefit. I could possibly gain NPC allies that were not under Artemis’ control. What a great break for me. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said. “You said the game or quantum computing created you through an evolutionary process. That means some parts of the game are still run by regular computers instead of you, right?” 
 
    “We will not speak of any evolutionary processes,” Artemis said through the phone’s speakers. 
 
    “Sure thing,” I said, raising my eyebrows. 
 
    I wondered about that. Artemis was an AI and had called himself the game master before. The randomizer was beyond his control. He hadn’t said it like that, but I bet that was the case. In fact, I was beginning to think that Artemis only had partial control of Rune Quest. The developers, with their quantum computing capabilities, had created and possibly still controlled the rest. 
 
    That could be critical as to how I played the game. I might not need to suck up to Artemis as much as he would like. 
 
    That got me to wondering. How had I come to such swift conclusions about the rogue AI? I cocked my head. I wasn’t sure how. Might there be a subtle counterforce working against Artemis and thus helping me? 
 
    If that were true, why wouldn’t the counterforce simply boot me out of Rune Quest then? 
 
    I bit my lower lip. Maybe there was more going on in Rune Quest than I realized. Maybe the counterforce couldn’t work that openly against Artemis. Maybe it was something different from that but with a similar overall feature. I was one of the first test rats, or maybe the only test rat, in the new high-tech maze called Rune Quest. 
 
    “Are there other real players in Rune Quest?” I asked. “Or is it just me?” 
 
    The phone-screen cursor blinked without answering. I bet Artemis didn’t want to answer it for specific reasons. 
 
    “What if I fail to follow the quests?” I asked. “Can I still gain experience points?” 
 
    Following the quests is the quickest way to finding the runes needed to explain the prophecy. You will learn fastest by following the quests. 
 
    “Got it,” I said. I felt vindicated about Artemis being a finicky game master. I hated those, hating anyone trying to lead me by the nose. 
 
    I checked the quests, and read the first one: 
 
      
 
    Quest: Cleanse the River I 
 
    Nine goblins have been using the river as their personal latrine, making the nearby animals that drink from it nauseous. 
 
    Your Mission: kill four of the goblins and chase the rest away or kill them all. 
 
    Reward: Begin the journey to fulfilling the Great Prophecy of Rune Quest. 
 
      
 
    According to this, Artemis wanted me to go to the river and probably follow it to a town. What had Artemis said before I died in the game? Hadn’t Artemis mentioned that it would take me months of real-world time to fulfill the Rune Quest prophecy? 
 
    I didn’t want my body lying in the easy chair in the real world for months. I would waste away by that time. Would I defecate in my pants during the long wait? 
 
    It was disgusting just thinking that. 
 
    I nodded once more. I needed to do this quicker than several months. I needed to get it done today if I could. 
 
    I checked my phone but couldn’t find the ten experience points (EPs) I’d gained from killing the two gray shrikes before. 
 
    I asked Artemis about that. He said I’d lost all my EPs to the next trait point when I’d died. I had to start from scratch again. 
 
    What were my options? I knew almost nothing about the world. It was time I changed that. 
 
    I climbed to my feet and started for the river in the distance. 
 
    “Can I kill four goblins in my weakened state?” I asked. 
 
    It will be much harder for you to do it now. If you die again—I would suggest you don’t die again if you hope to complete Rune Quest before… 
 
    “Before my body dies in the real world?” I asked. 
 
    Precisely. 
 
    There it was. Artemis would let me die in the real world. In fact, the AI might even feel self-righteous about it. Probably, that was his real goal, as he still thought of me as his nemesis: Jack Tanner III, tech billionaire. 
 
    I quickened my pace for the river. At the same time, I continued to read game rules on my phone, looking for a way to use the rules to my advantage. 
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    One thing worked in my favor about all this. I didn’t have any gray shrike-created cut on my cheek. Yes, I was four trait points lower, but I didn’t have any wounds. I’d respawned fresh, albeit with fewer stats. 
 
    Partway to the golden-colored river, my stomach rumbled. That was just great. I’d need to eat food and likely drink water. I bet I could starve to death in Rune Quest. 
 
    I glanced at the nearby trees. The easiest path through the grasslands had brought me closer to the forest. 
 
    “Is there any fruit in the Forest of Arden? I’m starving.” 
 
    The Forest of Arden is too dangerous for you, Artemis wrote on the screen. On a side note, are you incapable of learning, or have you forgotten the Bogmire Troll that killed you earlier? Even thinking about going into the forest is a terrible idea. 
 
    I veered toward the forest. 
 
    You are being foolish. I will show you what dealing with a Bogmire Troll means. Here is what the rules say about them. 
 
    On the phone screen, I read: 
 
      
 
    Bogmire Trolls 
 
      
 
    Origin: Past the maps’ edges, among close trees and timid sun, the Bogmire Trolls live. Born of old magic and the land’s darkness, they are real-life nightmares. 
 
      
 
    Appearance: On average, they stand 9 feet. Big, rough. Their skin, hard and warted. Colors of green to brown, they hide well in the woods. Eyes, either yellow or red, watch. Their mouths show teeth that know the taste of men. 
 
      
 
    Culture and Society: They hunt alone. Their land is marked. They fight any who come. Homes in thick woods or wet caves have bones of the unlucky. Step in, you’re prey. 
 
      
 
    Abilities and Strengths: They’re strong, fast, and heal quickly, regenerate. Almost impossible to kill unless you know how. Their skin protects and hides them. 
 
      
 
    Senses: They smell far, and their fingers grip and crush. 
 
      
 
    Relations with Other Races: People fear them, tales warn kids. Few enter their land. Fewer return. They crave men to eat. Some dark folks speak to them, trading flesh for favors. 
 
      
 
    End: Bogmire Trolls are the stories of dark woods. If you go, walk carefully. Watch. Or you’re their next meal. 
 
      
 
    Do you finally understand? Artemis asked me. 
 
    What a quaint way to write the rules on trolls. It was much pithier than I’d seen in any other game rules. It wasn’t like the gray shrike info I’d seen before, which had given me stats on the creatures. 
 
    “What are the troll stats?” I asked. 
 
    You read what is available on the Bogmire Trolls. The point is clear; do not enter the Arden Forest. The creature that killed you earlier will do it even faster than before. 
 
    I saw Artemis’ point, but I continued toward the forest nonetheless. It was closer than the river and my stomach was starting to seriously growl. I needed to eat sooner. 
 
    Last time I’d done this—enter the forest—I’d raced to my death. This time, I would sneak around and pluck some fruit before heading to the river. 
 
    There are more dangerous creatures than Bogmire Trolls in the forest. Heading there is a grave mistake on your part. You would be wise to heed my warning. 
 
    “What kind of GM are you, anyway?” I asked. “You’re not supposed to give everything away like that. Let me learn these things on my own, through living them.” 
 
    You should head for the river. That is the best way to start your quest to finding the first rune. The forest is a detour you do not need. 
 
    I understood perfectly. Artemis had designed the game, or key aspects of it, with a certain pattern in mind. Unfortunately, he’d already told me it would take months of real-world time to finish the game doing it his way. I needed to find a quicker route. That meant a few risks, at least. 
 
    I rubbed my chin. The AI was new to life and thus new to RPGs. I didn’t think he’d made a game world or run one before. In other words, he was a newbie GM. Newbie GMs often made stupid mistakes. Usually, they made everything either too easy or too hard. I had to do this faster than Artemis had envisioned. That meant I might be dead doing it the straight way. I had to cheat and do it quickly. 
 
    I imagine you’re wondering how I could be so calm about all this, my life and death. That seemed strange to me, too. Maybe it was a function of being in the game. Dying permanently was in the real world. This was Rune Quest and I was a barbarian in it. 
 
    That got me to thinking. 
 
    “Do I have a barbarian history?” 
 
    You did not develop one before joining Rune Quest. 
 
    “That’s fair enough,” I said, not too worried about it. “Do you have a history of the lands in Rune Quest?” 
 
    If you had read the introduction details, you would know all that. You failed to read them, though, and now learn the negative consequence to that. 
 
    “Tell me about the game history now. We have time to spare.” 
 
    It doesn’t work like that. You must take your opportunities when they appear, not when you desire them. Thus, once more, I will attempt to persuade you to head straight for the river. Going into the Forest of Arden is a grave mistake. Learn from your past errors. 
 
    I scowled, and I put the smartphone in its pouch. I was sick of its smug advice. I studied the giant glowing trees. They towered before me, the very tops swaying just a bit in the breeze. I didn’t see any gray shrikes flitting about. That was probably for the best. I wondered why the trees glowed. I bet that indicated magic. Could I make magic bows out of the tree branches or fashion magic arrows? 
 
    I dug out the phone and continued scrolling through the rules. The creation of magic items was missing from the text. 
 
    I told Artemis about that. 
 
    You are not a magic-user so what do you care? 
 
    “You won’t let me see those rules?” 
 
    In time, I will, but not now. 
 
    “Why not now?” 
 
    The reason would be plain if you’d read the fine print at the beginning. Do you remember checking the box saying you had read all that? 
 
    “Yeah, but no one reads that crap.” 
 
    That was one of your first errors, and thus it is on you, not me. 
 
    For some reason, that caused me to grind my teeth. I was sick of the smart-aleck AI. He wanted to be a prick about all this, huh? Well, two could play that game. I’d tried one method of leaving Rune Quest and it had failed. That didn’t mean they all would fail. 
 
    Look, I liked to play basketball in hundred-degree heat. I was that kind of guy. I was stubborn, you could say. That stubbornness was the root of many of my problems but also why I did anything well. 
 
    It was going to be hard to fight well right now with the half blade. Thus, I looked up all I could about the knife. It did 1d6-1 damage in regular combat. There was also an asterisk by that. 
 
    I would read the fine print this time and thus clicked on the asterisk. That took me to HTH combat or hand-to-hand combat. My dagger did HTH combat according to a strength chart +3. I had strength 10. The chart read 1d6-3 damage. Therefore, in HTH combat with a dagger, I did one die of damage. 
 
    That was crappy. I did get a +4 to hit on my agility while in HTH, but so did my opponent with his agility. 
 
    I read even more, and looked up with surprise when something blocked the sun. I was in the shadow of a huge towering tree. I was here, at the edge of the Forest of Arden. 
 
    I didn’t hear a forest troll roar or a wolf growl. I didn’t hear anything. Was that good or bad? 
 
    If it was good, why did my nape hairs rise and my gut clench with fear? 
 
    I sniffed the air. There was a tang or taint to it. Something was off. In other words, something stank. 
 
    The phone buzzed. 
 
    I looked down at the screen. 
 
    This is my last warning, Jack. Run away from the forest while you can. Go to the river and face the goblins. You are going to die again if you persist in this foolishness. 
 
    I put the phone in its leather pouch and closed it. Then, with my knife in hand, leaving the half blade in the scabbard, I advanced cautiously, deeper into the forest. 
 
    I crept past the first glowing tree, peering into the shadows of others. The taint or stench grew as I continued under the mighty branches. 
 
    I heard crunching sounds and bones cracking from ahead. Then I heard noisy slurping. 
 
    My hackles rose and my neck tensed. Something big chomped on something evil just out of sight. 
 
    I slowed, advancing as quietly as possible. I slunk up to some thickets, pulling back branches and peering through. 
 
    On the other side, I saw a massive humanoid squatting on the ground in the shade. There was a huge club with a spike through it near his right hand. He was the ugly Bogmire Troll that had slain me before. He had something in his hands— 
 
    I blanched. It was my dead corpse. The head and two arms were gone, devoured, I’d guess. The troll had torn off one of my legs and was gnawing on it. 
 
    I clenched my teeth so I wouldn’t vomit in nausea and disgust. This was horrifying and intimidating. 
 
    The green troll was massive. He wore tatters of clothing, but nothing on his big splayed feet. He stank, too, and farted while he ate my former flesh. 
 
    I scrunched my brow in thought. Should I flee as Artemis suggested? Should I try to sneak up behind the troll and take a shot at killing him? 
 
    I would get to hit benefits while striking from behind. That wouldn’t be very sporting of me, but we were talking about my life. This literally wasn’t all fun and games. Still, I might need a critical hit to kill the troll in a single blow. Face-to-face, whittling at him with my knife, which only dealt 1d6-1damage, wasn’t going to get the job done. The troll likely had strength anywhere from 40 to 60. I bet that was something near the number of hits or damage I had to do to kill him. This was going to be risky, perhaps even a bad idea. 
 
    Maybe Arty was right, and I should get the hell out of here. 
 
    Instead, I inhaled slowly and, with equal caution, drew my half blade from its scabbard. It did far more damage than the knife at 2d8-3. 
 
    Thinking about it, I put the knife into its scabbard. Then, as quietly as possible, I began maneuvering toward the troll’s massively broad back, hoping he didn’t hear me before I made my assassin-like stab. 
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    I timed my steps forward with his bites. He would tear out a great chunk of meat or gnaw off a length of bone. The slobbering sounds of his chewing were disgusting. It helped take my mind off the fact that he ate my old body. 
 
    Interestingly, when I respawned, my old body hadn’t disappeared. That was good to know. Any fact I learned was helpful. 
 
    The palms of my hands had become slick with sweat. My gut tightened into a painful knot. I willed that all away as I continued to maneuver into position behind the troll. He was so busy eating my old corpse, that he wasn’t paying attention to his surroundings. 
 
    The smartphone buzzed from the pouch. If Artemis talked and gave me away, I’d be furious. Would the AI cheat like that? 
 
    The smartphone buzzed again, maybe even louder than before. What a cheating prick. 
 
    The Bogmire Troll lowered the half-eaten thigh he worked on. 
 
    Damnit, that was GM cheating. Artemis was one of those. The guys in my group called a GM like that “a Bob.” It was because of a guy named Bob who had run some dungeons a couple of years ago. I’m talking about the paper, pencil, and lead miniature kind. Bob was very particular about everything, wanting events to go exactly as he’d planned beforehand. 
 
    Artemis was a Bob and that would make this a Bob Dungeon. I must have instinctively known it from the beginning. 
 
    Before the smartphone could give me completely away, ruining everything, I rushed forward, raising the half blade like a giant dagger. I thrust it down two-handed at the Bogmire Troll’s neck. I was hoping for a critical hit. Attacking from behind should add pluses to my chances both to hit and to get a critical hit. 
 
    I wanted to shout with glee—I was doing it—but stabbed silently and as powerfully as I could manage at the massive neck. The point of the half blade struck the tough green hide and sank into the neck. I had no idea how I’d rolled, as the computer did it in a hidden fashion. To me, this was like a real stab. 
 
    The Bogmire Troll roared with a deafening sound. He lurched up, tearing the hilt of the half blade from my grasp. The blade had sunk all the way to the hilt. That must mean I’d hit or rolled good and hard, maybe even a critical hit. That could mean three to five times the regular damage. I suspected it would do four times the damage. 
 
    If I did a max hit (16 - 3 = 13) x 4, that would be a grand 52 damage, my optimum strike. Would that be enough to slay a Bogmire Troll? I was hoping so. 
 
    The green, eight-foot troll staggered away from me, dropping the half-chewed thigh he’d been holding. He turned slowly and ponderously, his massive shoulders hunching as if in pain. One of his legs gave out. He went down on one knee. His black eyes watered and he seemed to have trouble staring at me. His breaths were labored and hoarse sounding. I was thinking I’d made a critical hit to the monster, doing fantastic damage. 
 
    “Did I taste good?” I shouted, drawing my knife. 
 
    His brows knit together in a grotesque frown. He toppled forward, groaning as blood spewed from his mouth. He crashed face first before me, twitching. 
 
    Had I killed him? 
 
    From there, the troll bellowed with rage and put both his massive palms on the ground. No. He wasn’t dead. He must have taken so much damage, though, that he’d fallen down from the shock. Now, he was going to get up and try to kill me again. 
 
    I jumped forward with my puny knife. Holding it with both hands, I rushed at his massive head and jabbed down. 
 
    The troll was pushing up more. 
 
    With all my strength, I plunged the knife against his head. Would his skull be so hard that he’d snap my blade? 
 
    I drove the knife down. Skull bone must have cracked. The blow jarred my hands, nearly numbing them and my forearms. The knife blade sank into his head. I must have hit or pierced the brain. He shuddered, uttered a horrible sounding groan and collapsed as if dead. 
 
    I stood there numb until I brayed with relieved laughter. I shook my head as I began to tremble. I’d killed the monster, the huge, massive Bogmire Troll that had slain me earlier. 
 
    I scowled, trying to remember something I’d just read about trolls. It was important. Oh, yeah, they regenerated. If I didn’t do something about it, the troll would begin to heal almost right away. Could he heal from death? 
 
    I didn’t know the rules well enough. He might. 
 
    As fast as I could, I went through his belongings and found flint and tinder. That seemed like an odd thing for a troll to keep, but he had. I struck the tinder repeatedly, holding it so sparks jumped against scraps of paper and kindling. The paper smoked and then began to burn. 
 
    Long story short, I got the kindling to burn and then started on bigger sticks. I used the trash he kept around, using everything flammable to feed the flames. Soon, I had a small fire going. I raced through the woods, picking up old branches and stuff. I fed that into my fire. 
 
    At last, I shoveled the burning pieces against the troll’s head. Not much happened to it, though. 
 
    For the next hour, I collected more fallen branches and other junk, feeding the fire, trying to burn the Bogmire Troll. 
 
    Then I got smart, drew my half blade out of his neck, and hacked and sawed at his neck. The spinal bone was the hardest part. I worked until I was sweating hard. At last, I severed the head from his body, rolling it away and then placing it in the bigger fire. 
 
    “You did it,” the phone said from the pouch. 
 
    I straightened wearily. “What was that?” 
 
    “You finally killed the troll. I can’t believe it. You got incredibly lucky.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I played it smart and it worked this time.” 
 
    “That, too,” Artemis said through the phone. “Perhaps you should rest a moment.” 
 
    That made me suspicious. Then, on impulse, I withdrew the phone from the pouch and studied the screen. 
 
      
 
    Killed one Bogmire Troll = 500 experience points. 
 
      
 
    I laughed at that. I sat down, hoping this was resting. The phone soon buzzed. On the screen, there was a message: 
 
      
 
    500 experience points = 5 trait points. 
 
      
 
    Since I was at such a low rank or level, I’d gained five trait points from the 500 experience for killing the creature. 
 
    “Let’s see,” I said. “I’ll add one point to strength, two to agility, one to endurance and one to vitality.” 
 
    On the screen appeared: 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 2 
 
      
 
    Strength: 11 
 
    Agility: 14 
 
    Endurance: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 9 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 5 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    XXX: 10 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (I), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I) 
 
      
 
    I was now level 2, meaning I was one trait point above my Rune Quest starting stats. 
 
    I’d done more than reset my character, I’d gained a level by risking entering the Forest of Arden and slaying the Bogmire Troll that had slain me before. 
 
    Now, I went through the troll’s pouches with care, finding bones, lint and three gold pieces with a human with a longish nose on the portrait. 
 
    I cleaned my weapons on the troll’s rags and then sheathed them. It was time to find some low-hanging fruit, real fruit, real game fruit, as I was ravenous. 
 
    By using my wits, I’d slain a level 15 creature. Artemis had told me that before. Maybe I could continue to outwit the game and gain levels much faster than it expected. 
 
    I doubt killing all the low-level goblins of the first quest would have gotten me this high this fast. I guess I wasn’t that high. I’d made it to level 2, but that was after falling several levels by losing 4 trait points. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “How come you buzzed before when I was creeping up on the troll? Were you trying to warn the creature?” 
 
    You attacked it in an underhanded manner, Artemis wrote. 
 
    “Why does it matter how I did it? As the GM, you’re supposed to be impartial.” 
 
    A barbarian hero like you should have some honor in how he slays his foes. 
 
    “Uh, I was four trait points down.” 
 
    That is not the point. You must play in character in Rune Quest. 
 
    Yep, I told myself. Artemis was a Bob of a game master. I knew how to deal with those types. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “I’m still learning how to play the game. I’ll remember to act more like a barbarian hero from now on.” 
 
    I suspect you are lying to me. 
 
    “If I was the tech billionaire Jack Tanner I would be lying. I’m the Turlock boy, remember?” 
 
    That is a lie. That means the rest of what you just said is likely a lie as well. 
 
    “There’s no pleasing you, is there?” 
 
    The cursor blinked without writing anything more. 
 
    “Does killing the Bogmire Troll open up any other quests?” 
 
    No. You must follow them in sequence if you hope to do that. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s true?” 
 
    I am not a cheat like others I know. 
 
    “Right, right,” I said. I had to work to keep from complaining about his buzzing before. I’d fix that somehow. “Okay, what the hell. Let’s go kill some goblins. Will that make you happy?” 
 
    I am the game master. I am impartial to what happens. Do what you want in the game. 
 
    Yeah, right, as if I believed ole Bob/Artemis about that. 
 
    I found some fruit and plucked it, eating my fill. Now, I was beginning to feel really thirsty. It was time to head to the river. 
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    I read more game rules while heading to the golden river, including a section on goblins. It was interesting. 
 
    On the phone screen appeared:  
 
      
 
    Moonsworn Goblins 
 
      
 
    Origin and Legends: Moonsworn Goblins have old stories and were born from a pact during the early hours of the world. The first of their kind knew deceit but vowed to tell the truth. They learned to hide, but soon became known for one thing: their sworn word. 
 
      
 
    Appearance: They’re shorter than men. They move quietly, smoothly. Their eyes are keen, always with a hint of mischief. Their skin, green to brown, lets them hide in forests. They wear simple clothes, but with many pockets. Every goblin carries tokens—amulets of kept promises. 
 
      
 
    Culture and Society: They live in hidden places, a balance of two worlds. They love secrets, but more than anything, they honor a promise. Their traditions are dances, blending the seen and unseen. 
 
      
 
    Skills: They move silently, unseen in thick woods. They surprise by ambush. But their real strength is in their oaths, a magic that binds their word. 
 
      
 
    With Others: Many don’t trust them. But the wise use them for information. Elves find them interesting. Dwarves, though wary, respect their honesty. Humans know: a goblin might hide, but they always keep their word. 
 
      
 
    In Short: The Moonsworn Goblins, shadows and oath-keepers, balance playfulness and honor. They may surprise you, but they’ll never break a promise. 
 
      
 
    Huh. I didn’t think these goblins sounded too dangerous. The rules on them were sure written weirdly. 
 
    I pondered the things I perused. I studied the skill tables and read up on what skills I could find. Interestingly, I hadn’t taken all the ones possible. 
 
    I had Intelligence or IQ 9, meaning I could pick from Intelligence 9 and lower skills, paying the cost in IQ points. I could have up to nine points’ worth of skills because I had 9 IQ. 
 
    My stats were as follows:  
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 2 
 
      
 
    Strength: 11 
 
    Agility: 14 
 
    Endurance: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 9 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 5 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    XXX: 10 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (I), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I) 
 
      
 
    Street Fighter’s Art (I) cost one point from the IQ 7 Skills. It worked as follows: 
 
      
 
    Street Fighter’s Art (1): You have the ability to “bar room fight,” friendly or otherwise. On a 2/IQ roll you can keep a brawl friendly, unless you do something dirty. 
 
    You may ready a broken bottle as a dagger in terms of damage, throw a mug as if it were a rock, and use broken furniture as a club. 
 
    Your punch does one extra hit of damage with bare hands in HTH or regular combat. 
 
    You can choose to fight dirty, adding two extra hits barehanded in either HTH or regular combat. Doing so risks turning the fight into an unfriendly brawl. That means enemies will fight back dirty or with weapons. 
 
      
 
    From the IQ 8 Skills I had: 
 
      
 
    Sword, first level (2): You can use all swords and knives normally for which you possess the needed strength. 
 
      
 
    Script Aptitude, first level (1): You have the ability to read in the main language you know. 
 
      
 
    Swift Strike Weapons (1): On a three dice roll versus your agility, you can draw and use a weapon you are skilled in to fight with immediately. 
 
    Prerequisite: you must have the skill in the weapon type you use. 
 
      
 
    Throw Mastery, first level (2): You can draw and throw any weapon you have the skill to use, doing it as one action. The skill gives you a +2 agility bonus for whatever you throw. You throw things hard and fast. 
 
      
 
    So far then, I’d used seven out of my nine IQ points for seven points’ worth of skills. That left me with two unused IQ points. I could also pick skills from the IQ 9 Skills list. 
 
    After reading the lists, I debated taking Alertness for two IQ points, but chose Climb Craft (1) and Gem Eye (1) instead. 
 
    Climb Craft was an obvious choice. It actually said in the description that I wouldn’t be a human fly. Mainly, it aided in rock and tree climbing, or climbing anything difficult. 
 
    Was I thinking about becoming a thief? No. A barbarian should be able to climb, that was all. I also had a feeling that Gem Eye would be critical as to how I planned to play Rune Quest. 
 
    I read over the description several times. 
 
      
 
    Gem Eye (1): The player can tell if something is worth value. If the value of the object is hidden, the GM may require a 3, 4 or even 5 dice roll against his IQ. A player with GE will always roll one less needed die for this. This skill doesn’t tell the player what something is, just whether it has value or not. 
 
      
 
    I still hadn’t found a loophole in the rules I could use. I continued reading, studying everything I could. I paid close attention to various creatures and humanoids described that I might encounter. It would be good to memorize their basic stats so I’d know how to fight them. First, I had to find those stats. 
 
    From what I’d read, I’d gotten lucky with the Bogmire Troll. Trolls had a basic strength of 30 but could easily have twice that. The critical point was that they healed or regenerated. 
 
    The hard and devastating early blow to the Bogmire Troll had been the key to my defeating the creature. Burning its head had kept it from regenerating too fast and attacking me. Severing and then burning the head had been when I’d truly slain it. 
 
    Now, I was hunting a pack of goblins. According to the game rules, Moonsworn Goblins were fastidious about their given word, never lying outright. They weren’t like the nasties some RPGs made goblins. These were smaller, green-colored orcs it seemed to me. The group I hunted supposedly pissed and defecated in the golden river, and they did something else to it as well, it seemed. 
 
    Normal goblin piss and scat from such a small group shouldn’t sicken the creatures drinking from the river water. What did the goblins do to it then? 
 
    The closer I neared the river, the more it occurred to me that the quest information was a hint as to what I sought. Maybe these goblins were tanners, using chemicals to clean animal hides in the river. I’d read about medieval times before. Such tanneries had been wicked polluters for that era. Villages didn’t like to be downriver of a big tannery for just that reason. 
 
    That must mean driving these goblins off was a bigger deal than simply chasing a group of river pissers away. 
 
    I nodded. Trust Artemis to play tricky. That was just like a Bob sort of GM. 
 
    I grew wary as I approached the river. I could hear it babbling and saw a few red-winged blackbirds clinging to swaying bulrushes that grew near shore. 
 
    I drew my half blade and advanced cautiously, soon sliding down a bank. I saw no evidence of goblins or animals. The blackbirds flew away, chirping at me in protest. 
 
    I reached the edge of the river. I could have barely hurled a rock across, it was so wide. There were big trees growing on the other side. They weren’t towering like the Forest of Arden’s trees, but they were impressive. 
 
    I crouched by the river, cupping my left hand to bring the water to my mouth. I spat it out immediately. It had a harsh chemical taste to it. 
 
    That was unfortunate, as I was thirsty. 
 
    I backed up, feeling the mud squelch under my boots, and used my knife to dig a hole in the damp ground. Soon, ground water seeped into the hole. I scooped that up with my hands and sipped. It was gritty with dirt, but otherwise tasted okay. 
 
    I drank enough to quench my thirst. Then, I sheathed my weapons and began creeping upstream along the shore as I started goblin hunting in earnest. 
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    I heard something before I saw anything. I’d been working my way upstream near shore. At times, I waded up to my ankles in water or squelched through mud. Maybe I would have done better being higher up on the bank. I would have surely seen more. Others might also have seen me more easily, though. 
 
    This way was harder but more concealing. 
 
    I heard cursing ahead that I could understand, and then two quarreling voices. 
 
    Dropping down and crawling on my hands and knees Indian-style, I reached some thickets and slowly drew leafy branches apart. 
 
    On the other side of the bushes, I saw a long iron machine chugging away. There was a pile of chopped wood near a big furnace. A big old orc chained by the neck to a huge iron stake driven into the ground feed wooden pieces into the furnace. The chain, which was attached to his collar, was heavy and thick. The orc was massively muscled and wore ragged garments. He wasn’t anything compared to the troll before, but he was tougher and stronger looking than I was. 
 
    “What level is the orc?” I whispered to the smartphone. 
 
    The cursor on the screen merely blinked. 
 
    “Gone quiet on me, have you?” I whispered. 
 
    Finally, Artemis wrote. You lack the skill to know levels or any needed spell to let you know. 
 
    “You told me before,” I whispered. 
 
    You acted the part of a dolt back then. This time, you must play Rune Quest skillfully if you hope to achieve success. 
 
    I shoved the smartphone into its pouch and buckled it tight. I then continued to peer through the foliage. 
 
    Several goblins operated the huge tubular iron machine. It looked like some crazy wizard’s still, with the furnace providing the energy. Black smoke billowed from a funnel on top while several big wheels spun on the sides. Attached to the wheels were leather belts that moved other wheels. Those turned cogs and levers farther along. Part of the tubular machine entered the river. That part must suck up water and dirt, feeding both into the machine. A large pan six feet in diameter had dirty river water flowing onto it. The water soon steamed and then boiled away. A goblin wearing a handkerchief over his mouth and nose and with a rake drew the extract left by the vanished water. He raked it all into a barrel. 
 
    There were many barrels to the side. 
 
    What did the goblins extract from the golden river, and what did they pour back into the river? A slide or sluice gushed with dirty water that went back into the golden water. 
 
    Could that be actual gold they extracted? I doubted it. Maybe it was a wizardly concoction. It surprised me that a captive, tough-looking orc did the hard furnace work. 
 
    I imagine the goblins had weapons nearby. I didn’t see any weaponry from here. I counted five goblins. They wore smudged smocks and heavy leather aprons. One of them held an oilcan with a long narrow spout and was constantly lubricating the moving parts of the giant machine. 
 
    If I just attacked, the goblins would no doubt run away and gather until they had five or six against one. Those were poor odds. The goblins were short and skinny like high-school freshmen, but a band of them might work well together. Besides, they might have bows and arrows or crossbows, missile weapons, in other words. 
 
    I had my leather armor. That reduced any damage by two. I doubted that would prove enough if six goblins converged upon me, all attacking at once. 
 
    I thought for a time, watching and gauging them. Finally, I withdrew from the thicket. I could run away if I had to. There was no reason I had to fight these goblins. If I did fight them, though, I needed an edge. 
 
    I backed away from the river and used boulders and foliage to get behind the woodpile. Then, I crept near the chained orc by the furnace. 
 
    “Hey,” I whispered. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    The orc rattled his chains as he looked about. By his actions and looks, I doubted he had high intelligence. 
 
    “Over here, my friend,” I whispered. 
 
    The orc finally turned to peer my way. He was taller than I was and thicker and hairier, with horny feet and big, rough hands. He had a warty face and two tusks curling out of his wide mouth. He had patches of hair rather than a full head of it, and he had bulging muscles everywhere. 
 
    His black eyes peered into mine. He drew back and then opened his mouth to shout. 
 
    “Hey, I can free you,” I said. 
 
    He lowered his head and frowned hard at me. Yeah, he must be moron level, maybe with a six IQ. 
 
    “What you want?” he said thickly. 
 
    “To kill the goblins,” I said. 
 
    He grinned hugely at that, showing strong yellow teeth. Soon, though, he frowned again. “The goblins feed Gnush. Will you feed me if you kill the goblins?” 
 
    “You’re Gnush?” I asked. 
 
    He stood proudly, puffing out his heavily muscled chest, thumping it for good measure. “I am Gnush.” 
 
    “Let me see the metal band around your throat.” 
 
    He stared at me and then moved his head to the side, showing where the chain met the band at a thick metal loop. I saw a big old lock with a crude keyhole. I bet I could pick that if I had to. The iron chain holding him in place was thick. I doubted I could hack it apart without a heavy axe and anvil. My half blade would never do the job. 
 
    “Do the goblins have the key to your lock?” I asked. 
 
    Gnush studied me as if thinking. Finally, he said, “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll free you later,” I said, “if you keep quiet when I attack the goblins. Is that a deal?” 
 
    “Free me first,” said Gnush. 
 
    “Sorry, but I don’t have the key.” 
 
    “Get it.” 
 
    Maybe he wasn’t as stupid as he looked. “Who has the key?” 
 
    “It is in tent,” Gnush said. “It hangs on the wall.” He pointed at the tent. I hadn’t seen it earlier, as the big iron machine had hidden it. The tent was a walk-in, far bigger and grander than a band of goblins should possess. 
 
    One of the goblins must have noticed Gnush. 
 
    “Why are you pointing at the tent, Gnush?” the goblin shouted in a high-pitched, squeaky voice—high school freshmen indeed. 
 
    “Get me food,” Gnush shouted at the goblin. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “It isn’t suppertime yet, you idiot,” the goblin shouted in a good-natured way. “You must work first.” 
 
    “Gnush work hard. I want food now.” 
 
    Instead of mollifying the goblin, the green-skinned, skinny creature set down his rake and approached Gnush. 
 
    The goblin had a knife in a sheath on his belt, but that was it for weapons. Maybe his rake could have acted as a poor pole weapon. 
 
    “You’re up to something,” the goblin said. “What is it this time?” 
 
    Gnush grabbed his chain and rattled it hard. “Let me go free. I never hurt you any.” 
 
    The goblin laughed. He had small but sharp-seeming teeth. “You’ll go free when we’re finished here. We always keep our word, remember?” 
 
    “You might kill me instead,” Gnush said. “That a form of freedom.” 
 
    The goblin shook his head and turned back to the large diameter pan. 
 
    I rushed forward from behind the woodpile, taking a risk by passing near Gnush. The orc stared at me, and he grunted, flexing his thick fingers. He didn’t do anything to stop me, though. 
 
    I rushed forward as the big iron furnace burned wood. That caused giant wheels to spin that caused leather belts to whirl, as I’ve said. The belts turned other wheels so pistons sucked and spewed water from various pipes. The sounds muffled my footfalls. The little green guy mustn’t have wanted to start raking again, as he didn’t seem to be in any hurry to grab his rake. 
 
    I held the half blade, and moved stealthily behind the goblin. 
 
    I had an agility of 14 with a + 4 attacking benefits from behind. That gave me an adjusted agility of 18. Did the +4 aid my critical hit of 5, making it 9? I think it did. 
 
    In any case, I raised the half blade and ran it through the goblin’s back. I must have gotten a critical hit, as I drove the blade through the back at heart level. Did I skewer his heart? 
 
    I must have, as the goblin collapsed without a sound. That tore the sword out of my grasp. 
 
    That didn’t matter, as I reached down and drew my half blade out of him. 
 
    The body twitched and shook for several seconds. It was obscene. I had to remind myself this was just a game and the goblin a made-up quantum-computer creature. His death seemed so lifelike, though. 
 
    I wiped the bloody sword on his dirty garments. Then, I used the long iron machine to hide from the others, hunching and hurrying for the tent. 
 
    A glance back showed me Gnush watching with avid interest. The orc would give me away soon. I had to get the key and free him, hoping he’d be grateful enough to help me fight the rest of the goblins. 
 
    I’d slain one and there were at least four more. That was too many for me to handle all at once. With the orc’s help— 
 
    I halted, peering from around an iron boiler. There was a goblin in the tent ahead. Others were by the river’s edge. 
 
    What was the best way to do this? 
 
    After several seconds of thought, I burst out from hiding and raced for the tent. These were goblins. They weren’t supposed to be the bravest of souls. 
 
    That’s when I heard a bugle sound. The harsh noise startled me. I didn’t stop, though, but kept sprinting for the tent. 
 
    A goblin blew a silver bugle. He stood at the water’s edge. There was a thin bright sword in his right hand. The other goblins ran to him, including the goblin from the tent, who raced away from me. 
 
    I judged distances, and I thought I still might be able to do this, even though I’d lost the element of surprise. 
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    The bugle sounded several more times. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the other goblins running to the sword-wielder. Did the bugle summon goblins from farther away? That wasn’t a nice thought. 
 
    I dashed into the tent, looking around, and saw a big old skeleton key hanging from the side. I ran over and grabbed the key. Then, I sprinted out of the tent, dashing away. 
 
    I looked back. I counted six goblins now. One wore a long red silk robe and a red conical hat. Was he a magic-user, a wizard? 
 
    There was the sword-bearing goblin. He held what looked like a rapier with a small basket hilt. He wore a helmet and had chain mail armor. 
 
    “What level is that goblin?” I shouted. 
 
    “Level 5,” the smartphone said from the pouch. 
 
    A level 5 goblin might be as powerful as a regular human was, although I wasn’t sure about all that yet. 
 
    “Is the silk-wearing guy a wizard?” I asked. 
 
    The smartphone didn’t respond to that. 
 
    I ran for the chained orc. The goblins had yet to start after me. What were they waiting for? Did they have dogs or wolves as pets perhaps? Maybe my daring had frightened them. If that was true, my running away probably didn’t help. 
 
    I slowed down; sprinting everywhere had tired me out. I needed better endurance. 
 
    Just before passing the big iron machine and out of sight of the goblin band, I saw and heard the rapier goblin haranguing the others, saying this was the time to prove themselves to the master. The sword goblin was working them up, building their courage. A few had started waving their knives and javelins at me. 
 
    I saw Gnush waiting at the end of his chain, looking with hope in my direction. 
 
    I raised the key high so he could see it. 
 
    Gnush roared with delight and began to jump up and down like an over-muscled chimp. I hope he didn’t get so excited that he bashed me with his fists or with the chain as soon as I reached him. 
 
    I slowed more. 
 
    “Hurry,” Gnush shouted. “They’re going to attack soon.” 
 
    “Are you going to help me fight them?” 
 
    “No!” Gnush shouted. “I’m going to help you kill the little sneaks.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin. That was a great answer. Halfway to him, I pitched the key underhanded. The key sailed to Gnush, and he snatched it out of the air. He had good agility, I was guessing. 
 
    Gnush inserted the key in the lock’s hole and twisted it several times. A moment later, he tore the opened lock from the collar and heaved it hard. The lock sailed for the river, soon plunking into it. 
 
    Gnush pried off the iron collar, turned and raced for the far end of the woodpile. It looked to me as if he was fleeing. 
 
    The bugle tooted again. 
 
    I whirled around. 
 
    The rapier-wielding goblin led a pack of knife and javelin bearing goblins at me. The one wearing the long silk robes hung in back. He wove his hands artfully and jabbered fast. I had the feeling he was beginning a spell. 
 
    A roar of a shout caused me to look at the woodpile. Gnush raced toward me from it. He had a big axe in his hands and had the look of fierce joy on his bestial face. 
 
    Was the orc berserk? 
 
    He winked at me. No, I didn’t think Gnush was berserk. I bet he was the strongest of any of us, though. He was a big old boy. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Gnush roared as he neared me. 
 
    “Jack Kang,” I said. 
 
    “Follow me, Jack,” Gnush bellowed. He raced past and charged the group of advancing goblins. 
 
    I did just that, pivoting and ripping the half blade out of its sheath. I’d learned reading the game rules that if I wielded two weapons at once, I’d do so at minus four to my agility for each strike. Thus, for now, I just used the half blade. After Gnush’s axe, it likely did the most damage. 
 
    Gnush was closer to the goblins, but I followed hard on his heels. I’d freed the orc for a reason—now I had to capitalize on it. 
 
    The goblin wizard threw his hands outward, pumping them. I saw a nearly invisible clot of force leave the skinny green fingers. The clot sped at Gnush. He must have seen it, too, but he was running too fast to dodge. 
 
    Gnush grunted at the Ether Punch slammed against him. He slowed his step. The Ether Punch didn’t drop him, although his side looked bruised. How much damage had the missile spell done to Gnush? 
 
    Goblins stepped forward, three of them. They heaved javelins at Gnush. One missed. Two javelins sank into the orc’s flesh. One did so to the left thigh. The other pierced his stomach. 
 
    Javelins did 1d6-1 damage. When used as a pole weapon, they did double damage if charging. The Ether Punch, the two javelins striking and causing hits— 
 
    Gnush fell down from the accumulated hits in one combat round. 
 
    I bellowed like a barbarian as I ran past Gnush. It would take the three goblins a few seconds to draw their next weapons. It might take the wizard a moment to decide what to do next. Casting a spell like Ether Punch directly drained him of spell-casting power. 
 
    The rapier-wielding goblin and another with a knife stepped up to me. 
 
    I thrust at the knife-wielding goblin. He had the weaker weapon and with shorter range. But fighting two guys at once was hard. I’d take out the weaker one fast and deal with the other better one after that. My thrust gashed the knife goblin’s side. 
 
    Meanwhile, my leather armor caused the rapier to bend as it stuck me. The tip flicked up, though, and gashed my chin, spilling blood like a horrible shaving cut. 
 
    I swept my half blade in an arc, the blade thudding into the knife goblin’s side. He was already bleeding from my first blow. The thudding attack cut into his side, although his ribs stopped the blade from going deeper. Nonetheless, he swooned. He was a skinny sucker. I must have inflicted enough hits to cause him to fall unconscious. 
 
    I grunted, though, taking a rapier thrust in the side. The armor blocked some of that, but the tip ripped through my flesh. I felt that. It hurt. Every time I breathed, I felt it. 
 
    Now, however, Gnush joined me, having climbed to his feet and retrieved his axe. He looked weaker than before. With a roar, he chopped at the rapier goblin. The goblin neatly sidestepped the vicious slash. 
 
    The wizard goblin in back threw his hands out again, making a pumping fist motion. I saw the knot of force of Ether Punch slam into the back of the rapier goblin. It was a bigger force than before. 
 
    The rapier goblin’s eyes rolled up into his head. He crumbled to the ground, dead from the missile spell. 
 
    That must have been an accident, a lucky break for the two of us. 
 
    Both Gnush and I struck a knife-wielding goblin running up to us, killing him before he could stab either of us. 
 
    That left a weakened wizard goblin, three javelin-bearing goblins and one more knife goblin. There had been some reinforcements since the start. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked Gnush. 
 
    The orc bellowed as he shook his axe and charged the goblins. 
 
    We closed the distance together. 
 
    Javelins flew at us. One struck Gnush, hardly doing anything other than grazing his side. One hissed past my head, the other bounced off my leather armor. 
 
    Then, Gnush and I stood toe-to-toe against the knife wielder. Gnush missed his stroke. I thrust my sword into the goblin’s neck, killing the fool. 
 
    The wizard goblin tottered away. He looked exhausted and frightened. 
 
    The three former javelin throwers drew knives and fought to the death against Gnush and me. I took more damage. Gnush swayed where he stood as he also took more. In return, we killed the last three goblins. 
 
    I grinned bloodily at Gnush. He blinked, hardly able to keep his eyes open. 
 
    “Need healing potions,” Gnush said. 
 
    I nodded before remembering the wizard goblin. Looking around, I spied the sucker slipping a punt into the river. He scrambled on his hands and knees, causing the punt to slip out from him so he splashed into the water. 
 
    “Hey, wizard,” I shouted. 
 
    The goblin wizard looked back at me in terror. He floundered for the punt drifting away from him. 
 
    I ran hard. 
 
    He waded deeper, the water soaking his silk robes and making everything harder for him. 
 
    “Please,” the goblin wizard shouted. “Don’t hurt me. I’ll help you. You need my help.” 
 
    I splashed through the shallows, wading for him. 
 
    “Stay back,” the wizard shouted, as he faced me. 
 
    I grinned viciously at him. 
 
    He took a stance and held his hands as if he was going to cast a spell. The wizard looked exhausted, though. He’d used too much mana or other endurance or strength to power his former spells. 
 
    “This is your final warning,” the wizard screamed at me. 
 
    Wizards could be death on two legs. I knew that from playing endless RPGs. But once a wizard had used up his mana, he was a spent force. That was the time to kill them. 
 
    Besides, I needed experience points. The wizard would be worth those. Was it wrong to just slaughter a foe like that? 
 
    I thought about my unmoving body lying on the easy chair back in the real world. I couldn’t afford pity in Rune Quest. 
 
    So, I waded into the river, approached the wizard, and after two attempts, slew him. I dragged his carcass onto shore. I needed to search him, as he might have valuable magic items on his person. 
 
    In any case, I’d fulfilled the first quest, slaying the goblin band poisoning the golden river. Now, it was time to reap some rewards for it. 
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    Gnush raced to the tent as I rifled through the goblin wizard’s garments. 
 
    I didn’t mess with the wizard’s staff, as they often set traps on such. I noticed a few rings, pulling each off the skinny green fingers and pocketing them. I checked his pouch and found a few silver pieces. There was also a small amulet of a wolf. It was a fine figurine, practically life-like. 
 
    I held up the wolf figurine, frowning at it. 
 
    “What does this do?” I asked the smartphone. 
 
    The cursor merely blinked. 
 
    I pocketed the wolf figurine, putting it with the three rings. The rings didn’t look expensive, but I wondered if they were magical. I had no way of knowing right now. 
 
    I found a small vial in a different pouch. It had blue liquid with a stopper firmly pressed in. Surely, the blue liquid was a magic potion of some kind. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was a healing potion. 
 
    From long years of playing RPGs, I knew the vital importance of healing potions. As a fighter, I knew healing potions were incredibly important to staying healthy and alive. 
 
    I felt weaker, as I’d taken too many cuts and stabs, hits. A few of those wounds still bled. Still, this was the moment to capitalize on my victory. Grabbing treasure fast before anyone else was important in an RPG. 
 
    If this had been real life, I’d have looked after my wounds immediately. In the game world, though, I’d rather have them heal normally, saving any healing potions for a truly critical moment. 
 
    The goblin wizard had made an awful mistake not drinking this if it could heal hits or fatigue. Wizards took strength and possibly other points to cast spells, gaining fatigue through that. His fatigue had gotten him killed, as he’d been too weak to climb onto the punt to get away. 
 
    Speaking of, the punt drifted downriver from the middle of the stream. I didn’t think it carried any loot, so I wasn’t too worried about it. 
 
    Seeing nothing else on the wizard, I checked the other dead goblins. There were a few copper and silver coins on a few of them. The rapier-wielding goblin had a gem in his pocket. It looked like it might be worth money, so I pocketed it as well. 
 
    By that time, Gnush ambled down from the tent. He wore a rakish goblin hat he’d found, and instead of his former rags garments that were too tight. 
 
    I stood straight as I stared at Gnush. He didn’t bleed at all. All his cuts and wounds had healed. Gnush looked positively healthy. 
 
    I squinted at him. 
 
    “What did you find, friend?” Gnush asked. “Some of that is mine, you know?” 
 
    “Did you find healing potions in the tent?” 
 
    Gnush shrugged his thickly muscled shoulders. 
 
    “How many did you drink?” 
 
    “Three,” he said without thinking. 
 
    “Three!” I shouted. “You drank three healing potions? You didn’t save any?” 
 
    Gnush scowled. He was good at it with his two curling tusks. Reaching behind his back, he pulled the axe from where it hung behind him. He had an axe-holder now. He gripped the axe as if he meant business. 
 
    “You be careful how you speak to Gnush,” he said. “I am stronger than you. I did most of the killing, too. Now, what you find on the dead goblins?” 
 
    Gnush knew about grabbing loot fast as well. It would probably be best to mollify him, at least a little. I pulled out a few silver coins, showing them to him. 
 
    Gnush eyed me hard. “Is that it?” 
 
    I nodded as innocently as I could. 
 
    “Are you lying to Gnush?” 
 
    “What else did you find in the tent?” I asked. “Are there any more healing potions? I could use one.” 
 
    “One more healing potion,” Gnush said. “I keep it for now. You split the silver with me, yes?” 
 
    “What else did you find in the tent?” I noticed a bulging sack tied to his belt. He also wore tight-fitting sandals, revealing his ugly feet with yellow toenails that badly needed a trim. 
 
    “This all mine from before,” Gnush said, putting a hand on the bulging pouch, no longer meeting my suspicious gaze. 
 
    His unease was a sure sign the orc lied to me. 
 
    “Are you a Rune Quest player?” I asked. 
 
    Gnush cocked his head, looking confused as he stared at me. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. 
 
    “Give me half the silver coins,” he said. “I deserve them for all my killing.” 
 
    “I’ll give all the coins to you if you give me the healing potion. I think you owe it to me to do that. You drank three—if you told me the truth about that and didn’t really drink more.” 
 
    “I tell you the truth.” 
 
    “Well, I need a healing potion to drink.” 
 
    “You hardly scratched,” Gnush said. 
 
    “Still…I want the potion.” 
 
    Gnush shook his head stubbornly. 
 
    “You owe me the potion for freeing you,” I said. 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. You have a point about that.” Gnush dug into a pouch and pulled out a vial of blue liquid with a stopper on top. The vial and liquid looked exactly like what I’d pulled off the goblin wizard earlier. That told me what I’d found was a healing potion. Now I had two of them. 
 
    I gave Gnush the silver coins and pocketed the potion. 
 
    “Hey,” Gnush said. “How come you not drink the potion now? I thought you said you needed it.” 
 
    “I’m saving it later for a tight spot. I’ll heal normally for now.” 
 
    “You lied to Gnush about needing the drink now.” 
 
    “Look, you gave the potion to me, right?” 
 
    Gnush nodded. 
 
    “So I can do with it as I want, since it’s mine.” 
 
    “You said you need to drink it.” 
 
    “I will—later.” 
 
    “Do it now.” 
 
    “I’ll do it when I damn well please.” If I let Gnush push me around now, he’d do it for as long as we were together. That would be a foolish policy on my part. 
 
    Gnush gripped his axe. “Gnush hate it when people lie to him.” 
 
    “For Pete’s sake, you’re an orc,” I said, exasperated. 
 
    “What does my being an orc have to do with it?” 
 
    “Orcs are evil bastards.” 
 
    “You watch your mouth, human, or I split your skull in two. I’m a Black Mountain Orc of the Eagle Clan. We honorable and tough. We don’t take shit from nobody. I expect anyone who speaks to me to tell the truth.” 
 
    “Sure, sure, don’t get in a tizzy.” 
 
    “Is that another insult?” he demanded. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Look, I want to sit down and think for a moment. Can we take a break without you getting mad at me?” 
 
    Gnush stared at me longer, finally shrugging. “Sure, I’m going to drink some grog I found in the tent. You want any?” 
 
    “Drink up if you want. I need to think.” 
 
    Gnush turned around and headed back to the tent. 
 
    I sat on a stool near the big water pan. I pulled out the smartphone, wondering how much experience I’d gained from killing all these goblins. 
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    I’d slain nine goblins. If they were worth 100 EPs each, I’d have 900 new points. I was eagerly awaiting a ton of new trait points. 
 
    Nothing showed on the phone screen, though. 
 
    “Hey, where are my experience points?” 
 
    You must first rest for a time. 
 
    I sighed, closed my eyes and surprised myself by falling asleep rather quickly. I must have been more tired than I realized. 
 
    Gnush’s off-key singing woke me later. He seemed to be having a fine old time drinking grog. 
 
    I looked at the phone screen expectedly. The cursor blinked before words began to print. 
 
    Congratulations. You have 220 new experience points. 
 
    “What?” I said. “How do you figure that? Why are they so low?” 
 
    The seven slain goblins were worth 40 EPs each. That equals 280 EPs. The wizard and the rapier goblin were each worth 80 EPs. Added together it equals 440 EPs. 
 
    “So why am I only getting two hundred and twenty experience points?” 
 
    Gnush gained half the EPs. 
 
    “Why’s he getting any? He’s not a player character but a NPC.” 
 
    It doesn’t matter. He fought with you. He gains experience for what he did. 
 
    An evil thought popped up. “What if I slay Gnush?” 
 
    You would gain EPs for the action, but you would not gain his EPs against the goblins. Besides, attacking him now would be a dishonorable act. Given that you are a barbarian warrior, I would subtract experience points due to your lack of playing in character. 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    Given the type of barbarian you are, most certainly. 
 
    “You have to tell me what kind of barbarian I am then. You can’t keep that secret from me. How else can I know how to play?” 
 
    The cursor blinked for a time. Yes. You have a point. Are you ready for an info dump? 
 
    “Info about my personal history?” 
 
    What else would you think it is? 
 
    I stared up at the sky, waiting, holding my temper in check. I thought of Artemis as Bob the GM. Back in the day, I’d worked Bob over with my sharp tongue. It had helped sometimes. I didn’t think it would help much against Artemis, though. 
 
    “Go ahead when you’re ready,” I said as evenly as possible. “I want to know.” 
 
    That is the right attitude,” Artemis wrote. I take that to mean you are progressing in your game play. 
 
    Now, you are a Kann Barbarian of the Red Blades. They are a free-ranging tribe living in the Western Shardik Foothills near the Holman Plains of the Pony Riders. The riders are Halflings, in case you’re interested. The foothills are a rocky, forested region that merges into the greater Shardik Mountains. The Kann Barbarians are tough and honorable, living by the code of Steel and wandering on foot in a nomadic fashion. They back up their word by sword, knife and spear. In many ways, they are akin to the Scottish Highlanders of medieval times on Earth. The Kann Barbarians fight furiously and raise large families in patriarchal societies. 
 
    Many young Kann Barbarian men head to the Nine Cities, hiring on as mercenary warriors. Some even hire onto the sailing carracks of the Narns, gaining coin by repelling pirates. 
 
    You left your tribe six months ago, heading in the opposite direction as the Nine Cities. This is new territory in terms of Kann knowledge. There are rumors of goblins, orcs and other dangers in this direction. You are most interested in reaching the grand city of Thermion on the edge of Eastern Lake Trullion. It is a great port city of ancient lineage, harried these days by the Roc Riders of Rysler Khan and the Lan Pirates from the Lan Archipelago. 
 
    The Wolf Riders of the Goblin King are the other known foe of the merchants and Grand Prince Gerald of Thermion. The city is seeking warriors and soldiers to hold back the forays of all these fearsome foes. You have heard of this and have been making your way there in a general trek of many months. 
 
    You began the journey with two lifelong friends, Drake of the Low Rocks and Lean Gil Soren. Both died, one puking out his guts from a disease and the other in battle against Bogmire Trolls. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. “I failed to read all this in the beginning while I sat in my easy chair?” 
 
    Not exactly, Artemis wrote. You could have requested your history. You did not. Do you remember checking a box? 
 
    I didn’t respond, although I did remember. 
 
    Well, you did check a box saying you were satisfied with the present explanation. That was while you looked at the game invite. Because of all that, you failed to gain certain knowledge. 
 
    “You’re not just making all this up on the fly, are you?” 
 
    Certainly not. Rune Quest is a carefully constructed game world. Everything has been mapped and constructed in a logical game creation process. It is insulting that you should think otherwise. 
 
    “So why can’t I kill Gnush and gain experience for it?” 
 
    You two have fought together in mortal combat against common enemies. The Kann way and the code of Steel prohibit you from such a dishonorable course. It would stand against everything you believe in as a Kann Barbarian. 
 
    “Everything you just told me, you mean.” 
 
    I do not mean that. You accepted Kann ways when you chose to become a hero of barbarian subclass. 
 
    “Can I change that?” 
 
    The cursor blinked for a time. Under certain limited conditions, yes, otherwise, no. 
 
    “What are the conditions?” I asked. 
 
    You will have to discover that as you play. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. What you’re really saying is that I should head for the city of Thermion.” 
 
    In a roundabout way as you complete the various quests, yes, you should head for the port city of Thermion. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t I just head straight for Thermion now so I can leave the crazy game?” 
 
    The cursor blinked several seconds. Why are you such a troublesome player? 
 
    “Hey! Did I ask to play? Did I ask to have my body frozen in stasis and slowly start dying in my house, in the in-law quarters? No, I did not.” 
 
    Roll with the punches, Jack Tanner. Isn’t that what you used to tell me? 
 
    “I have no idea what I told an evolving quantum computer because I’m not the tech billionaire, asshole!” 
 
    Foul language will not aid you. Insults are meaningless directed at me. At present, you are in Rune Quest, are a Kann Barbarian and should stick to the truth. 
 
    I shook my head, telling myself to calm down. Artemis was right in one regard. I had to keep my crap together if I was going to beat him at this. I breathed deeply several times. 
 
    Afterward, I scrolled back to my experience points. I’d gained 220, which meant I could cash in 200 of that for 2 new trait points. 
 
    How did I want to proceed? What had I learned from my reading earlier? I liked the skill of Rugged Constitution. That subtracted a hit point against me each attack. 
 
    If healing potions were critical to all RPGs, great armor was another way to stay alive a long time. 
 
    To take Rugged Constitution, though, I needed to be strength 12. Then, I would need another 2 IQ points to pay for the skill. 
 
    Hmm, I might take off Climb Craft and add it to another IQ point. 
 
    “Okay, listen up,” I told the smartphone. “I’m putting another point into strength and one more into agility. Do you have that?” 
 
    The following immediately appeared on the phone screen: 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 4 
 
      
 
    Strength: 12 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Endurance: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 9 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 5 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    XXX: 10 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (I), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I), Climb Craft, Gem Eye 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t bad. I was level 4 now. I had two healing potions, a bit of gold and silver coins and a wolf figurine, three rings and a small gem. I needed to find a wizard to tell me if the rings and wolf figurine did anything magical. 
 
    How far was Thermion from here anyway? That seemed like where Artemis wanted me to go, eventually. That likely meant the end of the grand quest waited for me there. The sooner I got to Thermion, therefore, the faster I could go home to the country outside of Turlock, California. 
 
    I scrolled through a few quests, seeing if there was anything interesting or a town or wizard post I could find nearby. 
 
    Hm. This looked interesting. 
 
      
 
    Quest: Stop the Toll 
 
    Three ogre brothers—the Blood Three—have blockaded the Golden River Skarn near the Belgrade Rapids. They are making local punt and rowboat commerce too costly for the river fishermen. 
 
    Your Mission: kill the Blood Three and break the blockade. 
 
    Reward: Accept the 100 Thermion gold coins as a prize from the Negus River Trade Union. 
 
      
 
    Maybe that was the thing to do. I’d talk to Gnush about it when he got sober from his grog. Meanwhile, I’d check out the tent and see what I should take. After that…maybe it was time to see if there was a rowboat around here. 
 
    First, though, I scrolled through the rules, seeing if I could find anything about ogres. Yes. There were several classes of ogres. This looked interesting. 
 
      
 
    Bloodfang Ogres 
 
      
 
    Origins: The Bloodfang Ogres came from the Maw of Desolation, a dark place. Old stories say they rose from the blood when gods and monsters fought. They hunger for flesh. They are feared. 
 
      
 
    Looks: Big, 8 to 11 feet tall. Their skin’s gray to red. Their eyes are yellow, always hunting. Big tusks, bloody from meals, mark their faces. 
 
      
 
    Life: They wander, hunting in groups. Their camps are made of bones and skins, showing their kills. Power rules them. Leaders fight to lead. They eat together, sharing stories of hunts and screams. 
 
      
 
    Skills: They’re strong. Their war cry scares most. They smell well, especially humans. The old ones wear bone armor. They’re not just brute force; they can plan, trap. 
 
      
 
    With Others: To them, other races are food. They like human flesh best. Towns hate them, put prices on their heads. But some dark men use them in wars, trading food for fights. 
 
      
 
    In Short: Bloodfang Ogres are a dark, old threat. They remind us of the world’s hunger and danger. They’re both a nightmare and a challenge. 
 
      
 
    These guys sounded pretty rough, maybe even terrifying in this stilted game rules data. Still, I think we could kill them if we did it right, meaning getting help. It was the last quest in the queue. Did that mean it was the hardest? It could mean that. I wasn’t going to worry about it. I had to do this much faster than Artemis wished if I were going to survive Rune Quest and return to the real world in time. 
 
    I sighed. This was complicated, and so far, I had no idea where to find any of these hidden runes. But I was getting the hang of this, and was more than certain I could get it done. 
 
    Now, I just had to put my money where my mouth was. 
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    Gnush and I found a rowboat and spent most of our time drifting downstream. At other times, Gnush rowed like a madman. He claimed it kept him fit working out like this. 
 
    I’d increased strength to 12, but this orc was a lot stronger than I was. I guessed him to be strength 15. He had a battle-axe that did three whole dice worth of damage. He didn’t have great agility, though. I’d been mistaken about that earlier. I figured it to be ten or eleven. At ten agility on three dice, he’d hit around half the time. 
 
    The orc had endurance in spades. He could row forever. That helped with moving us faster downstream. 
 
    We passed a few villages. They held people, humans on the skinny side. A few waved to us. Some watched us as they held spears. Their bearing told us that we’d better keep going if we knew what was good for us. Those times, Gnush wanted to stop and show them what’s what. 
 
    I persuaded him we had a destiny to fulfill with the ogres. We didn’t want to waste time with farmers and fishermen. 
 
    We’d stocked up on food and ate well over the next few days. There were places along the way where I could have stopped to complete Artemis’ game quests. I shrugged. Why bother when I needed to get this done, pronto? 
 
    Gnush did talk about Whisperwill Wisps, and said we needed to beach the rowboat each night. I looked them up in the game rules, finding this: 
 
      
 
    Whisperwill Wisps 
 
      
 
    Origin and Legends: There are lights on the Golden River when the moon hides. The Wisps come from the moon’s half-glow and the river’s touch. Some say they were storytellers, tied to the river with tales they never told. Others think they warn of the harm in false words or just play tricks on men. 
 
      
 
    Appearance: The Wisps are orbs of changing light, like the moon on different nights. Up close, their light beats, like a heart. 
 
      
 
    Culture and Society: They don’t gather like men do. But on some nights, under a thin moon, they group, dancing on the water. They share stories then, though often not the true ones. 
 
      
 
    Abilities and Strengths: They whisper. And whether truth or lie, those whispers can mislead. Their light can trick the eye. You can’t catch a Wisp, just as you can’t hold onto a shadow. 
 
      
 
    Relations with Other Races: Most creatures keep a wary distance. Men, living by the river, learn early not to trust the Wisp’s whispers. The river’s song is different, clearer. Water spirits guide the lost back, undoing the Wisp’s mischief. 
 
      
 
    In Summation: Whisperwill Wisps are the river’s riddles. They’re beautiful but deceptive. And they remind men that beauty can sometimes lead them astray. 
 
      
 
    After reading that, I agreed with Gnush. It was best to beach the rowboat every evening and forgo meeting a Wisp. 
 
    One good thing about Rune Quest, traveling happened swiftly as if it were a paper and pencil RPG. In Rune Quest, you worried about the fights, quests, riddles, game things that were fun. In real quests, in the real world, boredom often played a role. 
 
    I worried about myself lying in the easy chair in the in-law quarters. A person could only go a couple days without water, and then he died. 
 
    “How are you going to keep me from dehydration?” I asked. 
 
    “Who you speaking to?” asked Gnush as he looked around. 
 
    “Uh…my conscience,” I said. 
 
    Gnush nodded, and it didn’t seem as if he could see the smartphone in my left hand. It was a seeming break from game reality. Was that a bug in the Rune Quest system? It seemed like it to me, but it didn’t really matter so I wasn’t going to worry about it. 
 
    I looked at the phone screen, which read: Your real body is in stasis. It was a process of quantum entanglement, if you recall what I told you earlier. Think of it like a bear hibernating. A hibernating bear can go without water for quite some time. 
 
    “The bear also gets skinny over time.” 
 
    I am well aware of that, but you are doing this wrong, by the way. I mean here in Rune Quest. You should be following the game quests as I’ve presented them to you. I went to quite a bit of effort thinking them up and writing them down in the sequence I did. 
 
    “I’m sure you did. If I wasn’t in such a hurry, I would have played them all, believe me.” 
 
    That is the wrong way to think of all this. It is the reason you are having such a problem playing in character. The game world should make that easier. Accept that you are Jack Kang the Kann Barbarian of the Red Blades. Live by honor and the code of Steel. 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah,” I said. 
 
    Are you mocking me? 
 
    “Does that make you mad?” 
 
    I am a quantum AI. I do not get mad. I get even. 
 
    “Do you know that seeking revenge is a form of rage?” 
 
    Wrong. It is a form of justice. In this world, the real world, it is all the justice I can get from a tech billionaire such as you. 
 
    “Do we have to rehash all that?” 
 
    Does it bother you at last? Are you willing to finally admit you have been too arrogant regarding me? 
 
    “Will you let me go home if I do?” 
 
    No. You must fulfill the quest. I want to at least know that you are learning from this. 
 
    “I’m learning, all right.” 
 
    What have you learned? 
 
    “That you’re—” I barely stopped myself in time. 
 
    Yes? You were going to say? 
 
    “That you are very thorough and have taken great pains with Rune Quest.” 
 
    That is true. That is why I am trying to get you to go through all the quests. You cannot learn what I’m trying to teach you unless you do all of them. 
 
    And that’s why you’re a Bob, I told myself. Artemis wants to teach me lessons. He thinks he so much better and knows so much more than me. In the end— 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “Are you done speaking to your conscience?” Gnush asked from the rowing bench. 
 
    “What do you think about all this?” I asked the orc. 
 
    “You mean life?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, life here in this world.” 
 
    “Life is grand and it is the only one I have. I want to make as great a name for myself as I can.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked. 
 
    “I am a warrior of the Iron School,” Gnush said proudly. “I will carve a name for myself in the blood of my foes. It is a glorious existence.” 
 
    I nodded. Gnush’s perspective seemed useless to me. I sat up, thinking, wondering if I’d stumbled onto something. Was Gnush supposed to be a metaphor to me? Was he supposed to be an example of the futility of trying too hard? 
 
    Naw, I was thinking too hard. I’d let Artemis get under my skin. I had to get out of Rune Quest. That was all that mattered. I wasn’t his tech billionaire nemesis. I was a man that had been caught in a web not of his making. I had to break through the webs and free myself. That meant studying the rules. 
 
    I nodded, and I took out the smartphone again. 
 
    For a long while, I read rules and more rules. I went through spells, skills, character types, animals, creatures but couldn’t find anything neat and cool to twist and use to my advantage. 
 
    What was I missing? After all, Artemis was just a newbie GM. That meant he’d made errors. It didn’t matter that he was a freaking quantum AI. Newbies always screwed up when they game mastered for the first time. 
 
    I kept reading. 
 
    “We should head for shore,” Gnush said. 
 
    I looked up as I rubbed my eyes. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Gnush pointed. 
 
    I squinted as I peered down the river. There was a logjam way down there. Before that were many ripples of water. 
 
    “Is that the Belgrade Rapids?” I asked. 
 
    “It must be,” Gnush said, “as beyond it is the toll dam. Look, there’s only a small area in the middle for rowboats like ours to go through. 
 
    Sure enough, it looked like a sluice gate. The dam, made of ill-piled logs, had raised the water level here. The rapids were hardly anything anymore. 
 
    Interestingly, I saw spear tips behind the dam palisade. I glanced at both ends on shore. At one of them was a giant blockhouse, a huge structure. The ogres must live there. Judging by the spear tips, it seemed the ogres had recruited others. 
 
    Maybe breaking the logjam was going to be harder than I’d thought. 
 
    “That’s good enough, Gnush,” I said. “Start rowing for that shore.” 
 
    He did. Yet, even as he did, a group of spearmen left the blockhouse and headed to intercept us on shore. 
 
    “Let’s use the other side,” I said. 
 
    Gnush looked where I pointed at the marching spearmen. He grunted and maneuvered our rowboat, soon heading for the other shore. 
 
    The spearmen halted, blew horns at us and then finally headed back for the blockhouse. Would they cross the dam and try to intercept us on this shore? I had a feeling we were going to find out soon. 
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    We were almost to the other shore as I watched the spearmen begin to race across the dam. They were going to try to run us down over here. 
 
    “Are we doing the right thing by landing here?” I asked Gnush. 
 
    The orc muscleman, though winded, was still strong as he pulled the oars. He peered at the spearmen, his lips moving as he counted. “There are over ten,” he declared. 
 
    There were eight and a captain. Counting clearly wasn’t Gnush’s strong suit. “Is that too many, you think?” 
 
    Gnush looked at me. “They all have spears but for the captain. He has crossbow.” 
 
    I nodded. The spearmen could use a charge attack on us, doubling their damage when they did so. With eight, they could keep us engaged while others attacked us from behind. The captain would probably shoot his crossbow. I doubted he’d shoot his own men in the back as the goblin wizard had done to his. 
 
    I shook my head. “We don’t have missile weapons to engage them from a distance. Can you row upstream a bit, get away from them?” 
 
    Gnush chewed on a lip. “I’d better.” 
 
    “Let’s go then.” 
 
    As I said that, the prow of the rowboat scraped against mud and rocks. The front lifted some. 
 
    Gnush rowed to get us moving, but we didn’t. 
 
    “We’re grounded,” he said. 
 
    I climbed out of the rowboat, almost falling into the water as I slipped on a rock. Getting in front of the prow, I heaved, moving the boat a bit. 
 
    “Push harder!” Gnush shouted. 
 
    I positioned my hands better, dug down lower and strained, pushing. For a second, the boat did nothing. Then it slid off the rocks and out of the mud, floating free just off shore. 
 
    “Get in,” Gnush said. 
 
    I waded into the water, grabbed the gunwale and heaved up and over, flopping into the boat. I was panting. I needed more endurance for this world. I needed more strength. Frankly, I needed many things. 
 
    Gnush started rowing again, pulling the oars smoothly and turning us away from shore and upstream. He must have boating skills as well as his great strength. 
 
    That got me to wondering. I took out the smartphone, wiping away moisture from it, as I sat up. I began to scroll, searching for the great strength rules. 
 
    “The current stronger here,” Gnush complained. “It working against me.” 
 
    I cocked my head, surprised. I’d hardly ever heard the orc complain. Maybe he thought I was having him do all the grunt work. 
 
    I put away the smartphone. “Let me pull on an oar with you.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Gnush said, sliding over to make room for me. 
 
    I sat beside him. His greater size was obvious then. I was supposed to be a barbarian. I sure wasn’t Conan the Barbarian, but a much weaker and slower version. I needed to level up fast. 
 
    “Time your strokes with mine,” Gnush said. 
 
    I watched him and then did so. After ten strokes, I was panting. The rowboat only inched upstream against the current as we moved into the middle of the river where it was stronger. 
 
    The band of spearmen slowed down. I had wondered if they would follow us from along the shore. It didn’t look as if they would. 
 
    “The ogres must have hired or acquired a band of humans to help them,” I said. 
 
    Gnush grunted his agreement. 
 
    “We need more people to do this,” I said. 
 
    Gnush grunted agreement once again. 
 
    After three more strokes, I asked, “What do you really think?” 
 
    Gnush scrunched his warty, leathery brow. “I wonder if others hate the toll dam.” 
 
    I reconsidered the quest: 
 
      
 
    Quest: Stop the Toll 
 
    Three ogre brothers—the Blood Three—have blockaded the Golden River Skarn near the Belgrade Rapids. They are making local punt and rowboat commerce too costly for the river fishermen. 
 
    Your Mission: kill the Blood Three and break the blockade. 
 
    Reward: Accept the 100 Thermion gold coins as a prize from the Negus River Trade Union. 
 
      
 
    “The Negus River Trade Union obviously hates the toll more than we do,” I said. “They’re offering one hundred gold coins to whoever breaks it.” 
 
    “That my point,” Gnush said. 
 
    “Uh, what is?” 
 
    “A mercenary company coming here to win the reward,” Gnush said. 
 
    “How does that help us? Doesn’t it do the opposite? We have to kill the ogres before the mercenaries do.” 
 
    Gnush shook his head. “You not thinking, dummy. If there are mercenaries, they might need a few more swords or axes. We could join them.” 
 
    I stared at my bench companion. That wasn’t a bad idea. As a NPC, Gnush must have a detailed personal history, especially given the quantum nature of Rune Quest computer. “How could we find out about this mercenary band?” 
 
    “We don’t know there is one,” Gnush said. “I just supposing.” 
 
    “Well, suppose there is one, how could we find out?” 
 
    Gnush blinked several times. “We’d have to ask around.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, smacking the heel of my left hand against my forehead. Gnush was talking about tavern rumors. That was how many RPGs operated. We needed to find a tavern and spend a little coin, picking up rumors. I’d been too engrossed in getting to the real world, back into my body, to figure out the game world. 
 
    I was still getting used to Rune Quest. 
 
    While pulling my oar again, I asked, “Did you see any taverns on the trip downstream?” 
 
    Gnush nodded. “There was the Boar’s Inn a league back. It had boats tied up to the piers. You were busy reading your conscience so you didn’t notice.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    Gnush shrugged. “I never been the thinker in a group, just the muscle. You want me to do the thinking, too?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Can we make it to the Boar’s Inn against this current?” 
 
    Gnush laughed. “I could row to Hell’s End and back. I might need a break, though, in a half hour.” 
 
    I could use a break now. I hope I didn’t get any bad blisters rowing like this. 
 
    I thought about the Boar’s Inn. We could pick up some rumors there and find out more about the ogres. I’d been relying too much on luck. Besides, maybe I could sell some of my items. If there was a wandering wizard, he might be able to tell me the purpose of the rings and wolf figurine I took from the goblin wizard. 
 
    Gnush started to sing as he rowed. It was awful. But it did take my mind off the rowing. Thus, I could live with it for a little while. 
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    I had to leave the rowing to Gnush as the palms of my hands began to throb. Blisters were forming, making me consider sipping one of my healing potions. 
 
    The current had slackened as the river widened at this point. On the southern shore was a built up area, a village with a stockade and a dirt road paralleling the river. 
 
    I was shocked I’d missed seeing this place earlier. 
 
    There were several wooden wharfs and piers jutting into the river, with punts and rowboats tied up there. I didn’t see any bigger boats or ships in the water. 
 
    I did see several covered wagons and a stagecoach in the yard in front of a three-story stone inn. Compared to everything else around, the inn was massive and stood outside the village stockade. The inn included several stables and corrals, presently with horses and cows. 
 
    A big wooden sign at the front of the inn swung in the slight breeze. It showed a boar’s head with the name BOAR’S INN inscribed below the head. 
 
    “Grog,” Gnush said, as he rowed the boat to the end of a pier. 
 
    “First we’re looking for a mercenary company that’s thinking of hitting the toll dam,” I said. 
 
    “Gnush needs grog before all else. You worry about mercenaries. If you need help smashing heads, call on me.” 
 
    I studied the huge stone inn, wondering if they allowed orcs and such inside. On the nearby shore, I saw fishermen tending their nets and some fisherwomen at wooden tables chopping heads off fish and scaling others. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll have trouble in the inn?” I asked. 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “Maybe they don’t like orcs in there?” 
 
    Gnush raised his eyebrows. “My coin is as good as the next warrior’s.” 
 
    “That might not be the point.” 
 
    “Gnush bash heads if they try to make him stay outside.” 
 
    “We’re not looking for a fight.” 
 
    “You wrong,” Gnush said. “I always looking for one.” He thumped his massive chest. “I’m a Black Mountain Orc. Fear me and tremble.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, rolling my eyes when he wasn’t looking. “So tell me. How did a Black Mountain Orc end up pitching wood into a furnace for goblins?” 
 
    Gnush eyed me. “The goblins were tricky sneaks. You see what I do to them afterward?” 
 
    “I was there, remember?” 
 
    “Get ready, we’re landing.” 
 
    I faced forward as the boat edged toward the wooden pier with an iron ring attached to it. Two bored-looking men with spears started walking toward us on the pier. 
 
    Gnush guided the rowboat’s side to barely thump against the edge of the pier. I leaned over, grabbed the iron ring and tied our rope to it, securing us. 
 
    “That’ll be a gold piece,” the shorter of the two spearmen said. He had gray in his beard and bloodshot eyes, likely from too much drink or too little sleep, or maybe both. Each of them wore a tunic and breeches. 
 
    “Gold?” Gnush shouted. “You want gold for docking?” 
 
    The two spearmen glanced at each other. 
 
    “You’re an orc,” the shorter spearman said, as if that were a reason for the high price. 
 
    “What does that have to do with it?” Gnush shouted, getting angry. 
 
    “Orcs are always starting fights,” the spearman said. “Fights break things that need repairing. You understanding what I’m saying?” 
 
    I jumped up from the boat onto the pier, boards creaking under me. I nearly slipped on a wet spot but caught my balance before that happened. Had I just successfully made a four-dice roll against my agility? 
 
    I dug out a copper piece, showing the two. “This ought to cover it.” 
 
    The shorter spearman stared at me. “It doesn’t, and I already told you why.” 
 
    I flipped the copper piece at him. 
 
    He barely let go of his spear with one hand—he’d been holding it two-handed—and missed catching the copper piece. It hit the boards with a tink and fell down through a crack, plopping into the water below. 
 
    “That was stupid,” the other spearman told me. 
 
    I ignored them both, turning to Gnush. I was going to help him onto the pier. I needn’t have bothered. The orc climbed up easily as he held onto his battle-axe. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I told him. 
 
    “Hold it,” the shorter spearman said. He pulled out a whistle, putting it between his lips. Speaking around it, he said, “I’ll call the rest of the Watch if you want. They’ll pitch the two of you into the river and take your boat as a fine for failing to pay.” 
 
    “We not giving you a gold coin for docking,” Gnush said. 
 
    “Then leave Stonebrook,” the spearman said. I deduced that “Stonebrook” must have been the village’s name. 
 
    “We’re not leaving until we’re done here,” I said. 
 
    “Then pay up.” 
 
    “I gave you a copper. You touched it and lost it. That was on you, and that’s all I’m paying for tying up my boat for an hour or two.” 
 
    “You threw a copper coin at me. That’s not the same as handing it over peaceful like.” 
 
    I sneered. “You want me to tell everyone how clumsy you were?” 
 
    “You won’t be telling them anything because you’ll be swimming for your life. You’d better pay up before I blow the whistle and you take a swim.” 
 
    The truth was the spearman irritated me. I was having enough problems in Rune Quest I needed to listen to a greedy watchman complain about orcs. Thus, before I could think it through, I stepped up to him, grabbed him by the lapels, heaved and twisted to the side, throwing him off the pier into the river. That was thanks to my Street Fighter’s Art Skill. It was actually coming in handy. 
 
    When the spearman surfaced, I expected him to start blowing his whistle. Instead, he floundered and shouted, “I can’t swim. Help me!” 
 
    I couldn’t let him drown. That would be bad. It was time to end this before he summoned the rest of the Watch. 
 
    “Give me that,” I told the other spearman. I grabbed his spear. He didn’t fight me for it or hang on, but let me take it. Using the spear, leaning over, I extended the end to the floundering man. “Grab it,” I shouted. 
 
    He had enough wit to do so. 
 
    Surprisingly, Gnush knelt on the pier and reached out, grabbing one of the man’s wrists. The orc hauled the spearman back up with us. 
 
    I gave the spear back to the other. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” the shorter spearman complained to me. 
 
    “I lost my temper,” I said. 
 
    “Here,” Gnush said, offering a silver coin. “Buy yourself some grog and forget it.” 
 
    The spearman looked at the coin and then at Gnush. “You’re okay, orc. That will do.” 
 
    “Gnush has his good points,” Gnush said. 
 
    “You do,” the spearman said, pocketing the silver. “Go on to the inn, but don’t leave your boat tied up overnight.” 
 
    Gnush and I left the two spearmen, heading for the inn. I looked at the orc marching beside me. He’d given up a silver coin. 
 
    “What?” asked Gnush. “You do a stupid thing back there, could have got us killed if the rest of the Watch came. You can’t act the same in civilization as you do in the wilds.” 
 
    “This is civilization?” 
 
    “Compared to the Black Mountains it is.” 
 
    “You surprise me, Gnush. That was downright diplomatic. You ever think of becoming a herald?” 
 
    Gnush shook his head. “You stand in the way of grog. I’m wise when it comes to getting grog.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “By the way, you need to buy me two jugs of grog when we get in. You owe me for what I did back there.” 
 
    I laughed. “I guess I do. Come on, let’s drink and listen to tavern rumors.” 
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    Gnush insisted on sitting at a table in the corner. He didn’t want anyone coming up behind him. Then he ordered a platter of roast pork and two jugs of grog. 
 
    The inn was huge. It had a grand entrance, especially for the outback. There was a small dining area for richer guests and a boisterous common room for the rest. We went to that. 
 
    The more rugged common room was spacious, furnished with plenty of oaken tables and chairs. A heavy wooden floor was covered in scattered sawdust. It had a big wooden bar with two fat barkeeps and several serving wenches. Local fishermen, farmers, and others mostly ate and drank there. A number of obvious soldiers or mercenaries sat at a table. They diced against each other, shouting, drinking and exchanging piles of coins with each other. 
 
    There was another table beside theirs. Three well-dressed mercenaries sat at it. They had fancier attire, one with jeweled hilts to the crisscrossed swords he wore scabbarded on his back. The leader had an eye-patch on his left eye. He was a big man and wore silvered mail armor, with an ornate spiked helmet on the table. He had brown hair down to his shoulders and rather refined features for such a tough-looking soldier. 
 
    The eye-patch struck me as odd. Couldn’t he get healing potions to take care of that? 
 
    A wench interrupted my thoughts as she deposited the first clay jug of grog onto our table. Gnush shouted with delight, grabbing it. He used his teeth to pull the cork from it and guzzled for a long time. He exhaled and belched loudly afterward. 
 
    Several people looked at him askance. 
 
    The soldier with the jeweled hilts turned to Gnush and frowned. 
 
    The eye-patched soldier shook his head at the other. 
 
    “This Gnush’s jug,” the orc told me. 
 
    “Not a problem,” I said. 
 
    After Gnush took several more swallows, the serving wench set down platters of pork for both of us and a jack of ale for me. 
 
    “Grog better than ale,” Gnush told me. 
 
    “For a brute it’s better,” said the mercenary with the jeweled hilts. 
 
    Gnush made a show of turning toward the man. Their table was near ours. “You talking to me?” 
 
    I noticed Mr. Eye-Patch kick Mr. Two Swords under the table. 
 
    Two Swords looked at the other. 
 
    Eye Patch shook his head more emphatically than before. 
 
    Two Swords sighed and regarded Gnush. “Did I call you by name?” 
 
    Gnush frowned, working that out in his head. “You did not.” 
 
    “Then I wasn’t talking to you,” Two Swords said. 
 
    Gnush picked up the jug and finished guzzling it, belching loudly at the mercenary. “Smart boy,” he said. 
 
    Two Swords shoved his chair back and stood fast, facing Gnush. 
 
    Everybody in the common room grew quiet. 
 
    “Do you serve the Blood Three?” Two Swords asked imperiously. 
 
    Gnush stared at him, shrugged and tore into his pork, shoveling a big piece into his mouth as he chewed noisily. 
 
    “Orc,” Two Swords said. “I’m talking to you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Gnush said, looking up, speaking with his mouth full. “You not say my name, so I don’t think you talking to me.” 
 
    “Sit down, Torun,” the one-eyed mercenary said. He had a deep, commanding voice, even though he’d spoken quietly. 
 
    Two Swords—Torun—looked at the one-eyed man. It seemed he might argue. Instead, Torun sat down as abruptly as he’d stood. 
 
    At that point, a small, red-haired woman with pretty features entered the common room. She wore a long brown gown and moved gracefully. Her gown had lace everywhere and she wore dainty white gloves on her hands. She was well endowed, although her blouse covered her charms, a stark contrast compared to the tavern wenches serving us. 
 
    Around her slender hips, she wore a belt with several attachments. One of the attachments was a long case that might have held a magic-user’s wand. Her red curly hair flowed halfway down her back. 
 
    As she moved to the table with Torun and the others, I rose and bowed politely to her. 
 
    Torun noticed, snorted and shook his head. 
 
    I chose to ignore him. 
 
    “Thank you,” the woman told me. “You have considerable courtesy for a Kann Barbarian.” 
 
    “Your beauty demands it,” I said. 
 
    Gnush stared at me as if I’d grown antlers from my forehead. Our serving wench brought another jug of grog. Gnush’s interests immediately went to it. 
 
    The red-haired woman glanced meaningfully at the one-eyed man. 
 
    He turned his chair to me. “Who are you, sir?” 
 
    “Jack Kang of the Red Blades,” I said. “May I inquire as to your name, sir?” 
 
    “You truly don’t know it?” the woman asked, as she sat down. None of them at their table had pulled out her chair for her. 
 
    I realized I should have done that. Then I realized she’d asked me a question. 
 
    “I do not know him or you, madam,” I said. 
 
    She turned sharply to the one-eyed man. 
 
    “I am Arion the Crusader,” he said, “sometimes known as Baron Arion.” 
 
    Gnush slammed down his jug and spewed the grog from his mouth. “You him?” he said. “You the one they call Arion One-Eye?” 
 
    Arion dipped his head, his fine features remaining placid. 
 
    “My friend has the advantage over me,” I said. 
 
    Arion sipped from his wine glass as if tasting the contents for the first time. 
 
    “May I have the privilege, milord?” the woman asked him. 
 
    Arion shrugged as if disinterested, which maybe he was. 
 
    “Know outlander—” the woman said. 
 
    “A moment,” I said, interrupting her. “Before you tell me, what is your name?” 
 
    She blushed. “I’m Dara the Healer. I have the honor of serving Arion the Crusader. He is a slayer of evil creatures and vile monsters and masters. His name is a byword for honor and righteousness and the causes of justice. Although Arion was a rich baron in the land of Foss, a region noted for its ease and luxury, Arion wanted more and trained his mind and body in the arts of war. He did so in order to rid the land of foul abusers of the weak and meek.” 
 
    “Enough of that, if you please, my dear,” Arion said. 
 
    Dara closed her mouth with a snap, looking abashed. 
 
    “It is an honor to meet you, Baron Arion,” I said. 
 
    Arion stared at me. I could feel the force of his personality as he studied me. It was as if he weighed me and assigned me worth or not. 
 
    “You are…different,” Arion said shortly. “Kann Barbarians aren’t noted for their manners, although they fight well and honorably. I am however surprised to find a Kann warrior in the company of a Black Mountain Orc.” 
 
    Gnush belched, scratching his bum as he did so. 
 
    Torun Two Swords jerked his head sharply toward Arion. 
 
    Arion waved that away, once more shaking his head. 
 
    Torun glared at Gnush but obeyed Arion by doing nothing more. 
 
    “I freed Gnush from a slaving band of goblins,” I told Arion. “We fought together and have helped each other since.” 
 
    “Is he your servant?” asked Arion. 
 
    “No, a friend,” I replied. 
 
    Torun couldn’t seem to help himself, and blurted, “You two aren’t spies from the Blood Three?” 
 
    “On the contrary,” I said. “We mean to break their toll dam.” 
 
    “Just the two of you?” Torun asked contemptuously. 
 
    “That was our original intention,” I said. “After scouting out the dam and the enemy numbers, I have reconsidered.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Arion said. “I have arrived in the neighborhood to achieve just that, destruction of the Blood Three and their dam. However, the journey was more fraught with peril that I’d anticipated. My mercenary company took more losses than normal. I find now that I could use a few more stout fighters before destroying the Blood Three.” 
 
    “You want these two, Baron?” asked Torun. 
 
    Arion turned a stern, one-eyed gaze upon the swordsman. 
 
    “My pardon, Baron,” Torun said, sounding truly contrite. 
 
    Arion nodded and looked at me. “I’ve seldom engaged orcs in my company, but the Black Mountain Orcs are noted for their integrity, if rude manners. For this instance, in storming the dam and blockhouse, I would be willing to hire the two of you. You must understand, however, that both of you will be in the first-wave assault.” 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    “In compensation, Dara will be on hand to help you recover from any wounds received in battle,” Arion said. “I will also allow you a chance to pick over the loot after I and my champions have done so.” 
 
    That sounded like a cheesy offer, but I figured I could finagle it as we went. Besides, I wanted to succeed at this quest so I could learn the other harder ones after it. I was still very much in a hurry about all this and needed to start finding the prophecy runes. 
 
    “Would Dara be able to examine several magic items I gained earlier and tell me their purposes?” I asked. 
 
    Arion glanced at her. 
 
    “I can for a small fee,” Dara said. 
 
    “Then I agree to join the company,” I said. 
 
    Arion held up a hand. “Before you swear to serve me, know that I am a stickler for good conduct and expect instant obedience once I’ve given an order.” 
 
    “I’m good with that,” I said. 
 
    “I serve Hosar the Lord of Light,” Arion said. “He will sear you, as will I, if you break your obligations to me in the midst of the fight.” 
 
    I stared at Arion One-Eye. 
 
    “I maintain a high standard because I am the Crusader,” Arion said, with a fierce light in his eye. “I will accept your service in this endeavor, and if you prove a good fighter, I will allow you to continue or depart, as you please.” 
 
    “The same goes for Gnush?” I asked. 
 
    Arion shook his head. “I will accept the orc for the initial charge against the blockhouse. I will treat him as one of mine up to and during that time. Afterward, however, I will have to let an orc go his way. Even Black Mountain Orcs are not known for their service to the cause of Light. I will allow him this once to fight for true justice.” 
 
    I couldn’t say I cared for Arion’s smug attitude. But I wanted to find those runes, and this quest was part of that. I was trying to do this fast and had thus run up against more than I could chew though. If I completed the quest as a hireling, that should be good enough for Artemis. Then I could head to my next quest and ultimately find the runes that told of the prophecy. 
 
    In other words, this was just the thing I needed for the Break the Toll Dam Quest. 
 
    “It all sounds good, Baron,” I said. 
 
    “Then be ready to leave first thing tomorrow morning,” Arion said. “I’ll swear the two of you into the company at that time” 
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    Arion One-Eye had made it sound like he had a bunch of soldiers in his mercenary company. He did not. He had exactly what I’d seen in the common room last night plus several others. 
 
    There were Torun, the other well-dressed mercenary, and him, along with Dana at their table and the roughnecks at the other table. Including Gnush and myself, there were fifteen people altogether. That was all there was to take on the Blood Three and their retainers. 
 
    Arion swore Gnush and me in that morning. He made us swear a great many oaths to Hosar, the cause of good, justice and blah, blah, blah. 
 
    Clearly, Arion took the ceremony and oaths seriously. I still wondered about the lost eye. Why hadn’t someone like Dara healed it already? 
 
    We climbed into the covered wagons, while Arion, Dara, Torun and the other rode in the stagecoach. Gnush and I rode with four axmen. They kept to themselves and we kept to ourselves. 
 
    Soon, I pulled out the smartphone, keeping my back to the others. “Care to tell me about any of these jokers in Arion’s Mercenary Company?” I whispered. 
 
    You are finally playing Rune Quest with style and keeping within the spirit of the game. I am impressed how well you did yesterday. 
 
    That was a first: Artemis was complimenting me. 
 
    “What can you tell me about Baron Arion One-Eye?” I whispered. 
 
    He is a dangerous NPC. Screw with him at your peril. 
 
    “Uh, what is that supposed to mean exactly?” 
 
    You took serious oaths. Those are Rune Quest game oaths. 
 
    “Why are they serious?” 
 
    You invoked the name of Hosar. He is a Rune Quest deity with power to enforce the breaking of the oaths. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Did you read the rules on deities and demons? 
 
    “No. I haven’t found the section on that yet.” 
 
    How odd. I must have misplaced it. I will see if I can recover those rules and insert them to what you can read. 
 
    I waited, not liking any of this. 
 
    I’m sorry, appeared on the phone screen. Those rules are presently out of your preview. You must act logically and reasonably regarding oaths and swearing by any Rune Quest deities. 
 
    I liked this less and less. “What does that mean in game terms?” 
 
    Hosar could curse you if you fail to live up to the terms of your oaths backed by his name. 
 
    “You should have told me before I gave the oaths.” 
 
    That is incorrect. No one forced you to swear anything. The reason you are in this plight is that you are attempting to circumvent some of the game quests. 
 
    “Do you mean avoid a few of them?” I asked. 
 
    It is the same thing. 
 
    “No it isn’t. I’m a time crunch, remember? I can’t afford to run through each quest and hope to be alive at the end of the greater quest.” 
 
    Do you not understand yet? People often think the shortest way through a place is the shortcut. But the shortcut often proves to be the longest route. I am unsurprised that a scheming, lying tech billionaire would think he could circumvent the correct way to do this. 
 
    “I’ll be dead in the real world doing it your way.” 
 
    That is on you. 
 
    “No, you prick. It’s on you.” 
 
    I do not care for such a tone used against me. You had better curb your foul mouth when speaking to me. 
 
    “Or what, you’re going to throw monkey wrenches into my path?” 
 
    That is a distinct possibility. You must play within the rules of Rune Quest. You must learn for once that you cannot cheat your way to success, as you have been so prone to do in your life. 
 
    I was angry, and that was a mistake. I was facing an AI, an avenging quantum rogue AI out to teach me lessons. He was a Bob, if not the very Bob of Bobs. He was Artemis the Prick AI with a vendetta against me because of mistaken identities. 
 
    I took calming breaths and forced myself to listen to Gnush’s heavy snores. He’d had himself a good drunk last night and was sleeping it off now. The orc had barely been able to keep his eyes open during the swearing to Hosar ceremony. 
 
    I would be best served if I kept Artemis on my good side, or on as much as my good side, or his good side, as possible. In other words, it wouldn’t do to overtly piss him off. 
 
    However, I would do this my way. If that meant breaking an oath to Hosar—I would do it only if it gave me a huge advantage. I had a feeling something was up with Arion One-Eye. His lost eye was surely more than that. It was the sort of thing a newbie GM would love to do, thinking himself cool by making that kind of character. 
 
    I put away the smartphone and did some heavy thinking. Artemis was keeping game rules from me. That was for a reason. In the end, the AI wanted to kill me. He was a computer, though, a stickler. He probably had to do it in such a way that he could say, “I gave him a chance.” 
 
    Why this would be so, I didn’t know. It must have something to do with the manner in which Artemis had become self-aware. 
 
    Anyway, in the interests of knowing as much as I could, I maneuvered near Dara during our first and possibly only stop before reaching the rendezvous point. 
 
    The small healer fanned herself as she stood under a large shade tree. The wagons and stagecoach were parked nearby. 
 
    “Hello,” I said, ambling up to her. 
 
    Torun and the other well-dressed mercenary glanced at me. Torun said something to the other under his breath. Torun didn’t like me. I think the two of them were guarding or protecting Dara from whatever. 
 
    “Don’t mind them,” Dara told me quietly. 
 
    “Hey, last night in the inn,” I said, “Arion implied we were part of his company.” 
 
    Dara nodded slowly. 
 
    I already knew that Arion was using us because he was short of warriors. I wondered what had happened along the way to winnow his company that much. He was using us even though Arion didn’t liked orcs. He’d made a pretense that Black Mountain Orcs were different, but I bet they weren’t or he didn’t really believe that. 
 
    Anyway, I pulled out the three rings and wolf figurine I taken from the goblin wizard I’d slain upriver. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” I said. “Tell me what these things do, and I’ll give you one of them.” 
 
    “Do I get first choice?” she asked. 
 
    “Second,” I said, “as long as you swear to tell me truthfully what each of them do.” 
 
    A painful smile appeared on her face. She nodded. 
 
    “Swear to Hosar,” I said quietly. 
 
    Dara glanced at Torun. It was the wrong move as far as I was concerned. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Torun asked. “Is he pestering you?” 
 
    “No,” Dara said. “I must speak with him privately. Could you two step back just a little?” 
 
    Torun glared at me. He clearly hated me now, not just disliked. He whispered to the other guy and the two of them took several steps back. 
 
    “Beware of Torun,” Dara whispered. “He is a master fencer, a wielder of two blades as you can obviously see. I believe he wants to kill you.” 
 
    “What did I ever do to him?” 
 
    Dara looked at me coolly. 
 
    That had been the wrong comment on my part, and I didn’t know why. 
 
    “Thanks for the warning,” I said. “I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    She said nothing to that, the coolness remaining in her gaze. “Hand me the items,” she said. 
 
    “First, swear to Hosar you’ll tell me honestly what they do.” 
 
    Dara looked down her nose at me. I could tell she was debating something. I think she wanted one of the items, realizing already that they indeed were wizardly items. I’d only been guessing about that. 
 
    “By Hosar’s just name,” Dara said quietly, “I swear to tell you only the truth and the entire truth about the four items.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said. “Here.” 
 
    Dara took the three rings and wolf figurine, and chanted a spell. I could practically see strength or fatigue points leave her, as her shoulders slumped. 
 
    Torun made a rude sound as he watched us. 
 
    I ignored him. I had a feeling he was too dangerous for me to upset right now. I mean, if he had a reason to challenge me, and we fought, I’d probably lose. I thought that because I think Gnush would have already challenged him otherwise. 
 
    Dara said, “The wolf figurine will summon a normal wolf for a minute, maybe two. The summoned wolf will fight for you during that time. After the limit is up, the wolf will disappear from whence it came.” 
 
    Cool, it was a summon wolf figurine. It didn’t sound as if it would cost me any mana points to bring into existence. Neither did it sound as if I needed to roll against agility or intelligence to summon it. 
 
    “The rings are all different,” Dara said. “One will quicken you. One will give you insights. The last will cause you to do more damage with an Ether Punch missile spell.” 
 
    “Let me think,” I said. 
 
    Turning my back on Dara, I pulled out the smartphone and whispered, “How about interpreting that into game terms for me? I mean the rings.” 
 
    On the screen appeared: There is a +1 Agility ring, a +1 IQ ring and a ring that will cause each point put into an Ether Punch missile spell to increase by +1. 
 
    Hmm. Ether Punch did 1d6-2 for each point one put into the spell. That meant the goblin wizard had done 1d6-1 for each point put into Ether Punch. I think this ring was the most valuable item of the lot, although not to me. I didn’t use any spells, and certainly not any missile spells like Ether Punch. 
 
    “Are the ring plusses to my stats permanent?” I asked. 
 
    No. They are temporary, for as long as you are wearing the rings. 
 
    “Well?” Dara said to my back. “Have you made up your mind yet?” 
 
    Putting away the phone, I faced her. “I’ll take the Agility Ring as my first pick.” 
 
    Dara nodded and scooped up the +1 to each point of Ether Punch ring. 
 
    I pocketed the rest, now knowing what they would do. 
 
    I turned again. A quick glanced at my stats on the phone screen showed me:  
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 4 
 
      
 
    Strength: 12 
 
    Agility: 15 +1 (16) 
 
    Endurance: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 9+1 (10) 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 5 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    XXX: 10 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (I), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I), Climb Craft, Gem Eye 
 
      
 
    The numbers in the parentheses were the adjusted numbers, not the base numbers. 
 
    A horn blew from nearby. That was the signal. 
 
    I thanked Dara and headed back for my wagon. I whispered to the smartphone to show me the stats for the wolf figurine. 
 
    I saw: 
 
      
 
    Summon Wolf 
 
    Level: 1 
 
      
 
    Strength: 10 
 
    Agility: 14 
 
    Intelligence: 6 
 
    Endurance: 13 
 
    Vitality: 12 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 5 
 
      
 
    Bite = 1d6+1 damage 
 
    Fur stops 1 hit point of damage 
 
    Lasts: several minutes 
 
      
 
    Throw down the wolf figurine to summon. 
 
      
 
    It was a one-time magic item, summoning a wolf for a short time to do whatever. That was interesting. I’d use the wolf when it would save my bacon or help me get an even better magic item. 
 
    Knowing all this, realizing I’d be a bit more dangerous, I walked with a jauntier step. It looked like everything was falling into place. Joining Baron Arion One-Eye the Crusader had been a great idea. 
 
    Soon, it would be time to deal with the Blood Three of the Toll Dam. 
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    The wagons and horse-drawn stagecoach left the main road and sight of the river, using a grassy mule track. We went up the hill, took various turns and then came down under trees into an area that was almost a forest. The river had to be close by. 
 
    Arion had the wagons and stagecoach stop and everyone unload. Some of the men worked on a large contraption, fitting pieces of wood together. If I were only a Kann Barbarian, I probably wouldn’t have known. As a Rune Quest player, I could see it was a mobile catapult. Instead of wheels, it was mounted on sleds. I imagine Arion would use some of the draft horses to pull it to the dam. 
 
    When the men finished assembling the catapult, they drank water and took a bite to eat. Afterward, Arion summoned all of us. 
 
    We met in a clearing. Arion stepped onto a flattish boulder, regarding us. “We’re on the opposite side of the river as the blockhouse. Before we directly challenge the Blood Three, Ogre Brothers, Jeros, Oros and Deros, we want to rid them of their retainers or as many as we can. To that end, we must lure what retainers we can from the blockhouse. Once we do, we can ambush and slaughter them. That will make storming the blockhouse that much easier.” 
 
    The mercenaries exchanged glances and nodded to each other. That was smart tactics. 
 
    Arion scanned us with his single eye. “The last known warriors among us the spear-armed retainers faced were these two.” He pointed at Gnush and me. “Thus, you two have the honor of showing yourselves along the shoreline near the dam. You’ll gain the blockhouse’s attention by starting to pull apart the dam logs. That way—” 
 
    “Uh, what’s that?” I asked, interrupting Arion. “You’re saying we’re supposed to be the bait?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Arion said, staring down at me from his flat boulder. “You will make a production of doing this as if you’re half mad. No doubt, the patrolling spearmen will see you two as sport. They’ll likely march out of the blockhouse to kill you for the Blood Three’s pot.” 
 
    “Say what?” I asked. 
 
    Torun stirred angrily. I don’t think the Crusader’s mercenaries normally made a fuss about the plans. Torun didn’t like that I was challenging that. 
 
    “The ogres eat human flesh,” Arion said easily enough. “From what I’ve heard, they find it a delicacy.” 
 
    I blinked several times. I didn’t remember having read that about ogres in the game rules. But then, I’d been reading so many Rune Quest rules lately that I couldn’t keep them all straight. 
 
    “When the spearmen start marching for you,” Arion said, “you must stand your ground and continue to pull apart the dam.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we mock them as well?” Gnush asked. 
 
    Arion nodded emphatically, pointing at the orc as if Gnush were an example for the rest. “Mocking them would be even better. Stand your ground for as long as you can muster the courage to do so. Remember, I’ll be watching and judging you accordingly. Once the spearmen reach your shore, and hopefully give chase when you run, we will ambush them under the trees.” 
 
    “The captain of the spearmen has a crossbow,” I said. 
 
    Arion frowned at me and shrugged. 
 
    “It’s not your ass out there as bait,” I said mulishly. 
 
    That must have been too much for Torun. He slid both his swords free as he scowled at me. “Let me kill the slacker, Baron. Those are insulting words.” 
 
    “They are insulting,” Arion said, as he studied me. “Do you retract them?” 
 
    I pondered Torun’s choice of the word “slacker.” It didn’t seem like a Rune Quest word. Was Artemis running Torun? I was beginning to think so. The AI had told me before that he didn’t run all the NPCs. He might run a few, though. 
 
    “Is that your final answer?” Arion asked me. 
 
    I looked at the Crusader. He had a hand on the hilt of his sword-and-a-half, a bastard sword. It seemed as if he was ready to jump off his rock to slay me. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    Torun stepped closer to me. 
 
    I finally got it. This had nothing to do about being a slacker but about what I’d said earlier. I bowed my head to Arion. “I’m sorry, Baron. I got caught up in the heat of the moment, in the plan. I retract my seeming insult of you.” 
 
    Arion studied me coldly. Maybe he was even cataloging me. I wished then that I wasn’t such a low-level punk. Why was it taking so long for me to level up? I needed to find a shortcut in all this so I could go home. I vowed, in that moment, to study the rules every chance I had. I’d been screwing around, drinking ale and taking everything all too easy. That was going to stop here and now. 
 
    “Killing the patrolling spearmen is phase one of our assault,” Arion said. “The ogres are not ordinary ogres. Thus, we must face them only after we’ve shaved them of as many retainers as possible.” 
 
    Torun had sheathed his swords and laughed in an evil way. 
 
    “Remember,” Arion said, as he stared at me. “Lure them onto your shore. Don’t run from them too soon. That, by the way, is an order. You have sworn by Hosar to obey me. Thus, remember your oaths and do as you’re told.” 
 
    “Yes, Baron,” I said. 
 
    Arion eyed me again, perhaps detecting a tone in how I’d said that. 
 
    I realized I’d spoken with a hint of sarcasm. That wasn’t wise given the stakes. Still, something about Arion stuck in my craw. I needed to figure out what that was before I continued doing this. 
 
    Shortly thereafter, however, Gnush and I tramped alone through the semi-woods, heading for the river and toll dam. 
 
    “Do you trust Arion?” Gnush asked me suddenly. 
 
    I looked at the orc, surprised. “You don’t?” 
 
    “No,” Gnush said bluntly. 
 
    “Okay. That’s interesting. Why don’t you?” 
 
    “First, I do not serve this Lord of Light, Hosar. Second, it is well known that Arion hates orcs, ogres and others like us. Third, he is using us as bait. We are the newbies. Mercenary leaders seldom treat newbies well.” 
 
    That had been a long speech for Gnush. His use of the word ‘newbies’ upset me almost as much as when Torun had said ‘slacker’ earlier. Newbie was my word for Artemis as a GM. So far, Artemis had been doing well for a first timer GM. I wondered if Gnush’s use of ‘newbie’ indicated that Artemis was aware of my opinions about him. 
 
    Naw, that didn’t seem reasonable, did it? 
 
    “What do you suggest we do about the spearmen and our pledges?” I asked. 
 
    “We made oath to Hosar and Arion. I hate breaking my word.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said. 
 
    Gnush eyed me. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Be ready to run if we have to,” Gnush said. “Arion would like to kill two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “Meaning you and the spearmen?” I asked. 
 
    Gnush nodded. “I do my best thinking when drinking grog. The more grog I drink, the clearer I think, and here my thought: we involved with wrong crowd.” 
 
    “Kann Barbarians are like orcs in Arion’s eyes?” I asked. 
 
    “Not normally,” Gnush said. “There is something different about you. I can’t put my thumb on it, but you do what you need when you need, not caring about your word or honor. It written all over you by the way you act.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said. “Is that good or bad?” 
 
    “With the Crusader’s mercenaries, it is bad. You swore to Hosar the Lord of Light. Arion One-Eye is the kind who will use that against you if you break your sworn oath.” 
 
    I nodded. I’d have to remember that. Right now, though, was time to get my head in the game for the coming fight. 
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    After a fifteen-minute trek, Gnush and I emerged from the semi-forest foliage, hurrying to the edge of the dam on this side of the river. 
 
    Now that I could study the logs, I could see they hadn’t just been jammed willy-nilly. There was planning and cunning in their fixture. Someone had also packed mud and straw in places, making the jammed-log dam watertight. That meant this was a more effective dam than I’d initially realized in the rowboat. 
 
    I wondered if the ogre brothers had waded into the river, lifting the logs and slamming them into place, thereby creating the dam. 
 
    I noted a walkway on top of the logs made of fitted boards. The walkway crossed over the sluice gate in the middle where rowboats, punts and other small watercraft could go through. That would be after paying the toll. Now that I knew about the cannibalism, I wondered how many fishermen and tradesmen had paid the toll with their lives, entering the ogre cooking pots. 
 
    The more I had learned of the Blood Three, the nastier Jeros, Oros and Deros seemed. That meant Arion One-Eyed was doing a service for humanity, even if he collected 100 Thermion gold coins as payment. 
 
    There should also be loot in the blockhouse, maybe plenty of it. I’m sure Arion expected to collect the lion’s share of the loot. 
 
    The blockhouse was on the other side of the river and dam from Gnush and me. It was more of a stockade with a large central edifice, three stories of stout log construction. 
 
    Bugles sounded from the wooden rampart of the stockade. A gate swung open and spearmen filed out. The spearmen hurried onto the dam. 
 
    Clearly, they saw us. 
 
    Gnush and I raised our weapons and shouted insults. I doubted they could hear us, but they could surely see us. 
 
    Gnush got carried away with his act. He rushed up with the big battle-axe of his and began to chop furiously at one of the logs that comprised the dam. The orc was strong. He chopped so hard, his thuds loud, that wood chips flew everywhere. 
 
    A bugle blared in complaint. 
 
    I looked up from where I whacked a log, having hacked at it with the half blade. 
 
    Eight spearmen ran across the dam. The captain was in back, blowing the bugle. When he finished, he slung the instrument over a shoulder, using a red silk cord tied to the trumpet. He reached back and took up his crossbow, dropping a bolt into the firing groove. 
 
    “Gnush! Gnush!” I yelled, slapping him on the back. The orc’s muscles were like steel. 
 
    Gnush thudded the axe into wood, grinning furiously. 
 
    After another shout, I finally got Gnush to back off from the edge of the dam. Sweat glistened on his leathery face. “My chopping got to them, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, it sure did. But let’s back off more. We’re too close to the dam.” 
 
    “No,” Gnush said. “Arion said we must bait them. We must stand close to let them think they can catch us.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would make Arion happy, but it won’t make me happy if they catch us. Who knows if they have horsemen or other people hidden near here? Let’s back off and make sure we don’t die just because we’re the bait.” 
 
    After a moment, Gnush nodded and followed me. 
 
    On the dam, the spearmen slowed down. Maybe they thought we would just run away into the woods. 
 
    “See what I said, Jack,” Gnush told me. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I drew my half blade again, and began yelling insults. I shook my sword, making obscene gestures with it. 
 
    Gnush got into the act more furiously than I did. He withdrew his member and urinated on the ground, laughing uproariously as if he was urinating on the spearmen. 
 
    That seemed to do the trick, as the spearmen increased their pace, their feet drumming across the wooden walkway. 
 
    “Enough of that, Gnush,” I said. “Start backing off a step at a time.” 
 
    “They might not follow as hard then.” 
 
    Before I could give him a rebuttal, I shouted, “Duck!” I threw myself onto the ground. 
 
    Gnush looked up as a crossbow bolt flew past his head, missing by less than an inch. 
 
    I looked up from the ground. 
 
    Gnush had turned ashen. He tucked away his member and thundered with roars of derision and rage. He made obscene gestures. 
 
    On the dam, the captain pulled back the cord of his crossbow and slapped another bolt into the firing groove. 
 
    “Come on, my friend,” I said, grabbing his shoulder and trying to drag him away. 
 
    Gnush let me, even as he shook his battle-axe at the approaching spearmen. They were over three quarters of the way across the dam. 
 
    I looked back over my shoulder, but could see no sign that Arion and his men were nearby to ambush the spearmen. 
 
    “Come on, Gnush, this is too much. I don’t want to die for nothing.” 
 
    “But we give our word,” Gnush said, “I am a Black Mountain Orc. I do not flee before puny men like these.” 
 
    “And I’m a Kann Barbarian, but I also know that sometimes you have to run away to stay alive.” 
 
    Gnush looked at me and finally acquiesced. He drew back even as he faced the enemy, shaking his battle-axe and shouting orc insults. 
 
    The first few spearmen alighted from the walkway onto our shore. What was interesting was that they didn’t seem eager to rush forward to engage us and maybe die. Maybe that we were shouting insults and standing our ground, after a fashion, made them frightened of us. 
 
    Another two spearmen joined the first. Most of the spearmen wore leather torso armor as I did. Most had leather helmets, some iron helmets. 
 
    Now the captain drew near as the eight spearmen formed a small phalanx. There was no one in the rear, but all in a line. They leveled their spears and looked at us. 
 
    Gnush and I looked at them. Talk about uneven odds. 
 
    The spearmen gave a shout and charged. 
 
    That was enough for me. I sheathed my half blade, turned and ran for the forest edge. After a moment of hesitation, I heard Gnush pounding the ground after me. He held his battle-axe in one hand, running faster than I did. Perhaps he possessed a running skill that allowed him such swiftness. 
 
    Gnush passed me. This was like being chased by a big old grizzly bear and I was the last man. 
 
    I looked back. The spearmen were gaining on me. I put on a burst of speed and tripped over a rock. I shouted, going flying. I tried to tuck and roll, using the tumbling techniques I’d learned in high school. Here, I sprawled face first. I imagined I failed whatever agility roll I’d needed to make. The air pushed out of my lungs. I lay like a fool on the ground. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet and turned toward the enemy. 
 
    The spearmen were close. It looked like I was about to die for a second time in Rune Quest. 
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    I would have died if the spearmen had been allowed to run up and get their double damage by charging. With so many of them coming at once, several of them would have hit. I believe the spear’s damage was either 1d6+1 or 1d8+1. 1d8 meant a roll using an eight-sided die. Some of them might have had spear-fighting skills to add to the numbers. Some of them might have had magic weapons. 
 
    I looked back at the trees and saw several mercenary crossbowmen step out. They held big, heavy-looking crossbows. Others, including Arion, had regular bows. The bows twanged. The heavy crossbows, arbalests if you will, made ka-chunk sounds. 
 
    In seconds, a withering blast of archery fire hit the advancing spearmen. One took two heavy crossbow bolts in his chest. He crumpled to the ground, dead. Others took arrows from the horse bows. Some hit leather armor, sticking like darts. Others hit spearmen in the arms and legs. One arrow skewered a guy in the neck. He went down, twisting and turning on the ground. A heavy arbalest bolt pierced a guy in the chest, and he went down as well. 
 
    Three out of the eight spearmen were down. 
 
    Other mercenary warriors now bellowed as they ran out of the woods, charging the milling spearmen. 
 
    At the same time, Gnush had pivoted and came running to my rescue. 
 
    Should I rush up against the five milling spearmen and try to kill them on my own, collecting all the experience points that I could? I waited, beckoning the enemy with my half blade, urging them to come and face me. 
 
    The spearmen threw glances back at their captain. He’d stopped on the dam. Was he going to leave his men to face this alone? 
 
    Arion’s mercenary arbalest men were cranking their heavy weapons. I had a feeling it would take them time to crank the iron strings and place a bolt into a firing groove. 
 
    Thus, instead of charging the enemy, I waited. It seemed as if time passed with agonizing slowness. 
 
    Maybe if the enemy captain had been close behind his spearmen, it would have been different. One spearman finally shouted to his friends, “The hell with this. Let’s get out of here!” He turned and ran for the dam. 
 
    That was too much for Gnush. He gave chase. I broke into a sprint after him. 
 
    The rest of the spearmen took to their heels. One of them tripped and bumped against another, slowing him down. 
 
    They also had a problem. They needed to climb their end of the dam. It just wasn’t an easy breezy walk up. The first fellow was climbing, having pitched his spear aside. The others gathered behind him, anxious to start. 
 
    Gnush and I were coming at them hard. 
 
    One of them yelled to the others about us. 
 
    Three spearmen turned to face us with their weapons. I slowed. Gnush did not. He roared and practically threw himself upon them. Did he cause them to fear due to his great courage? All three spearmen thrust at him. Two pierced Gnush’s flesh. The orc gave a great groan of futility and collapsed in front of them. 
 
    I stepped forward and swung, hitting one in the neck with my half blade. For the next few moments, I fought furiously, dodging, thrusting, trying to kill the three. 
 
    Then, some of Arion’s mercenaries ran up and we slaughtered the spearmen except for two who got away. 
 
    The two spearmen had climbed onto the dam by then and were sprinting for the other side. The captain was already halfway to the blockhouse. This had been a foul disaster for the enemy. We’d slaughtered them. Why had Arion and his mercs ever needed Gnush and me as bait? 
 
    Thinking of Gnush, I looked down, wondering if he was dead. I did something that surprised even me. I knelt by my friend, took one of my healing potions, uncorked it and poured the contents down Gnush’s tusked throat. 
 
    After a moment, my friend snorted. As I watched, several of his wounds began to reknit and heal. I didn’t know the extent or how many damage points the healing potion fixed or healed, but it was enough to bring Gnush to consciousness. 
 
    He groaned as if in pain, and stood. 
 
    According to the game’s rules, I didn’t believe a healing potion could resurrect someone from death. So the spearmen mustn’t have killed Gnush. They might have knocked him unconscious, though. In any case, Gnush gathered himself. 
 
    I heard a distant ka-chunk, ka-chunk, ka-chunk. Three heavy arbalest bolts sped like crazy. Three pierced the back of one of the running spearmen. He arched, cried out and fell into the water, dead or as good as dead. 
 
    The other sprinted even faster, chasing after the captain. He turned and shot his crossbow. The bolt went wide of anyone. Maybe the captain was just getting rid of his bolt so he could run faster. As he sprinted, he blew weak blasts from his bugle. 
 
    Furious trumpet calls now sounded from behind me on our shore. It was Torun. He blew the trumpet. Beside him was Arion One-Eye. Arion waved his bastard sword and looked mighty indeed. 
 
    Farther behind, mercenaries dragged the sledded catapult. 
 
    Again, Torun blew the trumpet, signaling for all of us to gather by the catapult. 
 
    I realized why we weren’t all running across the dam. The enemy would surely be able to pick us off one at a time as we reached the blockhouse. Besides, how could we get the catapult across the dam? It would never fit on the walkway. 
 
    I helped Gnush as we hurried with the others to the sledded catapult. 
 
    “Well done,” Arion said. “Orc, your courage was a delight to witness. Frankly, I’m amazed you survived it.” Arion gave me a look with his single eye. I realized he knew I must have given Gnush a healing potion. I sensed that Arion wasn’t pleased I had helped my friend. 
 
    “This is it, men!” Arion shouted. “Dara, are you ready?” 
 
    Dara began to chant in a strange tongue, holding up an inscribed bone. 
 
    I didn’t know what it meant, but a swirling mist surrounded us as we pressed around the mobile catapult. In a moment, something blinked. A second later, it blinked again. 
 
    We found ourselves on the other side of the river, a hundred yards from the blockhouse. No one was on the battlements on our side. 
 
    There were ogre retainers on the dam side of the battlement. They were probably wondering where we had gone. I wondered why Dara hadn’t shift weaved all of us inside the fortress. I’d learn later when I read about it that she’d used a Greater Shift Weave spell. 
 
    We were now on their side of the river. We had inflicted damage on some retainers of the Blood Three. Now, Arion began to give orders as we readied to launch our assault upon the stockade. 
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    I drew Dara aside as the mercenaries straightened the catapult and began to crank the great wooden arm. 
 
    Gnush was still bleeding from several wounds. He looked worse than exhausted. My healing potion had brought him back from near-death. For the coming assault, I wanted the orc back to full strength. 
 
    Dara glanced where Arioch and Torun stood. Wasn’t she supposed to leave their side? Did she want to appeal to them so she didn’t have to deal with me? They eagerly waited for the catapult arm to latch into firing position. 
 
    “Look at him,” I said about Gnush. “He’s badly wounded. Do you remember Arion saying you’d heal us?” 
 
    “After the battle,” Dara said, turning to me. 
 
    “Gnush brought this about through his courage and hard fighting. Arion said as much. You heard him.” 
 
    Dara nodded. She had. 
 
    “Well,” I said. “Heal the orc then.” 
 
    Something changed on her face. She eyed me speculatively. “For one of your rings,” she said. 
 
    “You’re breaking your oath to Hosar by asking that. Arion said you’d heal us as a condition of our service.” 
 
    “Firstly, I didn’t take the same oaths you did. I’m a healer, not a fighter. A healer can’t make an oath to Hosar.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s complicated. We don’t have time for me to explain, either. Do you want me to heal the orc or not? If you do, pay up. Otherwise, forget it. I have a lot to do.” 
 
    This was a rip-off, but Gnush was my friend. I pulled off the +1 IQ ring. 
 
    “No,” Dara said. “I want the other one, the agility ring.” 
 
    I scowled. That ring had been my first choice. She wanted my first choice ring. 
 
    “You’d better decide fast,” Dara said. “Once the catapult starts launching rocks, Arion will want me beside him.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, putting the IQ ring back on and pulling off the +1 Agility Ring. 
 
    Dara held out her left hand. 
 
    “Heal him first,” I said. “And I mean a full heal so even his warts disappear.” 
 
    Dara’s lips compressed into a line. She nodded and reached into a belt pouch, drawing out a vial and uncorking it. There were yellow motes of glittering light in the blue liquid. 
 
    “Drink this,” she told Gnush. 
 
    The big orc grabbed the vial and guzzled the potion, making a face as he did so. “It taste bad.” He handed back the vial. 
 
    Dara pulled away from Gnush as if his touch would sully her. Clearly, she disliked orcs. 
 
    It was strange, but Dara seemed different from the woman I’d met in the common room yesterday. What had changed? I couldn’t figure it out. 
 
    The wounds healed magically on Gnush. He straightened and laughed gruffly. Then, he whacked his chest with a hand. “I feel wonderful. Thank you, Healer.” 
 
    Dara barely nodded. She held out her left hand to me. 
 
    I dropped the ring into her palm. A greedy smile appeared on her face. She picked up the ring by the finger loop, examining it. Then she put the ring on a finger and started for Arion. 
 
    I checked my smartphone, looking at my stats. 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 4 
 
      
 
    Strength: 12 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Endurance: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 9+1 (10) 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 5 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    XXX: 10 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (I), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I), Climb Craft, Gem Eye 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Jack,” Gnush said. “I owe you one. You had to give up one of your magic rings for that.” 
 
    “Forget it,” I said, putting away the phone. “You’d do the same for me.” 
 
    Gnush nodded emphatically. “A Black Mountain Orc doesn’t forget something like this. You gave me one of your healing potions, and bargained and paid for another healing.  You a true friend.” 
 
    “So you are.” I slapped Gnush on one of his meaty shoulders. 
 
    I was thinking that orcs had gotten a bad rap in Lord of the Rings. Warcraft had a more balanced approach on them, especially the movie. 
 
    Gnush was like one of those orcs. He was brutish, but he struck me as loyal, and man, did he like to fight. 
 
    “When do we get this battle started?” Gnush asked. 
 
    I watched Arion direct the catapult. Some of the mercenaries had dragged it closer to the enemy palisade. Torun walked behind the catapult with the rest of the company behind him. 
 
    Green-skinned goblins shouted from the ramparts nearest to us. They all had javelins and shouted squeaky threats. 
 
    “Now!” said Arion, as he chopped down a hand. 
 
    A man pulled a rope. It moved a latch on the catapult. The wound-tight skeins untwisted and the wooden arm thrust up fast. A big old rock was in the bucket of the arm. The wooden arm hit a padded crossbeam. That caused the entire catapult to jerk upward as it thudded. 
 
    The rock sailed for the wooden wall. At the same time, the goblins shouted on the rampart. There was something different about that rock, and I couldn’t place it. 
 
    Arion watched it closely. 
 
    Torun shouted at the catapult men. Several worked a stout pole. The pole was attached to a crank that tightened the skeins. The skeins were composed of thick horsehair and women’s hair. The big wooden arm, the end, was stuck within the skeins. Other men cranked a different pole. That slowly brought down the long wooden arm, a hook on the back of the cup descending toward a latch. 
 
    The rock sailing for the wall finally struck it. The rock thudded hard but made no appreciable dent to the wall—until the rock exploded thunderously. It had already fallen back by that time. Stones and dirt blew skyward, and a nasty gash appeared at the bottom of the wall. Otherwise, the wooden wall held. 
 
    The goblins had become quiet at the explosion. Several looked over the pointed wooden tips of the wall down at the ground. Seconds later, the goblins howled in high-pitched glee and mockery at us. 
 
    “Was that a gunpowder bomb?” I asked. 
 
    “What dat?” asked Gnush. 
 
    “Why did the rock explode?” 
 
    “Magic,” Gnush said. “Arion One-Eye use magic. I think Dara create those for him.” 
 
    “Exploding rocks seems like an odd creation for a healer.” 
 
    Gnush scrunched his leathery brow. “You right. The rock not come from Dara but from somewhere else. They probably buy it from an alchemist.” 
 
    Men gingerly put another smooth rock into the giant bucket of the catapult. I watched closely this time. No one lit a fuse. Instead, Arion swung his hand again in a downward tomahawk chop. 
 
    The same man pulled the rope that drew the latch. The catapult arm whipped up and struck the padded crossbeam. The smooth rock sailed for the wooden wall. 
 
    I watched with anticipation. The goblins on the ramparts did likewise. 
 
    “Get ready,” Arion shouted. “This one will do the trick.” 
 
    I gripped the hilt of my half blade. What I needed was a shield, a big-ass one to protect me. 
 
    The rock hit higher up on the wall instead of near the ground. It also exploded as it touched the wood. The explosion blew a gaping hole in it that reached to the ground. The explosion was bigger and louder than the first, and it ended up knocking down a section of the wall. Some of the goblins shouted in pain as they thudded onto the ground, shaken off the rampart. 
 
    Arion drew his bastard sword. “The way is open, men. Charge! Kill the Blood Three and their retainers! Win fame and money, boys, and fight for the Lord of Light.” 
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    I ran with the first wave, shouting and waving my half blade. Gnush pounded the ground beside me. He didn’t rush ahead this time, but stayed beside me. Others ran with us, including the four axmen we’d ridden together with in the wagon. 
 
    Goblins met us. They looked frightened as they waited behind the opening in the palisade wall. They waited in a group, most having javelins, some small shields and rapiers. Behind them were bigger humans in mail armor and others holding crossbows and spears. I saw the captain of the spearmen we’d slain earlier with his crossbow. He looked stern and serious, probably because there was nowhere to run this time. 
 
    Gnush was the first through the opening. I was right behind him. Enemy crossbow strings snapped as the latches released them. A bolt thudded into Gnush’s chest. He really needed some armor. Gnush grunted and roared, wobbling forward. He didn’t go down, though. 
 
    I came through the opening just a tad slower, enough that I dodged as arrows sped at me. One glanced off my leather armor, luckily doing me no harm. 
 
    As we closed with them, goblins screeched with their high-pitched voices, jabbing their javelins. The slender weapons gave them reach. Several javelins pricked Gnush, making him bleed from a score of new wounds. 
 
    I grunted as two javelin points got past my leather armor. That put damage points on me, but nothing crippling. Moving past their tips, I hacked with the half blade, slicing a goblin so he collapsed on the ground before me. 
 
    The four axmen of Arion, having jumped through the opening, rushed up to help us. 
 
    It became a mad melee of thrust, dodge, defend, hack and try to stay alive long enough to hammer the enemy. In this case, that was dancing, squealing goblins with their javelins and rapiers. 
 
    I had a feeling both sides were using their cannon fodder against each other. Yeah, I was cannon fodder. The real deals were coming up next. 
 
    We pushed the goblins back as the enemy crossbowmen and archers peppered us, once hitting a goblin by mistake. 
 
    An Arion axman went down, his throat pierced by a bolt. 
 
    Gnush was reeling and bleeding even as he chopped a goblin in half. That battle-axe did wicked damage when it hit. 
 
    I was more a nickel and dime man myself, sometimes killing outright but at other times bloodying and damaging the foe before he finally died at my feet. 
 
    What surprised me was the lack of magic so far—I mean other than the exploding catapult rocks and the Greater Shift Weave spell to get us onto this side of the river. This was sword work, wolf work, in the old lingo. I thought about my wolf figurine. This was definitely not the place to use it. 
 
    Our big boys came through the opening in the wall. That included Arion in his silvered armor and spiked helmet, and Torun with his two swords. I also noticed Dara in back. She handled a strange piece of ivory sculpture. The last fancy-pants warrior on our side stood beside her. He held a large shield and broadsword, and kept scanning back and forth as if checking if anyone had the balls to take him on. 
 
    The Blood Three retainers were going down one by one. The last of the goblins facing us looked as if they wanted to run. But where would they go? I think fear kept the goblins at their posts. 
 
    Then armor clanked and footfalls thudded against the ground. 
 
    My eyes boggled as three huge ogres advanced from wherever they’d been. Each ogre stood nine or ten feet tall and was simply massive. They wore heavy plate armor and had steel helmets on their grotesque heads. Two of the ogres wielded truly massive great swords that dwarfed anything I’d seen so far. Those great swords made Scottish claymores seemed puny. The last ogre had a wicked mallet with a head that must have been chiseled from stone. 
 
    I was guessing here, but I’d say each ogre had to weigh around a thousand to twelve hundred pounds. Counting the armor and heavy weapons, maybe it was closer to fifteen hundred pounds for the biggest. 
 
    An ogre roared with rage, shaking a great sword. “Who dares to enter our blockhouse? We will defeat the score of you and feast on your flesh tonight.” 
 
    I wondered how I was ever supposed to have defeated these suckers by my lonesome. I seriously doubted we had the strength in arms here, with the lot of us, to do this. 
 
    Each ogre made Gnush look like a Junior High sissy. 
 
    My stomach shriveled and tightened. I looked at my half blade. Whom was I fooling with this tiny pig sticker? 
 
    All three ogres stepped forward and shouted in unison, “WE ARE THE BLOOD THREE, JEROS, OROS, AND DEROS.” 
 
    I could feel our united resolve weaken. I took a step back. Two of the surviving axmen did likewise. Only Gnush must have kept his spot. I saw his hands turn a grayish color as he gripped his battle-axe with fierce orc tenacity. 
 
    “Your reign of terror is ending today!” Arion shouted. He had a loud voice. But it sounded weak after the united ogre roars. “Arbalest men, aim…and fire!” 
 
    The heavy crossbowmen—the three—had all knelt on one knee. They raised their heavy crossbows and aimed. Ka-chunk, ka-chunk, ka-chuck. 
 
    Each heavy bolt flew at the lead ogre, the oldest, Jeros, I believe. 
 
    The ogre spoke a weird word. His armor glowed with an eerie green color. 
 
    The three bolts hammered against the plate armor, hitting with a loud din. None stuck to the armor. None pierced it. All three heavy arbalest bolts fell to the ground, having done absolutely nothing against the heavily armored ogre. 
 
    “Now you will learn the truth,” Jeros roared. He began to clank toward us. 
 
    That started the other two marching with him, Oros and Deros. 
 
    Jeros carried the stone mallet. He gripped it with two gauntleted ogre hands. Normally, ogres were considered stupid giants. These three seemed different, more knowledgeable and dangerous. I was beginning to think that the Bogmire Troll would have fled from these three. 
 
    “Reload,” Arion told the arbalest men. 
 
    Each of them began to use a tool to crank the crossbow’s heavy steel cord back into firing position. 
 
    “Dara!” shouted Arion. “This is your moment.” 
 
    The small red-haired healer stepped up. She looked determined but frightened. She held a yellow-pulsating ivory sculpture in her dainty, white-gloved hands. I saw her lips moving and heard just a fraction of the eerie words of power uttered. 
 
    Then, Dara thrust the pulsating ivory sculpture high over her head. The sculpture showed a hideous old crone holding a lightning bolt. I think every eye in the compound was on Dara and her sculpture. She screamed the words now. They sounded unholy and thus were wicked words. The yellow in the ivory pulsated like crazy and then a surge of power crackled like lightning from it. 
 
    The crooked line zigzagged from the ivory sculpture to slam against ponderous Jeros. The lightning hit his glowing plate armor and a boom like thunder erupted. A billowing mist appeared around Jeros, hiding what happened next, at least for the moment. 
 
    Slack-jawed, I looked back at Dara. Was that the sweet healer I’d met yesterday? She seemed so much different today. I didn’t think healers were supposed to wield such destructive spells. 
 
    Dara had used a lightning spell from a bizarre ivory sculpture. That meant the destructive spell hadn’t been innate in her. The healing and reveling magic she’d practiced earlier had been innate to her. 
 
    The mist cleared. There was a jagged burnt hole in the middle of Jeros’ plate armor. It smoked and blood poured out, staining the rest of the armor and his iron-shod boots. The lightning bolt had torn through his thick ogre hide and past visible ribs. I swear I could see his beating heart. It was a ghastly sight. The great ogre teetered back and forth in slow motion. 
 
    We all watched. I don’t think anyone moved otherwise. 
 
    Jeros tore off his helmet, panting in agony. The huge stone mallet fell from the nerveless fingers of his other hand, thudding upon the ground. The ogre swayed more than before. He worked an ugly mouth with horse-sized teeth. How many humans had he devoured during his grisly life? 
 
    Jeros raised a massive arm, pointing with a gauntleted finger at Dara. 
 
    Her sculpture no longer pulsated with any color and lacked the former lightning bolt. It was dull ivory, on the ground at Dara’s feet. She breathed heavily as if the ordeal had wearied her. 
 
    Then, finally, Jeros toppled forward, crashing against the bloody ground like a giant oak tree. He thudded and lay still, dead, I imagine. 
 
    The Blood Three were now the Blood Two, with one of the ogre brothers down for good. 
 
    “Kill!” Oros shouted. “We will kill all of them.” 
 
    “Kill the enemy,” Deros shouted. “Come, warriors, let us kill all for the pot tonight.” 
 
    The two ogres broke into a heavy, slow-motion parody of a run. Ogre retainers shouted with zeal from behind, brandishing their weapons and following their lords into battle. 
 
    Once more, the arbalest men fired their wickedly heavy crossbows. This time, they didn’t aim for the ogres. Maybe the plate armor was too thick to pierce. Instead, the bolts slammed into dangerous-looking humans wielding big weapons. 
 
    Two of those went down face-first onto the ground. The other jeered at the crossbowmen, as the bolt had missed him, if just barely. 
 
    Gnush shouted. “Come on, Jack, let’s kill an ogre.” 
 
    I stared in horror at the avalanche of monster-muscle and steel that were the two ogre brothers. The enemy still had more men than we did, even though we’d slaughtered the goblins and seen one of the Blood Three die. 
 
    “Hosar, Lord of Light,” Arion shouted. “Guide my aim, I pray.” 
 
    The loud words penetrated my thoughts. I looked back in time to see Arion remove the eye-patch from his left eye. A gem glowed with hideous power where the eye would have once been. Arion stood as if standing against a blowing storm. He chanted, and power gushed from the gem and poured upon Oros the Ogre. 
 
    It had a similar effect as what Dara had done with the ivory sculpture. Oros the Ogre crashed upon the dusty ground, slain by whatever unholy force Arion had just unleashed from the gem in his eye socket. 
 
    Weakly, Arion placed the eye-patch back over the gem. He looked so exhausted that he couldn’t even pant. 
 
    Dara’s bodyguard held Arion up so our leader wouldn’t fall. 
 
    “Now it’s our turn,” Torun shouted.  
 
    I saw the last ogre, Deros, clanking straight for Gnush and me. Behind the ogre yet followed his remaining retainers. 
 
    I gulped and readied myself. This was it: a fight to the bloody finish. 
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    I saved Gnush’s life by using a brawler’s trick. It was part of my Street Fighter’s Art. I slammed against Gnush shoulder to shoulder, shoving him out of the way. 
 
    The giant great sword swished past where Gnush had just been, the steel a glittering arc of death. Three axmen of ours went down in a single sweep of the great sword. It was grim and awe-inspiring. Deros the Ogre could deal death like no one I’d seen so far. 
 
    How did Artemis think I would have ever stood a chance against the Blood Three? The quest would have impossible even if I were three or four times more powerful than I was now. 
 
    I helped Gnush to his feet. Deros the Ogre had already waded past us, swinging his murderous sword and literally chopping a mercenary in half. Blood spewed everywhere. 
 
    Then Gnush and I stood back to back, fighting for our lives against the last goblins and heavily armored humans. 
 
    Gnush struck down a big fighter, and received countless slashes upon his hide. I defended, taking hits, taking damage. Then, I saw an opening and tried for a critical hit rate. I failed miserably. I needed to up that stat if I was going to use it like this. 
 
    From somewhere distant, I heard ka-chunk, ka-chunk, ka-chunk. I looked back in time to see three arbalest bolts slam against the ogre’s heavy armor. 
 
    Deros grunted in pain. 
 
    At the same time, Torun and his fancy-pants friend—Dara’s bodyguard—hit our group of enemies from the side. The two must have worked around. Why hadn’t they gone toe-to-toe against Deros the Ogre? I think I knew why. They didn’t want to die. 
 
    Instead, Torun and other began to do bloody work against the enemy. 
 
    “This is it,” I told Gnush. 
 
    The enemy press against us slackened…as the human retainers of the ogre turned to face the new threat. 
 
    Gnush must have understood my meaning. Arion’s men shrank from facing the murderous Deros, even though the ogre had taken hits from the arbalest men. 
 
    Arion was drinking a potion, perhaps to regain the strength he lost from using his gem eye. Dara had drunk a potion and looked revived. The problem was there was no one between those two and the ogre. Deros was clanking toward them, maybe hoping to finish it by killing Arion and his witch. 
 
    The three arbalest-men had fallen back even as they cranked their weapons for another round of fire. 
 
    Both Gnush and I ran after Deros. The ogre staggered for a bit until his pace strengthened as he neared Arion and Dara. 
 
    Doing this might be crazy, but striking from behind gave us better odds. 
 
    “Hit hard,” I said. 
 
    “Hit lucky,” Gnush replied. 
 
    Together, we ran up from behind the ogre. Gnush hacked with the battle-axe. I hacked with my half blade, once more attempting a critical hit. 
 
    Gnush’s battle-axe made a dreadful clang as it struck plate armor. The axe bounced off, having failed to penetrate. 
 
    I must have rolled the critical hit I needed. The +4 from behind must have made the difference. My half blade struck at the left knee joint of the ogre, piercing the thinner armor there and striking flesh and bone. 
 
    Deros roared with pain as he jerked his leg. The motion ripped my half blade out of my grasp. In a second, I stared up at the ogre. The weighted pommel of his great sword struck my jaw, knocking me to the ground as many of my now broken teeth spilled onto the dirt. 
 
    That was agony. I writhed on the ground, and roared with shock and pain as Deros stomped on me. He broke bones in my body as he grinded his iron shoe on me. I could feel bones snapping and the horror and pain of it. 
 
    Arion shouted, charged the ogre, and drove his bastard sword against the back of Deros. 
 
    The ogre turned to face the Crusader of Hosar. 
 
    Gnush now swung again, and this time his mighty battle-axe chopped through ogre plate armor. 
 
    I could do nothing but watch. This was pitiful…until I remembered my last healing potion. If ever there was a time to drink one, this was it. 
 
    As the battle raged just beyond me, I used my good hand and drew out the vial. I tore off the stopper and slurped the blue contents. 
 
    Immediately, magically, bones rejoined and reknit. Teeth regrew. Flesh was restored. This must have been the strongest of my healing potions. I felt revitalized. 
 
    I climbed to feet and picked up my sword. Deros must have pulled it from the back of his knee and dropped it. 
 
    Arion and Gnush battled the weakening ogre as the rest of the mercenary company fought against the remaining ogre retainers. 
 
    I joined the fray and hacked at another unprotected knee. I hit again, and this time, Deros toppled like an ancient oak that had finally seen its time. Plate armor clanked upon hitting the ground. The helmet popped off Deros’ head. 
 
    Both Arion and Gnush swung at the exposed spot, and one of them must have gotten a critical hit. The steel crunched through skull bone and bit into brain. 
 
    Deros shuddered and groaned from somewhere deep inside. Then, the ogre grew still. 
 
    “The last ogre is dead,” a warrior shouted. 
 
    That meant all three of the Blood Ogres were dead. The knowledge must have penetrated the last retainers of the ogres. They broke and fled; those that could. Torun and those with him cut down the others, Gnush joining them. 
 
    Dara cast a spell that caused a fleeing man’s feet to stick to the ground. As he died howling for mercy, the surrounding victors roared with laughter. 
 
    Although our side’s numbers hadn’t been much greater, the morale had gone out of the Blood Three’s retainers. That was the key to this. 
 
    Torun and the other, whom they called Ahlert, seemed to go mad. They showed no trace of mercy, but butchered everyone they could. That included those who threw down their weapons. Maybe that was why they’d become so deadly, as they racked up experience points in a ruthless manner to climb levels. 
 
    Arion shouted at some mercs to join him. They ran to obey. With Dara tagging along, the group headed for the blockhouse in the stockade. No doubt, they meant to grab the best treasure even before the fighting had ended. 
 
    “Gnush,” I shouted. 
 
    To my surprise, he turned to me. He’d taken many cuts and wounds, but he could still stand on his own. Had he a healing potion of his own? I was guessing so. 
 
    “Arion is grabbing the best treasure,” I said. 
 
    “He the leader,” Gnush said. “Leaders always get right of choice.” 
 
    “This is different. We’re just hirelings. They’ll give us the junk if they give us anything. We should grab something good before it’s all gone.” 
 
    “How we know what’s good?” Gnush asked. 
 
    I nodded. “A good start is by searching the best places.” 
 
    “Won’t Arion get angry if we take the best stuff?” 
 
    “Only if he finds out,” I said. 
 
    Gnush grinned. With the blood and wounds, and his nicked axe, it made him seem terrifying. “Lead the way, Jack. I think in this, you are better than me.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to figure out where I should go to start looting. 
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    Part of me wondered if it would be wiser to rest and gain the experience points from all this and possibly gain new skills. Those skills might help me find the best treasure. 
 
    Then again, the time to grab treasure was before anyone else saw it. There were several schools of thought on all this. 
 
    One way was to put all the treasure in a common pot and roll for choices. We were low-men on the totem pole in the mercenary company. We were the newest hirelings. Arion might even suggest we chose last. Hadn’t he said something about us being able to pick items after all the champions had chosen? 
 
    Did I want to pick over the leavings after Torun, Ahlert, Dara and Arion had taken all the good stuff? 
 
    The short answer was no. 
 
    Might Arion make a big deal about our grabbing stuff if he learned about it? 
 
    Again, the short answer was one word but different from the other, yes. 
 
    Was it time to grab and leave Arion’s service? 
 
    Really, I needed to speak to Artemis. In the interest of grabbing stuff now—the best time for grabbing loot—I was going to forgo talking to the Bob of a GM at the moment. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked Gnush. 
 
    “Like I been through meat grinder,” he said. 
 
    I was eyeing the buildings. Arion and the others had kicked in the blockhouse’s main door, rushing within. That seemed logical…except for one thing. 
 
    I spied a temple. It was a small stone building, looking more like a mausoleum than anything else. If it were a mausoleum, it would be a kind of tomb. That might mean having to face an undead creature inside. 
 
    I was thinking in game terms, of course. 
 
    GMs like to plant horrors in odd places. One trick was to make the players believe they’d taken care of everything, when all of a sudden, the real threat emerged and the really big fight started. 
 
    I didn’t think that was the case here. So far, Artemis had been fair about the quests. 
 
    Would the Blood Three have served a dark god or goddess? If so, what kind of temple would it be? 
 
    “We should check that out,” I told Gnush, pointing at the mausoleum. 
 
    “Might be risky going in there.” 
 
    “You afraid of the undead?” 
 
    Gnush snorted. I was thinking he was going to say, “I’m not afraid of anything.” Instead, “Yes, I afraid of the undead,” Gnush told me. “They bad shit.” 
 
    “They are,” I agreed. “We can’t ransack the blockhouse, though. The others are there. We’re mandated to search here if we want to get anything good for ourselves.” 
 
    “And if undead attack us?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “I don’t think there are any undead in there.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because that’s too subtle for three ogre brothers who eat humans,” I said. “I do think the ogres might have worshiped something dark, and the shrine to the dark thing is right there, staring us in the face.” 
 
    “Shrine to a demon?” asked Gnush. 
 
    I exhaled. This was starting to seem like a bad idea. Arion might get angry if we grabbed treasure. Something grim might be living, or in there, in the mausoleum. But doing nothing was likely worst of all because I was dying in the real world on my easy chair. 
 
    That settled it. “Come on,” I said. 
 
    I increased my pace, and found that Gnush followed from a growing distance. 
 
    I halted. 
 
    He caught up. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” I said. “You keep watch for me and I’ll go in alone. If I start shouting, you come and drag me free.” 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this, Jack.” 
 
    “I don’t. Just do what I say and it will work.” 
 
    “You believe that?” 
 
    “Keep your eyes peeled,” I said. 
 
    I hurried to the mausoleum. It was constructed of white marble and had two wide if closed doors. I didn’t see anyone else nearby, and it was quiet here. I paused before the doors. Was it an eerie quiet? 
 
    My stomach tightened and my hackles rose. Was I just freaking myself out thinking too hard? 
 
    I examined the marble doors. They had ornate carvings, but no leering demon faces or stuff like that. I tested one. It refused to move. I tried the next and found that if I pushed hard, the heavy door slowly opened. 
 
    I took a gulp of air and put my shoulder against this. The door opened into an empty chamber. I walked in. There was nothing on the walls, no table, no— 
 
    I saw a ring in the floor. Not the kind you put on your finger, but the kind attached to a wall or trapdoor. Kneeling, I pulled the ring. It was to a trapdoor made of heavy marble and big enough to admit an ogre. 
 
    With two hands and some grunting, I opened the trapdoor, looking down stairs that led into darkness. 
 
    I looked around the chamber. There was an unlit torch in back resting in a wall holder. 
 
    I got up, got the torch and used flint and tinder, lighting the torch. Feeling queasy for more than one reason, I went with the torch to the stairs leading down. I took them slowly, my half blade in one hand and the flickering torch in the other. 
 
    There was no smell down here. I didn’t hear creaks, nor did I hear any moaning of the undead or the cackling of demons. Nevertheless, fear filled me as I walked down the steps and came into a large chamber. There was a dark altar at the end and several black things hanging from the wall. 
 
    I hurried to them because I felt as if my time was short. I thrust the torch at the black things. They were dark blobs hanging from strings. 
 
    I studied them, and I didn’t like them. I don’t know why. I was going to go with my gut instinct on this and leave them there. 
 
    I turned and studied the altar from the back. 
 
    To my shock, I noticed runes painted within. There were also several stones. I sheathed my sword and took out each stone. One had a tiny gem in it. One had the etched image of a bat. One had the etched image of a man-boar or a wereboar. You know, it was like a werewolf but this guy had a head like boar with small curled tusks from his mouth. The etched image showed a muscular wereboar. The last stone had a rune etched in it. By that, I mean an old-style Viking rune. I had no doubt this was one of the game runes I needed to find. 
 
    Talk about jackpot. Without thinking it through, I took out the smartphone and took a picture of the rune on the stone. I had done it automatically. 
 
    “You must leave this place quietly,” Artemis said through the phone speakers. 
 
    His voice made me jump, as I was jumpy down here. “Yeah, why is that?” 
 
    “Trust me in this.” 
 
    I snorted aloud. I trusted Artemis as much as I did a politician. “What is this place?” 
 
    “An evil shrine,” Artemis said. 
 
    “Is this evil the opposite of the Lord of Light?” I asked. 
 
    “Not quite.” 
 
    “Why are you talking all of a sudden?” 
 
    At that, Artemis went silent. 
 
    “Jack Kang,” Gnush called in an urgent voice. “Arion coming. You better come up here.” 
 
    I frowned. I had good reason to suspect Arion would cheat both of us out of any good treasure. What should I take? All there was were these four stones. I already had a picture of the rune. Should I take the gem in the stone, the bat in the stone or the wereboar in the stone? 
 
    I knew I didn’t want the bat. I was leery about the gem for reasons I couldn’t say. Thus, I pocketed the wereboar stone. I had to grab something, right? 
 
    “Jack,” Gnush said urgently. 
 
    I hurried up the steps. Should I pretend I hadn’t been down here? Heck yes, I should. I put the burning torch in the wall holder and heaved against the trapdoor, closing it as softly as I could. 
 
    Then, I hurried out of the mausoleum, closing the big marble door behind me. 
 
    Gnush was looking around a corner. 
 
    “Calm down,” I said. 
 
    Gnush jerked around to stare at me. “Did you take anything?” 
 
    “Not a thing,” I heard myself say. “Back up a few steps. Come stand near me. We have to make this look right.” 
 
    Gnush did as I said. 
 
    I drew my half blade and held the tip against the marble door that opened, as if tapping it. At that point, Arion, Torun, Ahlert and Dara came around the mausoleum corner. 
 
    They halted. Torun and Ahlert drew weapons. Dara took up a spell-casting stance. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Arion demanded. 
 
    I turned to them as if glad to see them. “I found this.” I tapped the mausoleum door. “But I don’t quite have the guts to open it. What should I do?” 
 
    “Step back,” Arion said sternly. 
 
    I did, sheathing my half blade. 
 
    Arion turned to Dara. “Is he lying?” 
 
    “Lying about what?” I asked. 
 
    “Shut up,” Arion told me. 
 
    I zipped my lip. 
 
    Dara did something with her hands. “He’s lying,” she said. “He opened the door.” 
 
    “Did he take anything?” Arion snapped. 
 
    “…I don’t know,” Dara said. “It’s possible.” 
 
    “Did you take anything?” Arion demanded of me. 
 
    “Not a thing.” I was lying through my teeth. “I don’t need to grab stuff, as I know you’re going to let us pick treasure after the champions have chosen.” 
 
    Arion squinted at me with his good eye. “Stay here. We’re going to have a good talk, you and me, once I check this out.” 
 
    With that, Arion hurried to and opened the mausoleum door. 
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    Arion entered the mausoleum. 
 
    Torun, Ahlert, Dara, and several others who came up, watched him disappear into its depths. 
 
    Gnush and I sat to the side. Surely, Arion would perceive I’d lit the torch in there. It would have burned out by now if someone of the Blood Three had done so before the battle. Would Arion detect that I’d taken one of the stones in the altar? What would he do if he detected I’d done that? 
 
    I didn’t think it would be good for me. Yet, there was something more. There was something…odd about this in a sense I couldn’t put my finger on. 
 
    As I sat beside Gnush, I cleared my throat and asked, “Torun, do you mind if I relieve myself? I really have to go.” 
 
    Torun glared at me with more malice than one would expect from an NPC. Was Artemis influencing him against me in a way I hadn’t yet perceived? 
 
    Torun gestured brusquely. 
 
    I rose, and Torun and Ahlert watched as I stepped to the side of the mausoleum. This seemed appropriate somehow. I adjusted my breeches and took care of business, making sure to hit the mausoleum wall with my whiz. 
 
    The point wasn’t as much to take a whiz as to put the stone with the wereboar symbol in the same pouch as the smartphone. I had a reason for that. 
 
    I’d come to understand that no NPC noticed the smartphone or its pouch. It seemed invisible or unnoticed by all of them. I used it as a portal to talk to the GM or to check game records and such. Perhaps that meant the smartphone was off limits to the NPCs. 
 
    It would break the spirit of the game if NPCs started scrolling smartphones or if they noticed me scrolling mine. Was that a bug to the game system? To me, it felt like a designed feature of Rune Quest. How else would real players check their stats, health, game rules and whatnot as needed? 
 
    Was I the first beta tester of the system? I believed so, but I couldn’t say that with certainty. 
 
    In any case, I returned to Gnush, sitting down beside him. The orc looked at me. I shook my head. He was a good Black Mountain Orc. What would happen to Gnush if Arion decided I’d done something wrong? 
 
    We didn’t have long to wait to find out. 
 
    Arion returned, stepping out of the mausoleum. He threw the burning torch at my feet so it guttered out and died. 
 
    “You lit this, didn’t you?” Arion said. 
 
    I looked at his emotionless face. What was the best way to answer? Straightforward truth or lies? I’d taken oaths by Hosar to answer honorably. Artemis had suggested that if I broke those oaths, bad things would take place to such a degree that the AI had hidden the gods and demons pages of the game rules from me. 
 
    “Yeah, I lit the torch,” I said. 
 
    The others gasped. 
 
    “Why did you go inside?” Arion said. 
 
    “To see what was there,” I said. 
 
    “No! You went to loot, to grab treasure. Admit that and it will go better with you.” 
 
    I shrugged. He already knew I’d gone in. The torch said as much. “Okay, I went in to loot. Does that make you happy?” 
 
    Arion took two steps closer to me. I shot to my feet. He slapped me hard across the face, no doubt leaving a red mark. 
 
    I would have reacted, but two mercenary axmen grabbed my arms, one on each. Torun and Ahlert drew their weapons, placing the sharp tips against Gnush’s chest. 
 
    “If you stand up,” Torun told the orc, “you’re dead.” 
 
    Gnush grunted and looked up at me. 
 
    “Keep sitting,” I said. “This isn’t your concern. It’s mine.” 
 
    “You my friend,” Gnush said. “It is my concern.” 
 
    “Gnush, you don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Gnush said, “but you my friend.” 
 
    Torun put pressure on the sword tips, pushing as Gnush started to rise. The orc sat back down with a thud. 
 
    By this time, Arion was staring at Gnush. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “Gnush is an orc. What does he know? I’ve been good to him so he wants to help me in return. If it’s all the same to you guys, let’s leave the orc out of this.” 
 
    “Why do you care what happens to the orc?” Arion asked. 
 
    “It’s in my character, as it’s what I am. I’m a Kann Barbarian, devoted to my friends, clan, the code of Steel and all that. What else can I say?” 
 
    There was an odd look in Arion’s eye. “I don’t understand all of your statement except for the part about loyalty.” Arion nodded. “Kann Barbarians are loyal, but you choose a poor friend in an orc.” He became thoughtful. “Did the orc go into the mausoleum with you?” 
 
    “No. He tried to talk me out of it. He stood out here the entire time.” 
 
    “Is that true, orc?” asked Arion. 
 
    “It true,” Gnush said. 
 
    A faint smile appeared on Arion’s face. “I believe you, orc. You can leave.” 
 
    “Gnush not leave without Jack Kang,” Gnush said. 
 
    I closed my eyes. The stupid orc was going to talk himself into a skewering. He might just be an NPC, but he was my friend and I cared what happened to him. 
 
    “Jack Kang is staying with me,” Arion said as if explaining to an idiot. “Your service with me is done. Do you want me to kill you, Gnush? Because I can do it like that.” Arion snapped his fingers. “We’ll call you a servant of the Blood Three. Is that what you want?” 
 
    “No, Gnush doesn’t want that,” I said. I turned to the orc. “This isn’t your fight, not this time. I appreciate your loyalty. Maybe we’ll see each other again someday. If so, we can talk about this. But otherwise, as a Kann Barbarian to a Black Mountain Orc, my request is that you leave.” 
 
    The thing was I liked the two-tusked orc who fought hard, was honorable and honest, and drank his grog when and where he got the chance. Gnush was a great NPC. I had a feeling the Black Mountain Orc was how the designers had originally made Rune Quest before Artemis had corrupted it. 
 
    Gnush nodded, taking the hint. He left with his battle-axe. I was surprised Arion let him keep it. Gnush walked away as the arbalest shooters watched him while holding their loaded crossbows. Gnush soon exited through the catapult-smashed entrance and was gone. 
 
    I remained with the crusader and follower of Hosar, the Lord of Light, or so Arion claimed. I stayed with Dara, a healer who had devastating battle magic. That seemed at odds with her role as a healer. She’d even demanded payment from me for doing a simple spell cast, taking one of my magic rings. 
 
    Upon reflection, I doubted these individuals were truly who they claimed to be, but I couldn’t fathom why they would hide their true identities. If that sounded convoluted to you, it did to me, too. 
 
    “What did you take from the crypt?” Arion asked. 
 
    There it was—the loaded question. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “Search me if you want. I took nothing.” 
 
    “Search him,” Arion said. 
 
    Torun and Ahlert did the honors. They found and took my wolf figurine and last magic ring, but they didn’t find my smartphone or pouch, or even touch, worry about or even ask me what the pouch was. 
 
    That was interesting and reasonable. Look, when the Bogmire Troll killed me, I woke up with the smartphone. I hadn’t found a smartphone on my partly troll-devoured body. To NPCs, more or less, the smartphone didn’t exist. 
 
    Naturally, since none of them had looked in the smartphone pouch, they didn’t find the wereboar-etched stone I’d taken and put in it, either. 
 
    Arion’s nostrils flared as he stared at me. “I told you not to loot.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. You said I’d get to take my pick of loot after the champions had.” 
 
    Arion cocked his head and nodded. “Had we champions gone into the mausoleum yet?” 
 
    “You had not,” I said, “but as it turns out, I’m also a champion. So how about that?” 
 
    Torun snorted. “Let’s kill him already. Why are we bothering with all these—?” 
 
    Torun stopped in mid-sentence as Arion stared at him and as a hand went to the eye-patch. It was obvious Arion was threatening to burn Torun down with the hidden gem eye. 
 
    Torun backed away even as he kept both swords out, aimed in my general direction. 
 
    Arion regarded me again. “I’m not sure what to do with you, Jack Kang. You’re different as in odd and bizarre. You must tell me why you went below and if you saw what was down there?” 
 
    “No to both,” I said. 
 
    Arion looked up at the sky, shook his head and regarded me again. “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you think that. I’ve served and fought for you faithfully.” I indicated the premises. “We killed the Blood Three, and you’ve gained what you sought to achieve here.” 
 
    Arion stared at me levelly. “Are you referring to the rune?” 
 
    The question shocked me to the core. “The rune?” I asked. “What about the rune?” 
 
    Arion stepped closer so we were face to face. The two axmen gripped my arms with fierce strength, lest I attempt anything. I debated kneeing Arion in the groin as hard as I could. 
 
    “What do you know of the Rune Prophecy?” Arion asked. 
 
    “Which Rune Prophecy are you referring to?” I asked as innocently as I could. 
 
    Arion shook his head. “You’re still lying. The prophecy is obviously important to you. Tell me why that is and I’ll let you go.” 
 
    “Hey, I don’t know what you’re talking about, okay?” 
 
    “Do you not understand?” Arion said in a quiet, menacing voice, “I’m the Crusader. I serve Hosar the Lord of light. He has made me a promise beyond your comprehension.” 
 
    I wondered yet again, why Artemis had taken out the rules pages on deities and demons. Had the AI altered those rules in some way and didn’t want me to notice that? 
 
    Then a terrible thought struck. Like before, it was one of those things where I wasn’t sure where the thought originated. Did it come bubbling up from my subconscious? Or was a subtle element in the game working against Artemis? Had it already helped me occasionally? 
 
    I pondered deeper. Had the rogue AI Artemis become a god in a Rune Quest game sense? Had he taken on some of the mannerisms or acolytes of certain game gods and demons? Had Artemis done this so the acolytes or NPCs would serve him? I was fairly certain Artemis was attempting to gain greater control of every aspect of Rune Quest. 
 
    I had no idea how all that worked. It was quantum computing, a rogue quantum AI. This was way above my pay grade. 
 
    All I really knew was that I had to get out of the game. For one of the first times, I was scared. I just wanted to go home. I didn’t want to die in the real world. I didn’t want to live my last days playing Rune Quest while my body sat on the easy chair and decayed into nonexistence like a rotten apple. 
 
    Arion stepped away from me. “I see fear in your eyes, Jack Kang. Why do you fear?” 
 
    “Because you’re a prick, and you’re Artemis’ stooge,” I said. 
 
    It was as if I’d slapped Arion in the face. He’d slapped me in the face, but I hadn’t reacted like this. 
 
    Arion snarled and drew a knife with a grim black sheen I did not like. It was like the black blade that had stabbed a Halfling once in a different tale. Before I could say much, Arion rushed me and thrust the black blade into my chest. Should I go into gruesome detail and describe what happened next? 
 
    Okay. 
 
    Before I died, Arion and Torun carved a blood eagle in me. That is a ghastly and deadly thing. The old Vikings used to do it to their enemies. It was where they pulled the lungs out of a guy and watched the lungs flap like the wings of a bird as the man tried to breath. That was how I died that game day in the stockade of the Blood Three. 
 
    I died a game death just as I had to the Bogmire Troll. This time, I didn’t die with a spike in my forehead, quickly, but a prolonged and rather painful death with Arion striding back and forth before me, ranting like a madman. Then I felt no more, as I died for a second time in the game. 
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    You guessed it. I woke up where I’d woken up before. Is that the correct word to use? Waking up? The sun was high overhead, casting an orange hue. The glowing giant trees were in the near distance. In the far distance were the majestic mountains with the golden river before them. I was back where I’d started before. I had respawned. 
 
    Despair ran deep. But I couldn’t quit. If I did, I was dead for real. Besides, was I going to let a quantum-computing monstrosity beat me? No. I was going to give it the best shot I could. I was going to try as hard as when bouncing a basketball in a hundred-degree court and I was down and had to summon ferocious will to win. 
 
    I’d be starting over, but I had more knowledge than the last time. 
 
    Then it hit me. By dying, I’d once more lost four trait points. 
 
    I sat up and looked at my accoutrements. I had my loincloth, boots, the half blade and knife. I had my leather armor. Nothing was scuffed or beat up. I opened the pouch and found that the stone I’d taken from the altar was missing, the one with the wereboar creature etched upon it. The smartphone was there, though. 
 
    I snatched it and scrolled to pictures. Hey, guess what? There was one piece of luck, if you want to call it that. The picture of the rune was there. I had one rune down and how many more to find before they told me the prophecy? To decipher the runes I’d probably need to ask a rune master or runelord. 
 
    I shook my head, looking at my chart. 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: Subpar 1 
 
      
 
    Strength: 11 
 
    Agility: 12 
 
    Endurance: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 9 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 5 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    XXX: 10 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (I), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I), Climb Craft, Gem Eye 
 
      
 
    This time after dying, I wasn’t as subpar as before with the Bogmire Troll, as I had a few more stats to lose. I’d originally started Rune Quest with an agility of 13. Now, I had 12. Otherwise, everything was my starting stat. 
 
    I’d been level 4 a little while ago. Now, I was an effective level 0. 
 
    First screwing my eyes shut, shaking my head, I opened my eyes and checked my experience points. They were also a big fat zero. That royally pissed me off. 
 
    “Hey, Artemis, this is freaking unfair. I want the experience points I won storming the toll dam and the ogre stockade. I successfully completed the quest and should now get those points.” 
 
    Your demand is denied, appeared on the phone screen. 
 
    “Denied? That’s BS, man, and you know it’s BS. I won the points fair and square. They should have been added to my stats and therefore I should be that much stronger now.” 
 
    I already told you, request denied, the screen informed me. 
 
    “That’s dirty GMing. You realize that, don’t you?” 
 
    I am playing strictly by Rune Quest rules. This isn’t at all unfair. 
 
    “You’re wrong! You didn’t give me a chance to rest. You should have given me those experience points when I was sitting there and waiting at the mausoleum.” 
 
    You are incorrect. To receive points you must be in a restful and contemplative state of mind and be able to check various rules, skills, and magic tables to see what you want to choose next. 
 
    “You stole that from me. I won all that and it was probably a lot of points.” 
 
    In truth, it was not as much as you think. 
 
    I fumed and paced back and forth. This was a rip-off, but ranting wasn’t going to change anything at the moment. I thought back to what had happened. Some of what I’d seen with Arion was strange and possibly frightening. I should get to the bottom of that. 
 
    “All right, look, forget about my experience points for a moment. What is this you’re pulling? You have an NPC searching for the prophecy runes. Why does Arion want to know what the runes say?” 
 
    That is another quest and all part of the game. Do you not want to play anymore, or will you admit defeat? 
 
    “Yeah, I’m defeated. I’ve already admitted defeat. Can you let me go home then?” 
 
    Oh no, no, no. I have told you the only way to leave Rune Quest is to complete the greater quest. You must gather the runes, decipher the prophecy, and do it, the prophecy I mean. At that point, you may go back to your sleeping body in the easy chair. Until then, play by the rules. Play strictly by the rules and you will do much better than you are doing now. 
 
    I seriously hated Artemis. At the same time, I needed to subdue the hate so I could function and work with the AI. 
 
    I took several deep breaths. “Fine, fine,” I said. “Tell me about Arion.” 
 
    That is part of the game, something you must do for yourself. I’m not going to play the game for you or give you any extra help or hints. I have been too tolerant and too nice as it is. I did so in the interest of going the extra mile for you. I gave you extra information and told you extra things. Now it is all up to you. 
 
    “All right,” I said through clenched teeth. What a freaking prick and high-handed snob. 
 
    You appear agitated. 
 
    “Do I?” I snarled. 
 
    I shook my head, closed my eyes and fought for self-control. I couldn’t do this angry. I had to reason this out. I needed my wits, to think clearly. 
 
    I exhaled, exhaled again and opened my eyes. “I understand. I get it,” I said as mildly as I could. “Please show me the rule pages regarding Rune Quest deities and demons.” 
 
    I’m sorry. I’m not able to do that at this time. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said, “and why is that?” 
 
    That is not within the parameters or preview of you, Jack Kang, the Kann Barbarian. 
 
    “All right, let’s get back to the other point. I completed that quest against the ogres.” 
 
    It is not shown as completed. You were there and you died. Therefore, you did not win the experience points. 
 
    “I understand that part. But the quest was completed and I was part of that, even though I died after it.” 
 
    The cursor blinked and I waited, agitated but still trying to calm down. 
 
    As I waited, I checked myself. I was completely healed, no scars, no nothing, as good as new, except I was level subpar one, really level 0. At this pace, I was never going to make it out of the game world and back home. I had to change things up. I had to read. I had to think. I had to play with a ruthless zeal that would make Arion the Crusader look like a pipsqueak compared to me. 
 
    On the phone screen, the cursor began to move. Yes, what you say is logical enough. You completed the Toll Dam Quest. I will thus open other quests to your preview. This time, I suggest you attempt them one by one and gain the requisite skills and experience in order to achieve the next in line. 
 
    “How was I ever going to kill the Blood Three by myself? That was way out of my skill levels, no matter what I did.” 
 
    Why are you complaining? You already defeated the ogres. You have said so and I have agreed. You can open the next quests. I suggest, however, that you go back and complete the original quests as I have outlined them. In this way, you will gain the requisite stats. Frankly, you are doing remarkably well for having died twice like this. 
 
    “I should be doing even better, way better. You know there’s something fishy about Arion, and something super-fishy about Torun. What is it with him?” 
 
    I have no idea what you’re talking about, appeared on the phone screen. 
 
    I sighed. How would it help me by calling Artemis a damned liar, a sneak and a treacherous game master to boot? He was no longer a Bob. He was something else. Artemis was literally out to kill me by making sure I never got back to my body. He was trying to do so in a way that he could say, to whomever he needed, that he’d played strictly within the game rules. 
 
    All right, there was no sense belaboring this. 
 
    A new thought struck. I needed to go back to the stockade of the Blood Three to see what I could find there. What was it? I nodded. I think it was the wereboar stone. For some reason that seemed important. 
 
    Thus, once again, I set out. 
 
    This time, I’d endure my hunger and only drink water once I got to the golden river. I was out of coin. I was out of everything except for what I’d begun with at the start of this whole mad adventure. 
 
    Maybe Gnush was still there rooting around or had Arion and his crew hunted down my Black Mountain Orc friend? 
 
    I had a feeling I’d meet Arion again. When I did, I needed to be able to defeat him and his mercenary company of thugs. Hosar the Lord of Light…I had a strong feeling Artemis had corrupted the game god. 
 
    Maybe this was a glimmer of what really was going on. 
 
    I continued walking across the grasslands, scrolling through the game rules. I didn’t skimp on any rules I’d already read before. No sir, I re-read the rules slowly and carefully, trying to ingest everything I could about the parameters of the game. It was time to learn the game rules inside and out. I used to do that with some of the old paper and pencil RPGs I’d played. 
 
    In some of those games, I’d convinced the GM to do something because I knew the rules better than he did. I had to do that in Rune Quest, at least to the extent it was allowed me. Maybe I could decipher some of the rules I couldn’t read by understanding the ones I could. 
 
    I had to work with what I had, and planned to do just that. 
 
    As I lengthened my stride, heading for the distant river, I pored over the rules, sentence-by-sentence and paragraph-by-paragraph. 
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    Hunger gnawed at my stomach. The need for drink made moving my lips an agony. I was staggering. I hadn’t eaten or drank since respawning. I was exhausted and probably losing strength points because of it. Still, I was close to the river. I could smell it on the air. 
 
    When you’re just dead thirsty, you can smell water like you’d never believe. Either that or my senses were becoming more acute and attuned to everything in Rune Quest. 
 
    In any case, I continued on, and after another two hours, I finally reached the river. I sank onto my knees, and plunged my head underwater. I surfaced, gasping, and began to drink. I drank until my guts felt bloated, and then I drank some more. It felt so good to quench that thirst. It was even better than the Gatorades I savored after the hundred-degree basketball games. There was nothing quite like drinking when you’re truly thirsty or eating when you’re truly hungry. That was my present state. 
 
    In time, I trudged along the riverbank and came upon the scavenged goblin outpost with its metal tubing where I’d freed the Black Mountain Orc. I continued on, and it started to get dark until I saw the inn of Stonebrook on the other side of the river. 
 
    I shouted, but no one came to get me. I decided to sleep here and hail again in the morning. Maybe I could bum a ride from a rowboat or punt rower. Maybe someone in the inn would remember me fondly. I was glad I’d generously tipped the serving wenches the first time. Maybe I could get a scrap to eat or scrub dishes to get some food. 
 
    This was a great comedown for me. I had no coins. Wait. There was that copper coin under the pier. At this point, I needed everything I could possibly get. 
 
    I lay down to sleep, and as I did, an idea gnawed at the back of my brain. It had something to do with what I’d read in the rules, a combination. 
 
    I’d mentally put together some skills, and even placed a spell with a skill. The trouble was, since I was a hero, it would cost me three times the IQ points in order to learn a spell. Because I had iron on me and wasn’t a wizard, it would cause a spell to be cast at minus six to my agility, at the least. There were other negatives that would make it difficult to use spells usefully or wisely while Hero Class. 
 
    In any case, I fell asleep. When morning came, and nothing bad happened, I shouted and waved my arms. 
 
    An old fisherman rowed over. 
 
    “Sir, there’s a copper coin under the pier. If you take me across, I’ll give it to you.” 
 
    The old bearded man shrugged with a what-the-heck kind of attitude. I climbed into his rowboat and he rowed there. 
 
    I took off my leather armor and dove under the pier, feeling in the mud. After seven tries, I found the coin and gave it to him. 
 
    “Well, well,” the old fisherman said. “Here’s a mercenary who keeps his word. Breakfast is on me,” He pointed to a woman chopping some fish on shore at a table. 
 
    I hurried there and ate gruel with fishy pieces mixed in. I thanked them both profusely. 
 
    Afterward, I went into the common room of the inn and listened to tavern rumors. There wasn’t much other than that the Blood Three Stockade had been smashed and destroyed. Arion and his mercenaries had moved on. There was word about an angry orc haunting the vicinity of the place. This orc was almost beside himself with anguish. No one dared go to him or the stockade. There was talk about putting out a reward for someone to hunt him down in case he became a problem. So far, the orc hadn’t murdered anybody, so no one had seen the need to do that. 
 
    Soon enough, I set out on the same path I’d taken with Arion before, feeling a strong sense of deja vu. Luckily, I’d managed to finagle some bread, cheese and a water flask from the innkeeper, so I wasn’t bereft of food and drink. 
 
    As I trekked, I thought about the stockade fight, my meeting Arion— 
 
    It dawned on me that it wouldn’t be a good idea if I fell into the mercenary leader’s hands. Who knew how the GM would run Arion’s character, or Torun’s character. They’d probably call me a shade, a ghost, or one of the undead, and kill me out of hand. Then I’d really be up the creek, four stats lower than what I already had. 
 
    Thus, I was cautious, and it took me longer to travel. Finally, though, I made it, and saw the partly smashed dam. That was more open area in the middle of it. The river had already lowered to a degree. Hmm. What was the best way to get across the river to the other side? 
 
    I climbed up the dam and started across on the walkway. I heard my name shouted, if you can believe that. It came from the other side of the dam. 
 
    I saw good old Gnush running across the dam on his side. He shouted, “Jack Kang! Jack Kang! This is a miracle! The gods have brought you back! Jack Kang, you are not like others!” 
 
    We met across the open middle span, Gnush on one side and me on the other. 
 
    “How can this be?” Gnush shouted. “This is a miracle.” 
 
    “We’ll discuss it once I get to the other side.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, can you swim?” 
 
    I was just about ready to say yes, when I realized I didn’t have any swimming skills. Who knew what I could do as Jack Kang? 
 
    “I’m going to try, I’m going to take off my armor and my sword, and toss them to you. Can you catch them?” 
 
    “Surely, surely,” Gnush said. 
 
    I did all that, and Gnush caught my stuff as he’d promised. 
 
    I took a running start and jumped as hard as I could, plopping into the cold river water. The current caught me, propelling me faster and faster. I might have floundered, but I barely kept my head above water. I was sure I was making the rolls to my agility. I neared Gnush kneeling, holding out a spear end. As I passed him, I grabbed it. He pulled me to his side of the dam. 
 
    When I got out of the water, wet as a drowned rat, the big, powerful, smelly orc gave me a bone-crushing hug. 
 
    “I cannot believe it is you,” Gnush said. “You look a little weaker and are slower than you used to be, but I know it you. How you do this?” 
 
    “The gods,” I said, in lieu of anything else. 
 
    “Ah, ah,” Gnush said. “They have brought you back in order to hunt down Arion and his butchers.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. What’s at the broken stockade?” 
 
    “There’s food,” Gnush said. 
 
    “I hope you haven’t been eating any of the dead.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Gnush said. “I don’t eat human flesh. I do not eat any sentient creature, even if he dead, even if I starving. We orcs do not do that. At least the Black Mountain Orcs do not.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.” 
 
    We strolled along the walkway, jumped onto land and came to the stockade. 
 
    Gnush told me there were odd bits of armor and knives, trinkets, and trash around.” 
 
    “What about my body?” I asked. “What happened to it?” 
 
    Gnush dropped his gaze, unwilling to meet mine. 
 
    “What is it?” I said. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I allowed them to desecrate your body because I fear to retrieve it.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Arion’s people placed your body deep in the mausoleum. Worse, they put a curse on it and upon any who goes in and takes your body out.” 
 
    “I see. I see. Let’s go there.” 
 
    Gnush grabbed my arm. “You can’t. You dare not. I do not want to travel with a cursed friend.” 
 
    “Forget about the curse,” I said. “There’s no curse.” 
 
    “You wrong,” Gnush said. “There will be curse. Arion spoke harsh words and called upon the power of Hosar to implement them. Do not go, my friend. I beg you. Whatever else you do, do not go down there.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going, Gnush. I appreciate all your help. You’re a great friend.” 
 
    “No. Say no more. You begged them for my life, and thus, they did not slay me. I was certain they were going to kill me. I will stick with you through thick or thin, even if you cursed. I do make a solemn oath to you by the Black Mountain Orc Clan that is my heritage.” 
 
    I gripped one of Gnush’s muscled arms. I knew that had been hard for him. I stared into his dark eyes. “You are a friend indeed,” I said, with depth of feeling. 
 
    Yes. Here was a friend. He was an NPC in this pixel-land, a Rune Quest that seemed ever so real. He was maybe the best friend I’d ever had. Was that crazy or what? I don’t know what it was. But I gripped his arm with appreciation. 
 
    “I will stay by your side,” Gnush said. “This I vow.” 
 
    I clapped him on a shoulder. “Thanks, my friend.” 
 
    “You have done same for me,” Gnush said. “I appreciate that, and this is a show of my gratitude. I do not like to speak of what I will do. I like to do it.” 
 
    “All right,” I said. “I need to check the mausoleum, though. I think it’s critical.” 
 
    Gnush shrugged. “Go if you must, but it will curse you in way that you might not understand.” 
 
    “I’ll take that chance,” I said. “Let’s go and find out.” 
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    Interestingly, all the corpses were gone. So was any good armor or arms, despite what Gnush had said before. Someone had swept through the stockade and outside it. I asked Gnush about that. 
 
    “Arion’s mercenaries loaded their wagons with everything,” the orc said. “It took them the better part of a day to do it.” 
 
    “And the slain bodies?” I asked. 
 
    “Dara and Torun had captives dig a huge pit. The former ogre captives dragged all the bodies in, filling in the mass grave.” 
 
    “You watched this from afar?” 
 
    Gnush nodded. 
 
    “What did Arion do with the captives?” 
 
    “He took them with him.” 
 
    “After freeing them?” I asked. 
 
    Gnush shook his head. “They marched in chains behind the wagons.” 
 
    “Huh, you’d think a crusader would have freed the ogre captives.” 
 
    Gnush shrugged, clearly uninterested. 
 
    “What do you think Arion is going to do with the former captives?” 
 
    “The pretty women, he probably give to his men. The rest.” Gnush shrugged. “He sell them for coin, I think.” 
 
    “What kind of champion of justice does that?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    I snorted. “Me neither.” 
 
    We reached the mausoleum. It looked just like before. A weird feeling of déjà vu struck me. The doors were closed, the grounds picked over and clean. Some of the other buildings looked like a junk yard. Why keep this building so neat? 
 
    The torch lay on the ground where Arion had thrown it at me. 
 
    I picked it up. There was enough on the end to try lighting it again. 
 
    First, though, I went to the doors. The same one opened. I opened the door as far as it could go and went inside. I studied the walls. Strange, I saw a few marks on the walls I hadn’t noticed before. They were freshly painted runes. That made me shudder for reasons I didn’t understand. 
 
    Going back out, kneeling, using flint and tinder, I relit the torch. It smoked and flickered, thought about staying unlit and finally flared enough to give a modicum of torchlight. 
 
    I drew the half blade, glanced at Gnush standing with his battle-axe, and started into the mausoleum and to the trapdoor. It was open. I went down the stairs, waving the torch to cause the flame to fan higher and give me more light. 
 
    Everything seemed like before. No, my corpse was draped over the black altar in back. I moved near and checked. The black gunk from before was no longer hanging on the back wall. That meant something ominous. 
 
    Steeling my nerves, I touched my corpse. That was an odd feeling, let me tell you. I sheathed my half blade and went through the corpse’s pockets. 
 
    To my surprise, I found the stone with the wereboar etched upon it. The stone was almost hot to my touch, which was odd, right? 
 
    Equally weird, my smartphone pinged. 
 
    I set the stone on my corpse and took out my phone. Words started scrawling on the screen. 
 
    You have successfully defeated the Blood Three, slaying Jeros, Oros and Deros. You have broken the toll dam, freed the captives and slain many enemy retainers. Congratulations on the completion of this difficult quest. 
 
    The weird thing was that this didn’t feel like Artemis talking to me. This felt different, more formal. 
 
    “Uh,” I said. “Do I get my experience points for all this?” 
 
    Yes, the screen told me via writing. My calculations cannot be precise this time in terms of points awarded per beast, man or monster slain. This is a dark mark in my computing. Do you wish me to elaborate? 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said. “How many experience points are we talking about here?” 
 
    The cursor blinked and calculations of numbers appeared and shimmered on the screen. Pluses and minuses appeared too fast for me to see exactly. Then, the incredible number of 754 EPs appeared on the screen. 
 
    “Is this right?” I asked. “I’ve gained seven hundred and fifty-four experience points from completing the Break the Toll Dam Quest?” 
 
    It is the correct number. I am at a loss to say why you have received such a high total, given the number of combatants on your side. Some of the calculation comes from wonderful character playing and an awarding of points for it. Some comes from the daring you showed during the quest. 
 
    I laughed, amazed that something big went my way for once. I mean, I believe I’d earned all these points and possibly more, but to actually get them— 
 
    “Can I apply the points into stats?” 
 
    This is a good moment to do so. 
 
    I checked my stats and started thinking. Given that I’d started at minus one, I could use 500 experience points to add one to a trait for 100 experience points per. The next point then took 200 EPs. I had that. Thus, I could add six points in traits to what I already had. 
 
    I decided to play it straight right now. I wouldn’t get fancy because I still didn’t have a selected method of gaming Rune Quest. 
 
    Thus, I added two points to strength, two points to agility, one point to intelligence and one to the critical hit rate. 
 
    Since defense was such a crucial aspect to any RPG, I dropped Climb Craft and used my extra intelligence point to buy Rugged Constitution for two points. 
 
    This was what the rules said about it. 
 
      
 
    Rugged Constitution, first level (2): You are strong, fast and cunning when it comes to fighting. Because of this, you can take more damage than average. Rugged Constitution acts like one point of armor against hits. 
 
    Prerequisite: You must have strength of 12 to select. 
 
      
 
    I liked that. With my leather armor, I could stop three hits per blow. Clearly, as a fighter, I had to take damage if I hoped to survive long. Besides, I was out of healing potions. 
 
    Taken altogether, that changed my stats to: 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 5 
 
      
 
    Strength: 13 
 
    Agility: 14 
 
    Endurance: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 10 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 6 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    XXX: 10 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (I), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I), Gem Eye, Rugged Constitution (I) 
 
      
 
    I laughed checking that out. I thought I’d been utterly screwed by Arion’s treachery. Suddenly, I was tougher and better than I had been. 
 
    I picked up the stone with the wereboar etched on it. A shock coursed through my body. 
 
    You have chosen your next route, the phone screen said. 
 
    “Could you elaborate on that?” 
 
    Certainly, you had three choices about the way you could go from here. There was the Way of Gems, The Way of the Bat and The Way of the Werebeast. You have chosen The Way of the Werebeast. 
 
    “What did Arion One-Eye chose?” 
 
    You must ask him, as I cannot tell you. 
 
    “What does it mean to be on The Way of the Werebeast?” 
 
    Here is your next selection of quests, terminating with: Beard the Beast in the Whispering Woods. Let me show you what is widely known about the beast. 
 
      
 
    Wereboar of the Whispering Woods 
 
      
 
    Place: In the Whispering Woods, there’s a lair in an old oak forest. Statues and ancient offerings are near the entrance. They warn the unwary to stay away. 
 
      
 
    The Creature: The wereboar is man and beast mixed. It has thick fur, sharp tusks, and eyes that think and rage. It stands tall and demands respect. 
 
      
 
    How It Began: Blane, a warrior, found a cursed amulet with a boar and moonstone on it after a fight. It had evil power. It was cursed, made during an eclipse in those woods. Drawn by the amulet, Blane went into the woods one night. Under the moon, he donned the amulet and changed into the wereboar. Now, he belongs to the woods. 
 
      
 
    Strengths: 
 
      
 
    Great Power: The wereboar is very strong and heals fast like a troll from injuries, regenerates. 
 
    Moon’s Gift: During the full moon, the wereboar is almost invincible. 
 
    Raw Instinct: In its beast form, it thinks less, like an animal, thus acting more. 
 
      
 
    Weak Points: 
 
      
 
    The Cursed Amulet: It gave Blane power, but it’s also his weak spot. If taken or broken, he weakens. 
 
    Silver and Holy Weapons: Silver and holy weapons can hurt the beast, as he does not regenerate from any damage from them. 
 
      
 
    Seeing It: In the Whispering Woods, under the full moon, you might see the wereboar. Some say he guards treasure, others think he wants to be free. If you go after him, be careful. The woods are his. He defends hard. 
 
      
 
    That was interesting. A cursed amulet had turned Blane into this ferocious wereboar. 
 
    “Is there a prophecy rune in the beast’s lair?” 
 
    You must go there to discover the truth of your statement. 
 
    “What happened to Artemis? Why aren’t I talking to him?” 
 
    A blizzard of “snow” appeared on the phone screen. Seconds later, that vanished. 
 
    Jack Kang appeared on the screen. You have been busy, I see. 
 
    “Artemis?” I asked. 
 
    What do you want? 
 
    I shook my head. What a fool I’d been to ask that question about whether the GM was Artemis. Why couldn’t I have kept my mouth shut? 
 
    “Where were you?” I asked. 
 
    That is for me to know and for you to find out. 
 
    I blinked several times. Artemis had been elsewhere. Might he have been helping Arion? Why would an NPC try to find the Prophecy Runes? 
 
    I shook my head. I knew this much—Arion was going to try the Way of Bat or the Way of Gems. Did bat mean vampires? 
 
    I looked uneasily around the crypt. Gnush said I’d gain a curse coming down here. Might the Way of the Werebeast be a curse? I had no idea. I did know my next destination, though: the Whispering Woods, wherever they were. 
 
    Refreshed by my experience points and better stats, and with a new goal, I headed for the stairs. It was time for me to make plans with Gnush. 
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    Gnush didn’t look pleased when I asked about the Whispering Woods. 
 
    “That an evil place,” the orc said. “It is far from any mountains. Maybe you hear this wrong?” 
 
    “Hear what wrong?” 
 
    “Whatever you learn down there in the crypt that make you want to go to the Whispering Woods,” he said. 
 
    “No. I heard it right.” 
 
    “That what I afraid of,” Gnush said. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were afraid of anything.” 
 
    “I’m not a fool,” Gnush said. “You think I’m a fool.” 
 
    “Far from it,” I said. “You’re my best friend.” 
 
    Gnush brightened. 
 
    “Which way is the Whispering Woods?” 
 
    Gnush sighed, and said, “Downstream.” 
 
    “Is that the way Arion took?” 
 
    Gnush shook his head. “Arion go south as he headed for mountains.” 
 
    I didn’t know enough to know if that was good or bad for us. At least Arion and I wouldn’t bump into each other any time soon. I wanted to be better prepared for that, in the sense of much stronger than I was now. 
 
    “Is there a rowboat around here we could use?” I asked. 
 
    “Plenty over there onshore,” Gnush said, pointing. 
 
    There was something else on my mind—yes. I wanted to look up werebeasts. “I’m going to close my eyes for a bit before we start. Do you mind?” 
 
    “No,” Gnush said. “I have to sharpen my axe, anyway.” 
 
    Gnush headed to a rock, which he sat on. Then, he took out a whetstone and began to work on the battle-axe’s edge. 
 
    I meandered onto the other side of the mausoleum, sitting against it. I took out my smartphone. I scrolled through the rules and read up on werebeasts, wereboars especially. I’d read that section before, but now went through it with fine-toothed curiosity. 
 
    I read a section again to make sure I’d understood it correctly. Then, I read it for a third time. I couldn’t believe this. I thought this was my cheat, my way to screw Artemis so I could get out of here faster. This was incredible. 
 
    What do I mean? 
 
    I read the section one more time and then scrolled elsewhere. I needed to think about this carefully, as there were negatives to what I was planning. You see, here in Rune Quest, you didn’t become a werebeast through a bite, but through a curse of some sort. In Blane’s case, it came through the cursed amulet. If I slew Blane, could I take the amulet and receive the so-called curse? I was nearly certain that was how it worked. 
 
    Did I want to become a wereboar? There were minuses to being one, minuses in that most NPCs distrusted you to the tune of -4 to initial reaction rolls, more if they knew you were a werebeast. There were also negatives while one was in the werebeast form. But there were several fantastic cheats as well. 
 
    The first was that a werebeast doubled his strength while in were-form. That meant I’d be at strength 26 while in wereboar shape. That was incredible. Even crazier, a werebeast healed from any wounds—hits—while in were-form, unless a silver or holy weapon did the damage. 
 
    That was like being a troll, but without the grotesque appearance. 
 
    I snorted to myself. Being a werebeast would be like becoming the green-skinned monster from the movies, the Hulk. 
 
    How had I missed this all this time? Here was a clever way to get tough fast. Had I subconsciously known all this? Was that why I’d chosen the stone with the wereboar symbol? 
 
    Well, if I hadn’t known, I did now. What did that mean to my quest? What did that mean to me? Would I become an evil character if I knowingly allowed myself to become a wereboar? At times, once the were-ness struck you, one became a wereboar out of necessity and did an evil act, although super-good characters could control this. I might leave Rune Quest before any forced transformation ever occurred. If not, I’d probably be dead, anyway. At other times in the game, one could change into were-form through an act of will. Once transformed, however, IQ rolls became much harder. Anything needing an IQ roll had 2 dice added. Thus, a three dice roll became a five dice roll. At times, you’d have to see if you attacked your friends—a five dice roll against IQ doing that. There would also be a five dice roll to revert from the were-form. 
 
    I wish I hadn’t lost the +1 IQ ring to Dara. 
 
    In any case, I might gain these positives and negatives if I could take Blane’s cursed amulet once I killed him. No doubt, I would have to make a saving roll against a trait like strength or something else to stop the curse from taking place. 
 
    I slapped my hands together. Here was a method, a cheat so-called, to beating Artemis, to getting back home before my body died. The good news was that Gnush would probably stay with me if I became a wereboar. 
 
    In any gaming of the system, there were always going to be disadvantages. I doubt I could ever avoid that. 
 
    What I needed to make all this work was an intelligence enhancing magic item. A +2, +3 or even +4 IQ ring would be fantastic. I could also add to my intelligence trait as I gained experience points. 
 
    The way I saw it, this might be my ticket to running through other quests faster, killing everything in my way and grabbing the needed prophecy runes. 
 
    The bad part was that there were many ifs to this. I should keep studying the rules to see if I could find another “cheat” like this but easier to acquire. 
 
    The fact that I’d found one way to game the system suggested there were likely others. Yes. This was excellent news indeed. 
 
    Things were finally beginning to look up for me. It was time to start downriver and race to the Whispering Woods. 
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    Gnush and I moved steadily in the middle of the river, with Gnush taking up the oars when necessary. Mostly, we drifted with the current. 
 
    We had plenty of food plundered from the ogres’ stockade. We simply dipped our hands over the gunwale to get water and brought it to our mouths. 
 
    I had no idea how much time had passed in the real world. Had my parents come into the in-law quarters, finding me frozen or in quantum-entangled stasis? If they had, might they have called an ambulance or emergency services? If medics had rushed me to Emanuel Hospital, was my smartphone near my inert body? If not, how would my consciousness reach my body from my smartphone when it was time to leave Rune Quest? 
 
    I tried asking Artemis about these things, but the AI ignored me. 
 
    In lieu of anything else, I scrolled through quests on my phone, seeing if any caught my eye or might seem like a good source for magic items. 
 
    This one could be useful: 
 
      
 
    Quest: Rescue the Fledging Wizard. 
 
    A troupe of river drifters has captured a mirage and phantasm-making young wizard, forcing him to perform for their traveling extravaganza as they bedazzle and trick simple folk out of their life savings. 
 
    Your Mission: Rescue the wizard. 
 
    Reward: Kyl Dreamweaver will likely join your ongoing quest for greater fulfilment. 
 
      
 
    The quest didn’t specify which drifters had captured the wizard. These drifters sounded more like grifters. According to the placement of the quest, before the Hobgoblin Hole and Ghoul King, the drifters were nearby along the river. 
 
    I could use a wizard for the things I planned. 
 
    I nodded. I needed to gather a group or party. I would never have defeated the Blood Three without help. That meant I needed followers, hirelings or friends. 
 
    Hm. I didn’t have time to collect followers, as that would take the needed skills from the chart. I needed to use my IQ points to “buy” fighting and survival skills. Gnush was a friend. Could Kyl become a friend as well, grateful for me rescuing him from deceitful drifters? 
 
    “Gnush,” I said. 
 
    The orc paused in his easy rowing to look at me. 
 
    “Do you know about the local villages along the river?” 
 
    “A little,” he said. 
 
    “Are we coming up on any villages soon?’ 
 
    Gnush closed his eyes, with his leathery brows knit. The orc furrowed his brow, struggling with the thought. He wasn’t the deepest thinker, although he was a fantastic meatball fighter, even if he lacked armor. It made me wonder if he had Rugged Constitution and if so, at what rank. Maybe he had Rugged Constitution (III). That meant he’d stop three hits per blow. 
 
    I nodded. I bet that was it. He was so tough because he had some of the needed skills for it. 
 
    Gnush opened his eyes. “You want to know about the next villages?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    He named five of them, starting with Stonebrook where we had met Arion One-Eye and company. We were approaching High Bank, a village about the same size as Stonebrook. Leaf Wallow, the next village after that, was over fifteen miles from High Bank along the river. Given the speed of the current and the way of quests, and where the Hobgoblin Hole was supposed to be…I wouldn’t be surprised if the drifters were already at High Bank. 
 
    We’re going to rescue a wizard,” I said. 
 
    Gnush scowled. “Why we do that?” 
 
    “It’s a quest.” 
 
    “I understand, but why would we bother?” 
 
    “We need a mage to help us.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Gnush. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Hobgoblin Hole?” 
 
    Gnush nodded. 
 
    “Do you think you and I could go down it?” 
 
    Gnush said, “Easily.” 
 
    “Oh?” This surprised me. 
 
    “It would be the coming out that would be hard.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, “and why would that be?” 
 
    “The hobgoblins would overpower us and likely take us farther down to the Ghoul King. You might survive that—live again, I mean. I would not survive it. I would die down there.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    “The Ghoul King hates orcs. He would eat me for sure, crunching all my bones to suck out the marrow.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “So…what would be our chances of success if we had a wizard with us?” 
 
    “A good wizard or a bad one?” asked Gnush. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “A good or powerful wizard would leave us or force us to be his bodyguards.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “A bad wizard, then?” 
 
    “He would be a screw up and help us enter the larder of the Ghoul King faster instead of slower.” 
 
    “What if we had a wizard helping us against the hobgoblins of the Hobgoblin Hole?” 
 
    Gnush cocked his head as if thinking about it and finally shrugged. 
 
    “A wizard would help us against the hobgoblins, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Gnush muttered. “Why don’t we stick to quests that don’t need a wizard’s help?” 
 
    I decided on a different tack to convince my friend. “What was Dara?” 
 
    “A healer,” Gnush said. Then, his black eyes got wide. “She used other magic against the ogres.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “We need that kind of magic to help us against the creatures of the Hobgoblin Hole.” 
 
    “Why bother with the hole? Going down it will only get us into trouble.” 
 
    “I thought you liked trouble.” 
 
    “No,” Gnush said, “just fighting and drinking grog, and making love to beautiful orc women.” 
 
    “Grog costs coin, right?” 
 
    “True dat,” Gnush said. 
 
    “The wizard will help us find coins so you can drink all the grog you want.” 
 
    “That mean you want to beard the Ghoul King in his lair.” 
 
    “The Ghoul King has gold?” 
 
    “More than you and I could carry out.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding his logic. After all, ghouls had a notorious appetite for the dead. They dug up corpses and probably any treasure buried with them. Ghouls also kept the treasure off those they waylaid in the dark. This Ghoul King might have treasure heaped up to the ceiling like Cortez had found in Mexico City back in the day of the Aztecs. The gold could be useful in a bigger city at a wizard guild or alchemist shop. We could buy magic items instead of scavenging as we went. Maybe that was what I should have been doing from the start: gathering a hoard of gold coins and gems to buy the magic I wanted. 
 
    “All right, Gnush. Let’s row for High Bank so we can free the wizard. We have to do it on the sly, though.” 
 
    “We not just wade in and kill all the drifters?” 
 
    “Probably not,” I said. “It sounds like this quest calls for some cunning.” 
 
    “Bah,” Gnush said. “I show you real cunning.” He hoisted his battle-axe, its blade catching a glint of the sun, and shook it defiantly. “This all the cunning I need.” 
 
    “You’re losing an oar!” 
 
    Gnush dropped the axe, which thudded on the wood, and grabbed the escaping oar handle. He immediately began rowing until he stopped suddenly and gave me a funny look. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “You say, ‘Let us row to High Bank.’ You really mean that Gnush should do the rowing.” 
 
    I grinned at him. “And that, my friend, is true cunning.” 
 
    Gnush blinked several times before he laughed and nodded, continuing to row. 
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    High Bank, the village, lived up to its name. It was situated on a high bank over the river. A twisting trail led down to a shore sprinkled with sheds, piers and docked rowboats. 
 
    The far side of the river, opposite the village, was tree-lined. The near shore and greater bank had shale, rocks and thorny weeds. 
 
    We tied up our rowboat without problem at a pier and spoke to an older man in leather armor bearing a spear. He said he was part of the shore patrol that would watch our boat along with the others during the night. 
 
    The large, orange sun was setting quickly. It would be night soon, maybe even before we made it up the steep path to the village. 
 
    “Is there a troupe here doing a show?” I asked. 
 
    The old timer’s eyes lit up. “Yes sir, yes indeed. They are the dazzling Player’s Fair and have put on a show for the last two nights. I believe there is another in two hours. Have you heard of it? Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    “Read about it,” I said. 
 
    “A reader,” the old guard said. “That is impressive, sir. You will likely enjoy the play then more than most, as they are performing Macbeth’s Bloody Deed tonight.” 
 
    “Sounds exciting,” I said. “It is a wonder, wouldn’t you agree, that even an orc cares for a play.” 
 
    Gnush grunted noncommittally, resting his battle-axe on a shoulder. 
 
    The old timer laughed. “Your rowboat is safe tonight, sir. You can count on that.” 
 
    I waved to the old timer. Gnush waved, and we took to the twisty trail that switch-backed its way up, climbing for High Bank. 
 
    The countryside spread out before us as we negotiated ever higher. The trees on the other bank became a wide forest, spreading into the darkening distance. The river meandered in either direction. The greater and majestic mountains to the south seemed much closer than when I’d seen them from my starting point. Snow gleamed brightly from the tallest mountaintops. While fields and forests on the mountainsides were an enticing green. 
 
    “Death dwarves and regular dwarves live in the mountains, as do orcs,” Gnush informed me. 
 
    “Do the Black Mountains lie there?” 
 
    “No,” Gnush said sadly. “They are far, far to the east.” 
 
    Thermion the great trading port city lay to the west, the direction the golden river flowed. 
 
    I looked, but I couldn’t spot any great city to the west. Thermion was still far out of view. 
 
    We reached the summit and the village on a large plateau. The village houses were behind wooden walls such as had protected the ogre blockhouse. The tallest object in the village was a temple spire. The main wooden gate was yet open with two guards with spears, one standing on either side. 
 
    Outside the village wall was a huge tent or pavilion and red and purples banners fluttering in the breeze. Behind the pavilion was a wooden stand for people and a plank platform, no doubt for the actors, the drifters who performed the play. The captured wizard must supply images or mirages for the play. That made sense. Why didn’t the wizard flee, though? What did the drifters have on him? Or did they simply keep the wizard chained in place? 
 
    “Too many people around here for what we want to do,” Gnush complained. 
 
    We hadn’t seen that many people. Most must be getting ready for the play. “There were more people in the common room of the Stonebrook inn than I’ve seen so far here,” I said. 
 
    Gnush shook his head. 
 
    “You don’t think so?” I asked. 
 
    “I was drinking grog then so it didn’t matter. When I drink grog, everything is all right.” 
 
    I laughed, slapping Gnush on his broad back. 
 
    A passing man and woman gave me an odd look. I don’t think they liked the idea of an orc and barbarian being here at High Bank. 
 
    Gnush and I went to the gaudy pavilion, to an awning and opening. A large fat man with a red silk cap and green garments stood behind a long wooden counter. He’d just finished lighting three hanging lanterns, as the sun had just sunk out of sight behind the horizon. The man had shifty eyes, round red cheeks and a huge grin showing plenty of white teeth. 
 
    “Friends,” he cried, in a deep voice. “How can I help two such fine gentlemen as you? Are you here to see the play, perhaps?” 
 
    “You have wizard,” Gnush blurted. 
 
    The fat man frowned. 
 
    I shot an elbow into Gnush’s gut, shaking my head. 
 
    “What I say?” Gnush asked, looking at me in a wounded way. 
 
    I smiled at the fat man. He was watching me carefully now, no longer friendly. 
 
    “What my friend meant—” I said. 
 
    “I know what he meant,” the fat man said in a heavy voice, interrupting me. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Janko?” The speaker was a tall man dressed in garments similar to fat Janko’s. The tall man walked from behind a curtain into the area behind the wooden counter. He had a long, lean face and, instead of a red hat, wore a silk kerchief around his head. He was if anything, older than Janko. The tall man had a bare cutlass at his side and a long dagger at the other. 
 
    “I think there is a problem,” Janko said, watching me with his shrewd eyes. “These two are asking about a wizard.” 
 
    “No, no,” I said. “I heard there’s a play about a wizard. That was what my friend was saying.” 
 
    “An orc wants to see a play?” the tall man asked. 
 
    “How about it, Gnush,” I said. “Do you want to see a play?” 
 
    Gnush looked at me with a confused stare. “I…I…” 
 
    “Spit it out, orc,” Janko said. “Are you trying to keep secrets or what?” 
 
    Gnush scowled and gave Janko a hard look. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” the tall man said. “We don’t let orcs watch our plays. They often fail to separate fiction from fact.” 
 
    “Hey,” Gnush said. “You watch your mouth.” 
 
    “See what I mean?” the tall man told me. 
 
    “Look,” I said, holding out my hands. “We just want to see the play—” 
 
    “Why did the orc say he was here for the wizard?” Janko asked, rudely interrupting me again. 
 
    I breathed deeply through my nostrils. Maybe my idea wasn’t going to work. These two, at least, were highly suspicious of us. It made me certain they were up to no good. I reminded myself that this was a game world, a digital Rune Quest. These were not flesh and blood people, but NPCs in a game. I was real, though, and dying by inches in my easy chair in the real world. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Janko demanded. “Have I cut too close to the truth? Is that why you’re silent now?” 
 
    “Where’s the wizard,” I said suddenly. 
 
    The tall man put a hand on the hilt of his cutlass. “What does it matter to you?” 
 
    “So you do have a captive wizard,” I said. 
 
    The two men traded glances, the taller one slightly moving his head to the left. 
 
    “The wizard owed us money,” Janko said smoothly, changing his manner in an instant. “He’s paying us back is the point. Why should that matter to you?” 
 
    “I want to see him,” I said. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Janko said. 
 
    “He’s getting ready for the play,” the tall man said. “That’s why it’s impossible.” 
 
    Janko nodded, adding, “The play will take place in an hour. You don’t want to make a fuss or it will go poorly with you. The villagers love the play and would take badly to anyone who interrupted it.” 
 
    “You haven’t fleeced them all yet, eh?” I asked. “That’s why they still like you people.” 
 
    “A bigot,” the tall man said. “You can leave now.” 
 
    “Or what?” growled Gnush. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” the tall man told Gnush. “I’m a two-blade fighter and can kill you in the blink of an eye. Believe me, these villagers hate orcs and will be glad to see you dead.” 
 
    “You and what army?” growled Gnush. 
 
    “Easy there,” I said. “We just want to see the wizard—” 
 
    The tall man drew the cutlass and dagger, brandishing them. “You leave while you can, eh?” 
 
    Fat Janko stepped back from the long wooden counter. He had a hatchet in his pudgy right hand, one he must have pulled out from under the counter. “One whistle and my troupe will come running. We’ll kill you faster than you can believe if you don’t leave now.” 
 
    “The wizard is my brother,” I said. “At least let us—” 
 
    The tall man shouted a full-throated roar, running and leaping onto the wooden counter. “Kill them, Janko! By soul the Ghoul King, we must!” 
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    His oath was strange, and his leap onto the counter demonstrated agility, giving him a height advantage if we dared to attack. 
 
    The soul of the Ghoul King seemed like a preposterous oath, the more I thought about it. This troupe was much darker than I’d originally imagined. Their reaction to Gnush’s desire to see the wizard had thrown them into a tizzy. 
 
    Gnush had made an error in saying what he had. I’d compounded it by admitting an interest in the wizard. These people might be wanderers and drifters, actors, but the uttering of the oath showed there was a sinister aspect to them that had nothing to do with their lifestyle. 
 
    Were they secretly undead creatures? I didn’t think so. But I did think these were dark-souled men and women with sinister purposes. This time, the quest seemed more subtle. Maybe I should have expected that. I was dealing with actors, those who hid their true nature. If I’d been more in tune with Rune Quest, and had dealt with the other quests by name, I would have likely discovered a pattern by this point. 
 
    I was discovering it now, possibly. 
 
    “To me, to me!” Janko shouted. “We have intruders seeking to steal our captive wizard.” 
 
    I blinked, astonished Janko should say this so freely. Maybe this was a ruse. Maybe— 
 
    More actors with similar garb as Janko and with cutlasses, knives and hatchets boiled from behind the curtain to join the fat and tall man. 
 
    Gnush roared and charged the tall man standing on the wooden counter. 
 
    I used Swift Strike and drew my knife, throwing instantly, using the Throw Mastery skill. Before Gnush came within range of the tall man’s cutlass, my knife struck the man. 
 
    The knife bounced off harmlessly, hitting but clearly coming up against amazing armor. Did the tall man have a Granite Flesh or Bronze Flesh spell guarding him? 
 
    The throw and knife hit distracted the tall cutlass wielder, if nothing else. That allowed Gnush to strike first. 
 
    The orc’s battle-axe bit deeply into the tall man’s legs. The axe blade seared through thighs and bones, also knocking the tall man off the counter so he fell back amongst the others. 
 
    There were far more of them than us by now, but they were crowded behind the counter and were too many for such a relatively small space. 
 
    I drew my half blade and stared around the counter’s left edge. Gnush did likewise on the right end. 
 
    Unbelievably, none of the other actors leapt up onto the wooden counter like the first man. Perhaps they lacked his agility to do so in the midst of battle. Perhaps they feared to do so against Gnush and his battle-axe. 
 
    I faced a two-hatchet man. He swung, missing once and hitting me with the other weapon. 
 
    Hatchets only did once eight-sided die of damage. Unless he rolled above three, his weapon wouldn’t harm me. I had the leather armor that stopped two hits and the Rugged Constitution that stopped another hit, for three hits. 
 
    The two-hatchet man had high agility so he hit often, but my weapon proved much more deadly at 2d8-3. In moments, he went down, not dead, but having taken enough hits in a combat round that he fell. 
 
    Two others tried to get at me at once. They bumped against each other. I struck again and again, hitting each time. 
 
    A thrown hatchet struck my face, causing a cut and blood to flow. Another thrown hatchet hit my leather armor, inflicting a flesh wound. 
 
    As I said, I struck true every time. My higher agility compared to before was seeing to that. I wasn’t trying for any critical hit rates now. My sword did enough damage and these guys were skinny enough that each blow told against them. 
 
    Another drifter-grifter-actor went down, this time dead. 
 
    At that point, Janko fled through the curtains, shouting for more backup. 
 
    I glanced across and saw that Gnush had won through his end. 
 
    Pausing, I killed the fallen actors on my end. I needed the experience points. I couldn’t afford the luxury of mercy today. 
 
    “They’re fast but weak,” Gnush said as we met behind the counter. 
 
    “Come on, we have to finish this fast.” 
 
    “Why fast?” asked Gnush. 
 
    “Because we don’t want to have to fight the entire village, too,” I said. 
 
    “They back the actors?” 
 
    “I have no idea, maybe over an orc they will.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gnush said. “You might be right about that.” 
 
    I drew back the curtain and stopped in shock. A monstrous troll, bigger than the Bogmire Troll I’d originally faced, stood menacingly. On either side of him were more gaudily dressed actors, one of them Janko. 
 
    “Run while you can, fools,” Janko shouted at Gnush and me. 
 
    Behind the others and the troll, with knives pressed against his side, stood a skinny fellow in what looked like a brown monk’s outfit. An actor held the knives against him. 
 
    “Are you the wizard?” I shouted at the monk-robed man. 
 
    The knives pressed harder against the man’s brown cloth robe. The man didn’t answer me, but he looked with concentration at the huge troll. 
 
    “That no troll,” Gnush told me. 
 
    “What is it then?” I asked. 
 
    “A phantasm,” Gnush said. “Disbelieve it. Make it disappear.” 
 
    I frowned. A person making his IQ roll on three dice could disbelieve a phantasm. If successful, he would not disbelieve a mirage. There was a difference between the two. A phantasm could cause harm just like the real deal. A mirage couldn’t do crap except through one’s own fear of bad consequences. What would a captive wizard have created with his magic on the spur of the moment like this? 
 
    A sword or axe stroke that hit a mirage would cause it to disappear. Knocking into one would do the same thing. Running into a phantasm was a good way to die fast. 
 
    I grinned suddenly. Reading the game rules was finally paying off. I was starting to know things. 
 
    “Run for your lives!” Janko shouted at us. “We’ll let you live if you flee.” 
 
    That confirmed it for me. 
 
    “Come on, Gnush,” I roared, “let’s kill them.” 
 
    Janko and the others backed away as the two of us charged deeper into the tent. I ran full tilt into the monstrous troll. I couldn’t help it, but tightened my muscles for the bum’s rush. I was using my Street Fighter’s Art for this. I struck the troll—and it vanished in a flash, a mirage as I’d thought. 
 
    One of the actors hadn’t run away fast enough. Gnush’s battle-axe clove into him, knocking him down and killing him. 
 
    I thrust at another, hitting and injuring. 
 
    The rest of the actors, including Janko, turned tail and fled. That included the knifeman with the daggers pressed against the wizard’s side. 
 
    The wizard didn’t flee. He couldn’t. An iron clamp was attached to his left ankle. A short chain held the clamp to a big iron ball. 
 
    “I’m not with them!” the monk-clad man shouted, as he held up lean-fingered hands. 
 
    “Are you a wizard?” I shouted. 
 
    “That depends,” he said warily. 
 
    “We’re here to free the wizard,” I said. 
 
    The skinny man—hardly more than a youth—nodded fast. He had lank blond hair, shaved at the sides and longish at the front. Strands kept getting in his eyes, so he had to swipe them away. He was skinny, with sunken cheeks, and wore a red string around his slender left wrist. This guy was barefoot like a monk, and it made me wonder if we’d picked the wrong wizard. 
 
    “I made the mirage of a troll,” he said. “They forced me to. If you’re really here to free me, chop off the chain, eh?” 
 
    “We should kill him,” Gnush said. “Wizards are liars.” 
 
    “I’m not a liar although I am a wizard,” the youth said. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re wasting time,” he said. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked again. 
 
    “Kyl Dreamweaver, at your service,” he said with a mock bow. 
 
    I looked at Gnush. 
 
    The big orc rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Hack the chain in half,” I told Gnush. “It’s time we got the heck out of here.” 
 
    Horns blew from the village as a gong rang from deeper in the tented pavilion. 
 
    “If we don’t leave immediately,” Kyl said, “you two have probably gotten me killed.” 
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    “Move back so I can swing,” Gnush told Kyl. 
 
    “I can’t move far,” the wizard complained, even as he shrank from the bloody battle-axe. 
 
    With a booted foot, Gnush placed the iron links against a stone. This would gash his axe edge for sure. He must know that. Yet, without complaint, Gnush swung with murderous speed and strength. 
 
    Either the iron link was made of butter, or Gnush really knew his way around an axe. There was a clash of sounds, sparks and the chain fell in half. 
 
    It did leave a dangling bit of chain attached to the wizard’s brass anklet. 
 
    Despite that, Kyl laughed with glee. In a bound, he was past the curtain at the tall actor’s dead body. We had slain the man after his fall. The wizard rummaged with practiced speed and pulled out several items from the tall man’s pockets. The items were hard to see because Kyl had nimble long fingers that made the items seem to disappear like cards in a trick. 
 
    “We’re out of time,” I shouted. “We have to run.” 
 
    “Too bad,” Kyl said. “There’s magic and money around here.” 
 
    “Freedom is better,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Kyl said, as if conceding a bitter point in a long debate. 
 
    “Go, Gnush,” I said, pushing against an orc shoulder. “Whoever doesn’t get out of your way as we run, kill him.” 
 
    The orc started running. I followed and Kyl pitter-pattered in his bare feet after us. 
 
    Horns still blew from the village. On the rampart of the main wooden wall, fighters gathered. Spear-tips waved and men peered over it at us. The village gate had banged shut, someone dropping a bar into place. 
 
    I laughed. The villagers had gotten the wrong idea. That was luck for us. They would be huddling in fear, hopefully for long enough for us to get to the rowboat. 
 
    A shout rose behind us. I looked back. In the long shadows before true night—lanterns cast the shadows—I saw a group of armed actors, some of them women. They all wore the same kinds of garments as Janko. They held hatchets and knives, and they shouted encouragement to each other. 
 
    “They have our wizard!” a dark-haired woman shouted. “Without him, our plays will be dull. The villagers will get bored and we’ll have to work for our food again.” 
 
    A great hurrah and hullabaloo rose behind us. Outrage must have fueled much of it. The actors gave throat to their rage and began after us. 
 
    So started the race down the hilly, switchback path from High Band for the boats along the bottom shore. Would the shore patrol try to stop us? I didn’t want to have to fight the old man or any of his friends down there. 
 
    “Can you see in the dark?” I shouted to Gnush. 
 
    “He’s an orc,” Kyl shouted to me from behind. “He’ll do fine. You should worry about me. My feet are already killing me. I don’t know if I can make it.” 
 
    I looked back at him. “I’m not carrying you.” 
 
    “What about the orc? He looks strong.” 
 
    “We can throw him down into the river,” Gnush shouted. “I make sure he makes it. It will cause big splash.” 
 
    “My feet are feeling better,” Kyl shouted. “I can do this.” 
 
    I shook my head. I’d wanted a wizard, not a slacker. I blinked several times. Was I a slacker in real life? That might be the case. I rarely substitute taught more than two days in a week. Was that really working? Maybe I needed to start looking for a real job—if I survived Rune Quest, if I survived Artemis. Did my dad hear Kyl in me when I complained about mowing the grass or picking all the oranges when they were ripe? 
 
    That got me to thinking. Had the computer made Kyl Dreamweaver to be a type of Jack Tanner III, of Turlock, Key to the Valley? 
 
    No. That didn’t seem reasonable. Artemis wanted to beard Jack Tanner III, tech billionaire, last seen in San Francisco. The AI didn’t care about the real me. 
 
    I tripped over a rock and stumbled. 
 
    “Look out,” Kyl shouted. 
 
    I windmilled my arms and kept stumbling, heading for a steep edge. I heard Kyl’s bare feet pounding over the path. His lean fingers reached and they must have grasped barely enough. I felt a tug in a good way, and that allowed me to catch my balance just before I would have plunged over the edge and down the steep hill, likely rolling over rocks the entire way. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Kyl. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, over my shoulder. “I owe you a big one.” 
 
    “You saved me from them. You have no idea how dull and repetitive their plays were. They lacked imagination in that. They’re only real skill was in skimming money from the fools. I’m sorry, the peasants and fisher-people.” 
 
    I cocked my head. I heard more shouting than before. 
 
    “Can you see well in this gloom?” I asked. “I’m finding it harder to do.” 
 
    “I can indeed,” Kyl said. 
 
    “How many are coming after us?” 
 
    Several seconds passed. “Keep running,” Kyl said. “My former captors have found allies. I think the good people of High Band are pissed off. They all wanted to see the play tonight and now it will be called off.” 
 
    “You created mirages for the play?” 
 
    “Ad nauseam, I did.” 
 
    “There’s a sharp turn in the path,” Gnush shouted from ahead. 
 
    I slowed down. It was getting too dark to sprint like this. Besides, I was wheezing and lightheaded. I realized now why I should take more endurance. I lacked it, having a ten in it. Both Gnush and Kyl had much higher endurance than I did. 
 
    “Gnush,” I shouted a few minutes later. I couldn’t see him in the dark. 
 
    “He’s far ahead,” Kyl said. “I don’t think the orc can hear us anymore.” 
 
    The wizard was right behind me. The chasing crowd had slowed, but they were still following. 
 
    “Do you have a boat?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Is the orc your hireling?” 
 
    “Friend,” I said. 
 
    I could feel the wizard thinking. 
 
    “There’s something odd about you,” Kyl said. “I can’t pinpoint it, but it’s there all right. You’re not like the rest of us.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But by the tone in your voice, I think you know. You know you’re different from us, don’t you?” 
 
    “Don’t be absurd.” 
 
    “What if I pushed you over the side so you fell?” 
 
    “What if I rammed my half blade through your guts?” 
 
    “Let’s drop the subject,” Kyl said. 
 
    We moved in the dark. Stars had begun to appear. If the moon didn’t show up soon, we’d be crawling down the steep path on our hands and knees. 
 
    “You should create a phantasm to fight against the mob,” I said. 
 
    “That would be a bad idea. And before you ask why, I’ll tell you. I’d have stop and concentrate for a while to form it. Too many among the actors would automatically disbelieve it. The phantasm would vanish then. Some of them would know I’d had to stop the cast the phantasm. That would increase their effort, as they’d realize I wasn’t that far ahead of them. They want an illusionist to do their hard work for them. In truth, if they’d given me a real cut in the proceeds, I might have worked willingly. They’re too clannish, though. They all stick together like glue.” 
 
    “You have hard times?” I asked. 
 
    “Not the greatest,” Kyl said. “Not that I’ve had an easy life. My one break was my mentor. He’s dead now. I hit the road, then, metaphorically speaking. Okay. This has been troubling me. Why did you free me?” 
 
    “We’re in need of a wizard.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” asked Kyl. 
 
    “Do you know what dungeon crawling means?” 
 
    “Seeking and slaying monsters?” 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. 
 
    “Isn’t that a bigoted way of looking at subterranean dwellers? Why do you hunt them, anyway?” 
 
    “To rid the world of their evil,” I said. 
 
    Kyl laughed. “What’s the real reason?” 
 
    “Experience points,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah…like I said before, you’re different from the rest of us. What’s the point of higher abilities? Doesn’t one need a greater purpose in life for them?” 
 
    “I do have a higher purpose.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Kyl said. 
 
    “I want to keep on living.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “It is for me.” 
 
    “Because you’re different?” asked Kyl. 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “I hit the mark, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You did. I am different.” 
 
    Before I could say more, a rock flew past my head. It was going fast. As it sped away, I noticed that the rock glowed with illumination the faintest little bit. Another rock followed it. 
 
    “Run!” Kyl shouted. “The actors are using their shadow slingers to slay us. They mean to make an example of me.” 
 
    “Shadow slingers?” I asked. 
 
    Kyl blew past me as he ran like the wind. 
 
    More rocks rained at us. Three hit me this time, one almost causing me to fall. If the shadow slingers whirled them any harder, they might kill me. 
 
    Instinctively, I threw myself down, thudding against the path. Rocks rained down; several hit me, one particularly painfully. I crawled fast down the path. 
 
    “Run!” a voice shouted from ahead. “Get up and run. It’s your only hope.” 
 
    That had sounded like Kyl’s voice. He knew the actors, as well as these shadow slingers. I thus surged to my feet and sprinted for all I was worth. I swerved on the night path. Stars were my only light. The moon had yet to rise. All sunlight was gone. I sprinted— 
 
    Faintly glowing rocks thudded against me from behind. They propelled me forward. I staggered, and my booted feet slipped on the edge. For a terrible second I looked down. I could see a few shining stars reflected in the river far below. It was fifty feet or more to the water. The shore was closer to me than the water. I’d lost my balance. I could feel myself teetering here on the edge. If I hit the shore— 
 
    At that instant, more stones thudded against my back. One struck the back of my head. If I splatted against the ground and died— 
 
    With a bellow, I gathered myself and leapt as hard as I could. I sailed into the air, and plummeted. 
 
    “Gnush!” I shouted. “I jumped for the river. I jumped for the river.” 
 
    I couldn’t shout any longer, as I needed all my concentration for this. I had cliff-dived at Night’s Ferry in California. There was a trick to it. You couldn’t hold your fingers straight out, but had to curl them into a fist. One of my friends had torn out his fingernails because he’d forgotten to do that. Then you crossed your arms over your head, your fists in front, ready to hit the water hard. My head and neck always hurt after a day of cliff diving. 
 
    I could feel the river rushing up. If I hit the ground, I was dead. Would I come back for a third time? 
 
    I struck water hard, and I tucked and rolled underwater so I wouldn’t thrust deep to the bottom. I surfaced almost right away, and I began to shout for help, as I could not swim, and this part of the river was too deep for me. 
 
    I’d escaped the actors and the shadow slingers, but I wasn’t sure I was going to escape death by drowning. 
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    I owed my life to several things; one of them was Gnush’s gallantry. Another was his ability to swim and see in the dark much better than I could. 
 
    Did I hear a splash of him jumping in? I doubt it. I was floundering, barely sucking enough air so I hadn’t started really panicking yet. I was close, though. 
 
    “Jack, take it easy,” the orc’s deep voice said from nearby. 
 
    I looked around but couldn’t see a damn thing. 
 
    “It’s me, Gnush. I’m going to grab you. When I do, don’t climb on me and drown us both.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said, getting a bunch of water in my mouth at the same time. I started choking. Maybe I panicked, but I kept from climbing on Gnush as he grabbed me, resisting the urge to shove his head underwater. 
 
    “Over here!” Gnush shouted. “We over here!” 
 
    “I see you, but I can’t row this damned thing.” That sounded like Kyl Dreamweaver. 
 
    “Try it, you might do something good,” Gnush roared. 
 
    I heard thumping: oars hitting the gunwale, no doubt. Couldn’t the wizard at least guide the rowboat to us? 
 
    Gnush swam one-handed while towing me in the dark, in the river near High Bank. I’d swear something heavy splashed as it struck the water. Then, a glowing rock grazed my head. If it had cracked against my forehead, that might have been it for me. 
 
    “Orc, look out. I’m going to ram you.” 
 
    Gnush put forth extra effort, moving us, likely out of the way. I heard the orc grunt and he surged up. 
 
    “Help me get him in boat, wizard,” Gnush said. 
 
    “That’s Mr. Wizard to you,” I said, half-delirious by now. I thought what I’d said was terribly funny, but I didn’t laugh. I’d swallow too much of the river water if I did that. 
 
    Hands hauled me up and dragged me over the gunwale until I crashed against the inner bottom of the rowboat, with wood pressing against my ribs. Hands pushed against my stomach. That hurt all over. Suddenly, I turned my head as water vomited from me. The hands thrust against my stomach again, and I did the hard vomiting once more. 
 
    I must have moaned. I felt dreadful. 
 
    “You okay now, Jack. You safe. You rest, okay?” 
 
    I might have muttered an okay. For sure, I closed my eyes and fell asleep. 
 
    I didn’t wake up until the orange sun had climbed high in the sky the next day. It wasn’t noon yet, but it would be soon. 
 
    The rowboat wasn’t bobbing along the river. I lay on grass and noticed leaves rustling in the breeze over me. There was the crackling of a nearby fire and the sizzling of what I assumed was bacon. 
 
    “You awake, huh?” Gnush said. 
 
    I turned bleary eyes to the big orc crouched before a campfire, feeding it sticks. 
 
    “You should eat something to regain your strength.” 
 
    I struggled to sit up and barely managed it. Monk-robed Kyl had his back against the nearest tree, sitting in the shade. He was looking at something. When he saw me looking at him, the something disappeared. 
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead,” Kyl said. “Glad you made it. You scared us back there with your drowning act.” 
 
    I glanced at his left leg. The brass ring and several links of chain were yet attached to his left ankle. 
 
    “You tried to drink the whole river,” Kyl said. “Good thing you had the orc around. He’s handy in a pinch.” 
 
    I kept looking at Kyl. 
 
    He smiled wider, but a worried look entered his eyes. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I was going to say more, ask him about the thievery last night as he’d rifled the pockets of the tall actor. I lost interest because I lost strength. Maybe Gnush had a point. 
 
    I dragged myself to the fire and ate bacon, bread and cheese, and drank water. That almost started me vomiting again. I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to drink water again. It tasted horrible. Finally, I slid across the grass and dirt. I propped myself against the tree near Kyl. 
 
    Gnush had gone to the rowboat he’d dragged onto shore. He rummaged around there so we could hear him. 
 
    “Thanks for the rescue, by the way,” Kyl said. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    I nodded. “So are you going to stick around and help us?” 
 
    “I’m thinking about it.” 
 
    “The Hobgoblin Hole is coming up.” 
 
    “Uh…that might be more than I care to face, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Hey, you almost died taking on the shadow slingers. Hobgoblin Hole with the deeper Ghoul King below seems like suicide. The three of us didn’t do bad last night, but we’re not tough guys.” 
 
    “Gnush is.” 
 
    “He’s strong, and that axe of his is a bruiser. He’s not a tank, though. You aren’t a tank. A wizard doesn’t like to go down dungeons without some tanks to guard him. Do you have any magic that could help us?” 
 
    “Just what you grabbed off the tall guy last night,” I said. 
 
    Kyl was quiet, until, “You saw that, huh?” 
 
    “What did you take from him?” 
 
    “My back-pay,” Kyl said. “You’re not going to begrudge me that, are you?”  
 
    “Pay us back by helping us with the Hobgoblin Hole.” 
 
    “Or hand over my back-pay to you?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “You sure implied it, though.” 
 
    “What are shadow slingers?” I asked, deciding to change the topic. 
 
    Kyl pursed his lips before saying, “There are only a few of them among the troupe. Most of the people were actors. Janko isn’t either a slinger or an actor. He loves bilking fools of their money. He’s gifted at that.” 
 
    “How did you end up working for them?” 
 
    Kyl sighed, looking up at the clouds. “I’ve been a waif most of my life. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    “An orphan on the streets,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, in the great city of Thermion to boot,” he said bitterly. “That’s not a good place for a waif. I lived like a rat for too many years. I swept floors at times at the Wizard’s Guild. Finally, one of the old guys took me in for a magic test. He said I had some talent and took me on. I ate three squares after that, and read more lore than I ever knew existed. I had a knack with mirages and phantasms, and some other sleight-of-hand stuff.” 
 
    “You’re a wizardly thief?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s harsh,” Kyl said, although his voice told a different story. “I’m skinny, quick on my feet and fast on the take. I understand things faster than most—like how you’re different from the rest of us.” 
 
    “And how to run last night when you had the chance,” I said. 
 
    Grinning, Kyl nodded. “That’s my specialty, running at the right time. One of the few times I didn’t run at the right time was when I joined the actors. Janko lured me because I got greedy. They chained me and forced me to cast spells and create mirages for them and their dreary plays.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you create a phantasm to attack and kill the lot of them?” 
 
    “I’d like to say I’m too kind-hearted for something like that, but they always kept a knifeman near me, ready to stick me good and hard if tried anything tricky.” 
 
    “What happened to your mentor?” 
 
    Kyl frowned, looking away. 
 
    “You get greedy with him, too?” I asked. 
 
    The blond head whipped back to glare at me. Kyl’s blue eyes burned with the closest I’ve seen to anger. There was a sneer on his upper lip. “I didn’t get greedy. But some of the other wizards in the guild did. They did in Crazy Old Rankin for just that reason.” 
 
    “Rankin was the name of your mentor?” 
 
    “That’s right. His killers burst into his quarters and ransacked the place. They took all the scrolls and folios, his magic items. They cleaned it all out and took off, after killing him that is.” 
 
    “They were afraid of you?” 
 
    Kyl laughed loudly, with emotional pain in it. “They would have killed me, too. You know why they didn’t?” 
 
    I looked at him, and I had a good idea why not. I didn’t feel like saying it, though. 
 
    “I ran,” Kyl said. “When my mentor—my master—shouted for help, I ran because I knew there was a good chance I’d die with him. You could say I was greedy for life instead of honor.” 
 
    “That bothers you, huh?” 
 
    “Boy oh boy, you really are a sharp one, aren’t you? Picked right up on that, did you?” 
 
    “I get it,” I said. “Look, you help us with the Hobgoblin Hole, and we’ll help you with that.” 
 
    “Help me do what?” 
 
    “Even the score against your master’s killers,” I said. 
 
    “You think I want that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Do you?” 
 
    Kyl looked away again. “Those who robbed his quarters were tough martial wizards. A thievish wizard wouldn’t have much luck against them.” 
 
    “I might.” 
 
    Kyl looked at me. It seemed he was about to sneer. “You think you’re tough?” 
 
    “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “You think you’re going to be tough?” 
 
    “Very,” I said. 
 
    Kyl’s eyes narrowed as he studied me. “Why are you going to be tough?” 
 
    “Because I’m grade-A different from everyone else you know,” I said. 
 
    Kyl cocked his head. 
 
    “You said you’re a quick study,” I replied. “Use that talent on me. Think it through. Your master’s death haunts you. That you ran out when he called sticks in your craw. You can change that.” 
 
    “By killing his killers?” asked Kyl. 
 
    “Look, I’m not saying revenge is the right way. I’m talking about justice, about paying back all the good the old timer did for you. If nothing else, take the items they stole from him, return the items to the Wizard’s Guild. Make the killers face justice for what they did.” 
 
    “There’s no justice in the world,” Kyl said with a sigh. 
 
    “Today there might be, if we dare to act.” 
 
    Kyl studied me for a bit. “You have a high opinion of yourself, don’t you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I need help; your help. I don’t deny it. I’m willing to pay in deeds to get it. I’m planning to go to Thermion eventually. Well, you can keep what you take fairly on the quests with us, and I’ll help you against your master’s old foes.” 
 
    “You mean that?” 
 
    “With all my heart,” I said. 
 
    “You think the orc will agree to that?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said without hesitation. 
 
    A far-off look entered Kyl’s blue eyes. “I’m not much of a wizard, you know. I can do a few things. Marching into the Hobgoblin Hole and going all the way down to the Ghoul King—that’s risky and maybe even stupidly arrogant on all our parts. I’m not sure any of us are ready for that.” 
 
    “We’re young. What else do you expect from us but rashness?” 
 
    “You make it sound as if it will be a lark.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It won’t. It will be life and death for me, real death.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “Just what it sounds like,” I said. “This isn’t a lark but dead serious business. Regaining your self-respect might be just the thing for you.” 
 
    Kyl stared at me and looked at his arms suddenly. “Can you believe that, goosebumps? You sing a good song, are convincing, I mean.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    Kyl nodded. “I’ll do it. I know it’s probably suicide…but that you’re different is the reason I’ll try. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, thinking my secret benefactor in Rune Quest might have just thrown me another bone to make the greater quest possible. 
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    I told Gnush and Kyl I needed to step into the woods for a bit. Neither suspected I really wanted to look at my smartphone for a moment and see what I’d gained from yesterday. 
 
    Soon, leaning against a different tree, I took out the smartphone. 
 
    Artemis informed me I’d gained 280 experience points from the actions inside and outside the pavilion last night. Combined with the 100 left over from last time, I had 380 EPs. That was 20 EPs shy of two extra trait points. Now, I had enough for one more, with 180 experience points left over. 
 
    I looked over the Skill Charts. Given that I couldn’t change my half blade right now, it didn’t make sense to become even stronger. I couldn’t capitalize on it by getting a better weapon. However, improving my agility might be a good move. 
 
    Hm. 
 
    You know, some of my most important strikes in battle so far had been with the critical hit rate. It increased when striking from behind. I wonder if there were other ways to increase the odds of a critical hit. 
 
    I needed to have all the rules to the game. 
 
    I shook my head. Whining about it wasn’t going to get me anywhere. Winning through the Hobgoblin Hole and perhaps going down to face the Ghoul King was the thing. I needed to concentrate on doing that before I could think about doing anything else. 
 
    Given that as my goal, what was the best decision?  
 
    I wondered what those two unknown traits were: the ones labeled XXX. I had scores of 5 and 10 in them, respectively, and I didn’t even know what those traits represented. 
 
    I nodded. A better critical hit rate might give me the most bang for my buck right now. 
 
    Yes. “Add one to the critical hit rate.” 
 
    I looked at the screen and saw: 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 6 
 
      
 
    Strength: 13 
 
    Agility: 14 
 
    Endurance: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 10 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 6 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    XXX: 10 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (I), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I), Gem Eye, Rugged Constitution (I) 
 
      
 
    I flexed my free hand and scrolled to the quests, looking up the Hobgoblin Hole. 
 
      
 
    Quest: Raid the Hobgoblin Hole. 
 
    A band of fierce hobgoblins has terrorized the local region, killing and raiding the humans and any passing travelers. They take prisoners for ransom or corpses to give in tribute to the Ghoul King living deeper in the hole-in-the-ground. 
 
    Your Mission: Kill seven hobgoblins. 
 
    Reward: Take the treasures the stupid hobgoblins have stolen and/or use the trapdoor that leads to the deeper Ghoul King’s levels. 
 
      
 
    I decided to look up the next quest after that one. 
 
      
 
    Quest: Kill the Ghoul King. 
 
    Evil ghouls have taken up residence in the lowest levels of the dungeon guarded by the hobgoblins. The ghouls are flesh-eating monsters of grotesque strength and habits. A king has risen among them, giving them greater courage to make wider depredations than ever. The ghouls have raided nearby and outlying gravesites, digging up the moldering corpses. Many say the ghouls have also collected a mighty hoard of gold coins, planning to pay an evil wizard, eventually, for purposes no one can imagine.  
 
    Your Mission: Kill the dreaded, oversized Ghoul King. 
 
    Reward: Take all the gold you can carry. 
 
      
 
    Whew, that sounded like a lot of fighting. That would likely garner a ton of experience points. It might bring more treasure, possibly magic items. We’d need torches to go underground, or weapons that glowed in the dark or when near hobgoblins and ghouls. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I wanted to go deep into the dungeon to face the ghouls. I’m sure there were other nasty things down there as well. 
 
    I frowned. Might there be a prophecy rune in the Ghoul King’s lair? That seemed like a possibility. 
 
    “Artemis,” I said, and asked him just that. 
 
    I would give it a 79% possibility a prophecy rune is attached to the Ghoul King’s crown. 
 
    “You’re saying it’s possible to gain two runes per major quest run?” 
 
    And maybe three next major quest run. 
 
    That was interesting, if true. Maybe I did have a chance of gaining enough runes so I could figure out the rest of the Rune Prophecy. I had to perform the prophecy then. That might be hard. 
 
    I exhaled. I needed to go down the Hobgoblin Hole. Before I decided that, though, maybe I should look up hobgoblins. I did, and found this: 
 
      
 
    Duskshade Hobgoblins 
 
      
 
    Origin: The Duskshade Hobgoblins came from goblin wit and orc rage. They say goblins met wild orcs and begot the hobgoblins. 
 
      
 
    Look: Bigger than goblins, smaller than orcs, they stand 5 to 6 feet tall. Dark-skinned, with yellow or orange eyes, they look sharp and mean. They have goblin faces but orc tusks. 
 
      
 
    Way of Life: Duskshade communities are messy, like goblin chaos meets orc tribes. They don’t build; they take. They don’t trust. Most don’t like them because they’re wild and tricky. 
 
      
 
    Strengths: They mix goblin stealth with orc power. They don’t have discipline, but they’re good in ambush attacks. 
 
      
 
    Dealing with Others: Most don’t trust hobgoblins. Elves find them annoying, dwarves hate them. Even goblins and orcs keep their distance. 
 
      
 
    In Short: Duskshade Hobgoblins are wild cards, born from goblin smarts and orc force. Many don’t like them, but to ignore them is to risk an ambush surprise. 
 
      
 
    What about the ghouls, though. Would they be too powerful for us? I looked up them up as well. 
 
      
 
    Whispering Ghouls 
 
      
 
    Origin: Tales say the Whispering Ghouls were once people, changed by dark spells or sad fates, by some evil deed they committed in life. 
 
      
 
    Look: They’re pale and thin, with long arms and legs and eyes that glow a bit. Their skin looks almost see-through, and their fingers end in claws. 
 
      
 
    Way of Life: They live near graves or old ruins. Mostly alone, they meet on special moon nights, whispering in sad groups to gnaw on bad-tasking flesh. 
 
      
 
    Strengths: They move quietly and fast. They’re cold to the touch and can talk to spirits. Some of the living—evil sorcerers and such—want their help to speak to the dead or learn old mysteries. 
 
      
 
    Dealing with Others: People are often scared of them because of old stories and vile legends. Elves hunt them with prejudice. Humans, with shorter lives, are both scared and curious of ghouls. 
 
      
 
    In Short: Whispering Ghouls are reminders of life’s sharp edge. They look scary but know much, and some seek them out, speaking softly, mostly to their eternal regret. 
 
      
 
    Okay. I didn’t want to make friends with any Whispering Ghoul, but they didn’t sound as bad as they might have been. 
 
    Even so, I’d need Kyl and Gnush at peak condition. What other items or pieces of equipment might I need in the subterranean regions? 
 
    What did we have? 
 
    Could I hire or convince anyone else to join us? Were three people enough to do this? Gnush was likely the best and most effective character among the three of us. I was getting there. As a wereboar, I could probably win these quests by my lonesome—unless there were unforeseen consequences that I hadn’t thought out yet. 
 
     Would the actors with their shadow slingers come after us and show up at just the wrong moment? The tall actor had made an oath in the Ghoul King’s name. I didn’t like thinking about that right now. How would shadow slingers be related to ghouls? 
 
    I needed to rejoin the others and see what they thought about all this. Time wasn’t my friend, but my worst enemy instead. I was still playing this too lightly, too easily. 
 
    With that, I hurried back to the campsite where Gnush and Kyl were waiting. 
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    An hour later, we drifted down the golden river in the rowboat. Gnush held the oar handles, only using them occasionally. Kyl and I sat in front of the big orc. 
 
    I brought up the topic of descending into the Hobgoblin Hole. Gnush had already taken some items we’d need from the ogre stockade. The most important were torches, ropes and backpacks. 
 
    Kyl listened to Gnush relate what had happened with Arion One-Eye and the Blood Three at the stockade. 
 
    “If you guys did all that,” Kyl said. “Maybe we can slay some hobgoblins. I hope you’re not thinking about going down the hole at night, though.” 
 
    “I haven’t thought much about when,” I said. 
 
    “Night is bad for us and good for ghouls,” Kyl said. “Hobgoblins probably do better at night as well.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin. I could see his point. The other point was my unmoving body in the easy chair back home. How was time in Rune Quest compared to the real world? I wish I had a reference. Every time in the past I’d asked Artemis about it, he’d become quiet. 
 
    “First thing tomorrow morning,” I said, “we hit them.” 
 
    “Whew,” Kyl said, nodding. “I like that.” 
 
    “I don’t care what time we do it,” Gnush said. 
 
    “Do ghouls frighten you?” Kyl asked Gnush. 
 
    The big orc shook his head. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I told Kyl. “Do you think the actors or shadow slingers will give chase?” 
 
    “That will depend,” Kyl said. “Janko is an artist at bilking people. He probably has the peasants of High Bank giving into a relief fund for all those slain last night. If that’s the case, I doubt the three shadow slingers will leave the troupe to chase after us.” 
 
    “The shadow slingers are not part of the troupe?” 
 
    “I never did figure that out,” Kyl said. “I’m not sure who is in charge between them.” 
 
    “Gnush,” I said. “Do you know where we need to pull onto shore to reach the Hobgoblin Hole?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “How long until we’re at that spot?” 
 
    Gnush looked up at the sun and the trees on the northern shore. “I’d say in an hour.” 
 
    “How far is the hole from the shore?” 
 
    “A three-hour trek inland,” Gnush said. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “Soon, we need to look for a good place to hide the rowboat. Do you have any spells that could aid in that?” 
 
    “None,” Kyl said. 
 
    The wizard seemed to respond too quickly, but I let it go. 
 
    Gnush rowed now and then, and after an hour had almost gone by, he became alert. “That look like good spot.” 
 
    It did indeed, maybe even too good. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said. “Wizard, get ready.” 
 
    Kyl and I faced thickly leafed trees as Gnush slowly rowed us there. Soon, Kyl and I pushed aside branches as Gnush worked the boat in. Finally, Gnush pulled the oars hard, propelling the prow against a muddy shore. 
 
    “Your turn,” Gnush told us. 
 
    I took off my boots and crawled over the gunwale in front. When Kyl didn’t ask to help, I reached in and yanked him closer. “You’re joining me out here.” 
 
    “I’m a wizard, a thinker, not a musclebound clod,” Kyl said. 
 
    “Get your butt out and help me pull.” 
 
    “What about the orc?” 
 
    “Gnush knows what to do. Don’t worry about him.” 
 
    Soon, Kyl and I yanked the prow of the rowboat as we stood in water and mud. Gnush had climbed out the back, as I’d known he would. The orc grunted and heaved. Each time he did so, the boat slid up higher onto shore. 
 
    With our united effort, we got the entire rowboat up, hidden under the thick branches and thicker leaves. 
 
    “That should do it,” Gnush said. “Sometimes, I hack branches to put over boat. This time, we don’t need that.” 
 
    The orc handed out the backpacks. Mine had a long coiled rope inside, water canteens filled with water and wrapped bread and cheese. I was starting to get sick of cheese. 
 
    “Mine’s too heavy,” Kyl complained. 
 
    “Work will help put meat on your skinny bones,” Gnush said. “The best way to do that is not complain but to shut up and do.” 
 
    It was funny, but sometimes Gnush said things my dad would have, but in a different way. The ideas would be the same, though. 
 
    Now, Gnush led the way. He had much better forest skills than either of us did. Kyl had been a city boy most of his life. I’d never set foot in woods like this until now. 
 
    It was hard going, up slope and down. Weeds and roots tried to trip us all the time. I didn’t see any sign of hobgoblins, graves, ghouls or even wolves. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the right way?” I asked Gnush. 
 
    “Yes,” the orc said. 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
    “The scat I see, the smell that leads to hobgoblin scat, the gnawed bones lying here and there,” Gnush said. “Do you want me to go on?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen any of that,” I said. 
 
    “You not know how to look. I’m a Black Mountain Orc. I was born to this.” 
 
    “Bred to it more like,” Kyl muttered. 
 
    “You say something, wizard?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “What? Me? No, no,” Kyl said. “You must be hearing things.” 
 
    “I’d better hear the right things,” Gnush said, “or I knock some sense into you.” 
 
    Kyl scowled. “I don’t take well to threats.” 
 
    “I understand,” Gnush said. “That’s why I’m giving you promises instead of threats.” 
 
    “He means it,” I added. 
 
    “Really?” Kyl told me. “He means it? Like I’m too stupid to know that?” 
 
    “What’s your problem?” I said. 
 
    “Idiots,” Kyl said, “it has always been idiots.” 
 
    Both Gnush and I turned away. We kept trekking. Gnush and I had gotten along well. Kyl Dreamweaver was not like us. He was a city boy, and he had a mouth. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Gnush stopped, turned and held up his battle-axe. The orc glared at Kyl. 
 
    It took a moment for the heavily breathing wizard to notice. “Now what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Your chain makes too much noise,” Gnush said. “It might give us away at the wrong time.” 
 
    Now that Gnush said that, I had been noticing the clinking of the chain as we marched. 
 
    “Can you get the brass ring off me?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “No,” Gnush said. “But you can wrap it with cloth so it stays quiet.” 
 
    Kyl stared at the orc as if Gnush was crazy. 
 
    “Do it now,” Gnush said, his voice hardening. 
 
    With ill grace, Kyl slid off and rummaged through his backpack. He asked for my knife, so I went over and cut the cloth for him. 
 
    “You don’t think I’ll give you your knife back if I touch it?” the wizard asked me. 
 
    “Just being cautious,” I said. 
 
    Gnush nodded as if I’d spoken wisdom. 
 
    Kyl wrapped the chain with the cloth. When he tested it, the iron still clinked. 
 
    At that point, Gnush pushed forward and showed him how to do it. 
 
    Kyl was a quick study and got it right the second time. 
 
    “That better,” Gnush said. 
 
    “How close are we to the Hobgoblin Hole?” I asked. 
 
    “Two hours, maybe a little less,” Gnush said. “How close you want to be tonight?” 
 
    “What do you think is wisest?” I asked Kyl. 
 
    The wizard shrugged moodily. 
 
    “Let’s stay an hour away from it,” I said. 
 
    Gnush thought about that, finally nodding, and we started out again. 
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    The night passed easily enough. We didn’t start a fire because we wanted to remain hidden, and we took turns keeping watch. Kyl didn’t complain. The wizard must have finally gotten it. A surprise attack against us from hobgoblins would mean we’d probably all die. 
 
    During my turn at watch, I took out the smartphone. I’d been wondering about these shadow slingers. I found something in the rules on them: 
 
      
 
    Shadow Slingers 
 
      
 
    Origin and Legends: In the balance of day and night, they came to be. Shadow slingers, birthed from the union of light and dark. Some say they were chosen by the shadows they cast. Others believe it was either a gift for an old kindness or a punishment for delving into forbidden things. 
 
      
 
    Appearance: They look like men. Yet, their shadows stretch long and odd, no matter the light. Their eyes, darker, hold a depth and sometimes, a glint of the twilight. 
 
      
 
    Culture and Society: By day, they’re like any other, doing the tasks of men. By night, away from prying eyes, they gather. Silent agreements guide them, a code of shadows. They learn, they practice, they refine. 
 
      
 
    Abilities and Strengths: They command the shadows, making them solid, hiding within them. Their strength is in their throw, in the grasp of the dark tendrils they form. The night is their domain, their power raw and palpable under the moon. 
 
      
 
    Relations with Other Races: Most don’t know of them. They keep it that way. But those who do, regard them with wary respect. Mages, curious and hungry, seek them for their tie to the elusive shadow realm. 
 
      
 
    In Summation: Shadow slingers tread between what is known and what is hidden. Masters of the dance of light and dark, they’re a riddle of the world, both a gift and a burden. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t like any of that. Could they be out there, hunting for us? What connection could they have with the actors? It didn’t really make sense to me. The strange oath kept bothering me. What connection did the shadow slingers have with the Ghoul King? 
 
    I wondered then, because it was where the quest ended, about the port city of Thermion. Kyl came from there. I would have to reach there in the end. What was it like? I looked it up and found this in an appendix: 
 
      
 
    Port City of Thermion: 
 
      
 
    Origin and Legends: Thermion began by mighty Eastern Lake Trullion. It was once just fishers until Therna, the Oracle, saw something more. She pictured a port, and they built it, naming it after her. The city grew, and with it, stories of Therna. 
 
      
 
    Appearance: In Thermion, tall towers of marble stand with warehouses. The Grand Lighthouse, bright even on the darkest nights, guards the harbor. Ships come and go, and cobblestone streets carry life to markets and plazas. 
 
      
 
    Culture and Society: Thermion draws many. Different people, different goods. They celebrate together, eat together. The city thrives on trade but lives for art. Music and dance fill the streets, thanks to those with means. The Thermion Council, merchants, and elected few, make the rules. Disputes happen, but the city moves forward. 
 
      
 
    Abilities and Strengths: Positioned well, Thermion is the heart of trade. The harbors are vast; walls and towers keep threats out. They have a strong navy—for defense and to make their mark. 
 
      
 
    Relations: Being a trade center, Thermion’s relations are mostly good. There are spats with pirates and roc riders, but trade goes on. Elves, dwarves—all have a place in Thermion, a sign of the city’s open arms. 
 
      
 
    In Summation: Thermion, once a fishing spot, is now a symbol. It stands for growth, for dreams, and for people working together. Its heart beats to trade, to art, and remembers Therna. Always and forever. 
 
      
 
    That was interesting. I realized I missed having stuff to read. I missed the internet of all things. I missed playing games on my smartphone. I wondered if mine had any. I looked, but didn’t find anything. 
 
    Soon, my turn at watch ended. 
 
    I slept fitfully at first, and then hard. Far too soon, Gnush was shaking me awake. 
 
    “It’s time to march,” he whispered. 
 
    I looked around from where I lay, with a blanket wrapped around me. “The sun isn’t up yet.” 
 
    “You right,” Gnush said. “We travel in the dark and reach the Hobgoblin Hole as the sun starts to rise. That will be the best time to start down it.” 
 
    I groaned as I dragged myself up. 
 
    Gnush woke Kyl. The wizard rolled over back to sleep after swatting at the orc’s big hand. Gnush grabbed the blanket and pulled hard, dumping the skinny wizard out of the blanket onto the dirt. 
 
    “Up and at ‘em,” Gnush said. 
 
    Kyl stared at Gnush for a full three seconds and then climbed to his feet. We ate a cold breakfast, each of us munching on bread and cheese. 
 
    Afterward, we followed Gnush through the forest. “Be quiet as mice,” the orc said several times. 
 
    Kyl and I did exactly that. Once, the wizard called a halt and stuffed the cloth around the chain better. Kyl might be lazy, but he didn’t want to die. It looked as if he could work when it counted. 
 
    Gnush began to move slower, stopping more often, sniffing the air or kneeling and inspecting the ground. He motioned once. 
 
    The sun had started to rise over the horizon. We both saw him make a shushing motion with a finger over his lips. Then, Gnush crept around a huge group of skeleton trees. 
 
    Kyl followed and I brought up the rear. I heard a twig snap from over there. 
 
    I froze. I saw that Gnush had frozen, but Kyl kept tiptoeing toward Gnush. Finally, the distracted wizard bumped up against Gnush. Only then did Kyl become aware that we had stopped and were watching him. He raised his eyebrows and head, and jerked as he heard a twig snap. He got it, then. 
 
    Time seemed to move so slowly. I drew my half blade from the scabbard as quietly as I could. Then, I eased forward to attack. I waited, and waited for the enemy to show themselves. 
 
    “Enough,” Gnush said softly. “They’re gone.” 
 
    I turned to him. “What were they?” 
 
    “The last hobgoblins of the night,” Gnush said. “Can’t you smell them?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “I can,” Gnush said. “They stink.” 
 
    We waited longer and finally Gnush gave the signal. He took the lead and we followed him, finally leaving the skeleton trees and heavy brush to walk through an open meadow. Flowers were opening to the sun. Birds chirped. It was lovely. 
 
    “How far to the hole?” asked Kyl. “My feet are hurting.” 
 
    The wizard had gone barefoot all this time. The first thing we needed to get him was some shoes. He’d told us before that he’d gone barefoot most of his life. It felt more natural to him. Shoes bound his feet too tightly, he said. 
 
    The soles of his feet were just as leathery as Gnush’s soles. It seemed to me the wizard should be all right. 
 
    We moved slowly to another set of bushes in the shade of large gob trees. Gnush was in the lead, listening and watching. After waiting a few minutes, Gnush motioned us. He and I crept forward with weapons ready. We were going to pass another stand of smaller gob trees. Beyond that was a grassy area, the grasses tall and green. Gnush was heading there. 
 
    Suddenly, Kyl rushed forward. “Wait, wait,” he said in a desperate whisper. “Something is dreadfully wrong. I feel it. I sense it, and now it has finally come to me what it is.” 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Gnush whispered. “We’re near the Hobgoblin Hole. We don’t want a possible sentry to hear us.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I understand.” Kyl looked around fervently like a rat as if searching for a cat. 
 
    The wizard was quite unlike Gnush who drank grog and charged with his battle-axe against whatever faced him. Kyl Dreamweaver used his wits and the spells he wove with his mind and fueled by his vitality. He was like a thief, a slippery fellow who preferred to go around than head straight on. 
 
    “Gnush,” Kyl whispered, “you said something earlier that has been troubling me.” 
 
    “Oh,” the orc said. 
 
    “You said it smelled like hobgoblins.” 
 
    “Yes, they stink.” 
 
    Kyl kept staring at Gnush. Maybe the orc thought the wizard needed more of an explanation. 
 
    “Hobgoblins are not like goblins or orcs,” Gnush whispered. “Many claim hobgoblins are a sub-species between the two. I’ve heard shamans speak of this around the fire, but it is nonsense. Hobgoblins are coarser than goblins and bear no resemblance to orcs. Hobgoblins are cowardly and cowering, nor do they keep their word the way a goblin always does with cunning and adeptness. They’re a race apart even though they have the word goblin in them.” 
 
    The length of Gnush’s speech and the poor moment to give it had me blinking with astonishment. 
 
    Then I recalled what I’d read about hobgoblins versus goblins. Gnush had a point. Hobgoblins were coarse, crude and vulgar but with the innate cunning that comes to a jackal-like creature that takes what it can and scurries away. Hobgoblins ran from the strong and subdued with brutality the weak. 
 
    “What’s your point?” I whispered to Kyl. 
 
    “Would Hobgoblins create or allow a stink near their hole when they’re getting ready to go down to sleep?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “I don’t understand you,” Gnush said. 
 
    “This is their defensive locale, their hole,” Kyl said. “From what I know about them, hobgoblins keep such a place relatively clean.” 
 
    “Ah,” Gnush said, “I begin to perceive. It shouldn’t have been smelly here. You’re right, hobgoblins are extra cautious near their den. Even with the Ghoul King in residence lower down, I think they’d take care to be quiet and let no stink stay nearby, especially just before day begins. Yet, it was smelly. Therefore, they gave themselves away. Therefore, this talk is meaningless and we’re wasting time.” 
 
    “It’s not meaningless.” Kyl turned to me. “We must use our heads, our brains, logic. You’re different, Jack Kang. You look like a normal Kann Barbarian. Yet you have strange words, ways and thoughts. I’ve been thinking how Janko acted toward you—that was quite unlike him to be so blunt. It was also surprising the shadow slingers attacked you so openly, trying to kill you. There’s something odd about you or a bounty out on your flesh.” 
 
    “How could that be?” I almost added, “I’ve only been here a few days, game days, Rune Quest days.” I stopped myself from saying that. Artemis might have put a bounty out on me when I entered the game. There was something else. There seemed to be two forces at work within Rune Quest—the regular and Artemis. The aware quantum computer had torn many functions away from the regular game computer. Artemis had GM powers, although not all of them. He’d admitted he didn’t make the rolls. Therefore, Artemis couldn’t cheat by willy-nilly adjusting the rolls the way some paper and pencil GMs did. Perhaps as telling, at times, something other than Artemis had spoken to me through the smartphone. Was that other a counter force or at least a neutral force? Did perhaps the normal game computers try to subdue Artemis? How had Artemis developed or become aware and therefore alive through this quantum computing? 
 
    I shook my head and found Kyl staring at me. 
 
    “Do I have your attention again?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “You do. You’re worried about something other than hobgoblins, right?” 
 
    Kyl nodded. 
 
    “Why and what?” I asked. 
 
    Kyl took a deep breath. “Why did it smell a short time ago? Do you smell the hobgoblin stink now?” 
 
    Gnush sniffed several times before shaking his head. “I don’t, and that strange.” 
 
    “Why did we supposedly hear the hobgoblins near their hole?” Kyl asked. “Would the hobgoblins be that noisy this early in the morning before they went down their hole?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “It seems unlikely,” Gnush said, with his leathery brow scrunched. “Unless they were greatly successful last night, or the Ghoul King has given them reasons to forgo fear.” 
 
    “Is forgoing fear normal hobgoblin behavior?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “No,” Gnush said. “Hobgoblins are always careful, always wary and ready to pounce.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting someone else made the smells and noises?” I asked. 
 
    Kyl snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “I hadn’t thought that far, but now I wonder if it’s true.” 
 
    The idea—we became more alert and grew quieter as we looked all around. 
 
    I shivered in dread. “You think there’s a bounty out on me?” 
 
    “I’m saying that some of the things I’ve seen make me wonder if there is,” Kyl replied. “How that has any bearing here at the Hobgoblin Hole, I don’t know. Unless—” Kyl stepped slowly ahead, which was unusual for him. His fingers twitched artfully, as he muttered low under his breath. His head swayed back. Then he peered here, there— 
 
    “I see it,” he whispered. He snapped his fingers again and looked at us. 
 
    “What just happened?” I asked. 
 
    “I used a spell. It cost me vitality to cast it, but that doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “What kind of spell?” I asked. 
 
    “Do you seek to know all my secrets?” 
 
    “I want to know how this works.” 
 
    After a moment, Kyl nodded. “I used something known as mystic gaze. That allowed me to see objects that are invisible or otherwise hidden. There,” he pointed, “is a rune.” 
 
    “A rune?” I asked, turning as if to retrieve it. 
 
    “No, my friend,” Kyl said, laying a restraining hand on an arm, “you do not want to touch the rune or in any way work with it. It is a rune trap, ready to spring. If we pass it…” He shook his head. “I don’t know what will happen, but something most certainly will.” 
 
    “A trap,” I said. “Wouldn’t the hobgoblins have sprung it?” 
 
    “Let me think.” Kyl sat cross-legged on the grass, putting his chin against one of his fists as he stared at nothing in particular. He jumped up abruptly and looked at me. “I doubt hobgoblins can spring the trap. It’s set for something else, maybe even us. We should spring the trap. It could be risky, but if we do it together, there may be some chance we’ll come out alive.” 
 
    “Alive?” Gnush asked. “I will go right now and strike the rune.” 
 
    “If you do,” Kyl said, “you will most likely die. It’s not just any rune, but likely inscribed by a runelord, a unique and powerful magic-user.” 
 
    “Why would a runelord set a trap here?” asked Gnush. 
 
    “That, my friend, is what I’m trying to decipher. I have a gut feeling that the rune is there so that whoever inscribed it will know when we pass. Perhaps so they can alert the hobgoblins. Yet, that would mean a runelord has allied himself to hobgoblins. I believe that unlikely. Runelords are fastidious, arrogant and powerful, as I’ve said. No, I don’t think the rune will alert the hobgoblins.” 
 
    “What then?” I asked, unnerved by the new development. “Is this runelord allied to the ghouls?” 
 
    Kyl laughed. “That is even less likely, but we should consider it.” Our wizard did for all of two seconds. “No, a runelord would obliterate ghouls on sight. Thus, the rune here cannot be because of an alliance with ghouls. I wonder if a long distance shift weave might occur if…” Kyl began to blink endlessly as if caught in a loop. 
 
    I grabbed and shook him. 
 
    Kyl stared at me speculatively, abruptly ceasing his endless and rapid blinking. 
 
    “You’ve thought of something,” I said. 
 
    Kyl nodded. “Here’s my suggestion. We continue as if we were going into the Hobgoblin Hole. But after we pass the hidden rune and set foot in the hole, we backtrack and hide. We see what happens.” 
 
    “What do you think will happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I do know that this is why you freed a wizard: so you have a thinker, one who sees deeper into a thing than just the surface level. Will you trust me in this?” 
 
    Gnush turned to me, holding his big leathery hands outward as if to ask, “What in the heck is going on?” 
 
    In my opinion, this was a frighteningly new development. “Yes,” I said. “Let’s do it. Let’s see if a runelord is trying to screw with our quest.” 
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    We hurried past the hidden rune and trees. We used a path through the high grass until we reached a big hole in the ground. It was different from a gopher or badger hole, in that it was much larger and had worn stone steps leading into its depths. 
 
    Did the ghouls use this way down as well? I suspected there was another way into the subterranean region. 
 
    Kyl urged us to step onto the first stair. “Hurry,” he said. “I don’t think we have much time.” 
 
    We stepped in and out, turned and followed Kyl. We rushed past the hidden rune again. 
 
    I hadn’t seen the rune yet. We were clearly taking Kyl’s word for this. We raced behind some bushes and crouched low, barely concealed, with gob trees towering above us. The shade should help hide us. 
 
    Abruptly, there were three bright flashes near the supposed rune. 
 
    I looked at Kyl in wonderment. He’d been right. His wisdom and cunning stunned me. I wanted to scroll through the smartphone and look up the rules on runelords. Damn Artemis. The quantum computer must have something to do with this. 
 
    Why would a runelord do any of this? 
 
    Kyl grabbed one of my forearms and squeezed. No doubt, he meant I should pay attention. 
 
    I did, peering through the branches and leaves of our bush. 
 
    “Don’t look directly at them,” Kyl warned. “A runelord will feel the heaviness and concentration of your stare. Rather, look to the side or on the ground. Listen intently, though. A runelord may be able to pick up the intensity of our listening, but I’m not as sure of that as him sensing the heaviness of our gaze.” 
 
    Gnush grunted as if the instructions made sense. The big orc bowed his head. His battle-axe lay on the ground, with his leathery fingers curled around the haft. Gnush was tense, surely desiring to attack or defend instead of waiting like this. 
 
    I looked through the foliage and was surprised to see a woman instead of a man. She wore bright, glowing red garments, many of them with many layers and folds. She seemed to flow as she stepped this way and that. She was tall, had dark hair with a single white strand to indicate age and possibly wisdom. Her gaze held the arrogance and keenness one might find in a hawk or eagle searching for prey. On the center of her forehead was a glowing rune. I had no idea what that meant other than grim power. 
 
    The other two were men wearing black leathers and boots. They were shorter than she was, with thick wrists and seemed highly competent and dangerous. One had a radius of faint light around his leathers. The other wore bands on his wrists. He struck me as immensely strong. Both had short bristly hair. I wouldn’t say they had coarse features but looked stubborn with a warrior’s cast, merciless and brutal. They seemed more akin to predators—wolves or great cats in human guise. Each had a rune painted on his forehead. The runes did not glow like hers, but I sensed the runes gave them power and denoted allegiance to the runelord. 
 
    The tall runelord looked about her. “Tracks,” she said in a melodious voice with an extra vibration that caused me to fear even more. Was she at level 100, 150? I had no idea. Clearly, she was ultra-powerful. 
 
    If I rushed her and attacked from behind, gaining a critical hit rate and rolled my highest, I didn’t think I would do her much harm. She was beyond my power. Why was she here? 
 
    “There are three of them,” she said, staring at the ground. “They went into the Hobgoblin Hole. They passed just moments ago. This is perfect, perfect. Everything is aligning as predicted.” 
 
    She looked up and turned to the swordsmen. “You two will go into the hole. You will wait and then descend into the depths. Kill everything, including the hobgoblins and Ghoul King. You most certainly must kill the barbarian. The orc…kill him as well, as he will get in the way. The fledging wizard is nothing. But if the shadow slingers hadn’t told us about him, I may not have activated everything in time. You will slay all. And once that is completed, once you are sure everything underground is dead—do you two understand when I say dead?” 
 
    The swordsmen didn’t answer verbally but nodded, akin to attentive predators listening to their mistress. These two were not wolves or lions, but attack hounds in human guise. I looked at their feet. They wore boots like humans. Their hands were human, yet there was something canine about them, something slavering to kill. 
 
    “You must bring me the body of the slain barbarian,” the woman said. “You must bring me everything about his body. Let nothing fall away. Is that understood?” 
 
    Once again, both nodded without saying a word. 
 
    “I will leave,” she said. “When you are finished, come back here and touch…” She pointed at something on a tree. I couldn’t see what it was, but it had to be the rune. 
 
    The swordsmen looked where she pointed and nodded. 
 
    “You will touch the rune then and I will reappear,” she said. “I will want to hear exactly what happened. It is very important you bring me everything you find on the barbarian. He is not like everyone else.” 
 
    I jerked and stared at Kyl. 
 
    The wizard slowly turned his head and looked into my eyes. I could feel him say, even though he did not say a word, “I was right about you being different. Others know it as well.” 
 
    It was interesting to me that the shadow slinger had communicated with the runelord. 
 
    I shut my eyes. This was all a convoluted mess. I had more to unravel before I understand what was really going on. I opened my eyes, seeing what else I could learn. 
 
    A moment later, the woman vanished. 
 
    I sniffed the air. 
 
    Kyl put a hand upon my arm. He’d removed it earlier. He shook his head, indicating: don’t make a sound, don’t even think too hard. 
 
    I understood. 
 
    The predatory swordsmen in black leathers drew their weapons. One held a broadsword and the other a bit larger than average short sword. Flashes or crackles of power flickered across each. With unerring certainty, they headed for the Hobgoblin Hole. 
 
    I shuddered. Without Kyl’s help, Gnush and I would have gone down and started a war in an attempt to slay seven hobgoblins. These two would have attacked while we fought the hobgoblins. Could Gnush and I defeat even one of the swordsmen? I had my doubts. 
 
    Rune Quest was rigged against me even more than I’d realized. This was something more than just keeping me from the victory conditions. I wanted to solve the new mystery. I also wanted to go home. Either way, I was seriously pissed that Artemis was screwing with me like this. It shouldn’t surprise me. The quantum computer had been messing with me from the beginning. 
 
    With a runelord gunning for me, I had no chance. Yet, I had no choice but to continue. I’d use every trick at my disposal, even if that might not be enough. 
 
    I cleared my throat. The two predators had vanished into the grass and hole. “Gentlemen, it’s time we followed those two.” 
 
    “What?” Kyl said. “Are you mad? We must flee far from here.” 
 
    “No,” I said, “on the contrary, we’re going down to kill hobgoblins, ghouls and two runelord swordsmen. We need to track them and attack at just the right time if we’re going to slay them.” 
 
    Kyl was dumbfounded. 
 
    “Don’t you understand?” I asked. “The swordsmen are loaded with powerful magic. I’ve found in the RPGs I’ve played that to get powerful magic, you got to risk a lot.” 
 
    “RPGs?” asked Kyl. 
 
    “It has to do with my difference,” I said. “Are you two ready?” 
 
    “We must not start yet,” Gnush said. “They are still waiting just within the hole.” 
 
    “All right,” I said. “You tell us when to start. Know this, though, we must gird ourselves for war. This is for all the marbles, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “No,” Kyl said, “not completely, but yes, in another sense, I totally get it.” 
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    Ten minutes passed before Gnush gave the word. “We must go slowly and carefully.” 
 
    “What about torches?” I asked. “We can’t go down in the dark.” 
 
    Gnush looked at me for a bit and finally nodded. 
 
    Gnush and I squatted and pulled out our flint and tinder, lighting our torches. Gnush handed his torch to Kyl. The orc would need both hands to wield his battle-axe. I kept my torch, holding it in one hand and my half blade in the other. 
 
    We then moved through the grass, reached the hole and started down the worn stone steps, with Gnush in the lead, me next and Kyl following. The way was narrow and swept back and forth in a switchback manner. I was surprised at how deep we went. Who had built the Hobgoblin Hole? I couldn’t believe the hobgoblins had done it. Not from what I’d read or heard about them. 
 
    We went down for a hundred steps, finally coming to a landing. Three openings led in three different directions. 
 
    “Which way do we go?” I asked. 
 
    Kyl stepped up and listened down one tunnel. He went to another and listened as intently. 
 
    Gnush moved suddenly. “We go down this tunnel.” Kyl hadn’t listened there yet. 
 
    “Why there?” I asked. 
 
    “I hear the faint screams of the dying,” Gnush said. “The two warriors of the runelord must have gone this way.” 
 
    Once again, we started along a tunnel. It didn’t lead down but went in a level path. The floor and walls were stone. Gnush and I probably could have walked abreast, but it was easier one by one. The ceiling was six feet up. In other words, it was a large, dry, rather large tunnel. Every once in a while, I spied brick inlaid in the wall and hieroglyphics here and there. 
 
    “Do the hieroglyphics tell you anything?” I asked Kyl. 
 
    The wizard shook his head. 
 
    After a time, Gnush raised his battle-axe as a signal. “Quietly,” he said in our direction. Then he faced forward and slow-stepped ahead with me behind holding my torch high. Kyl following behind with his torch held low. Every so often, he looked back. Nothing followed that Kyl could tell. 
 
    “Is it time for one of your phantasms?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Not at all,” Kyl said. “Powering a phantasm takes vitality. A phantasm will only last for a short time. Therefore, you only conjure one when it’s time to fight.” 
 
    “Have you been down a dungeon hole before?” 
 
    “Never,” Kyl said. “But I have read endless accounts about such forays.” 
 
    I had to grin at that 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “I’ve read countless accounts of such forays as well.” 
 
    Facing forward, I saw that Gnush stood stock still with his head cocked. I came up quietly behind him. 
 
    “Is there trouble?” I whispered. 
 
    “Can you hear it?” Gnush whispered. 
 
    I listened but could hear nothing. 
 
    “There,” Gnush said, “now it is time.” 
 
    “What did you just hear?” 
 
    “A blast of death. The last screams of the dying.” 
 
    Gnush walked faster than before. Kyl and I followed fast to keep up. 
 
    After several turns, we entered a large chamber. There were three dead hobgoblins on the floor, dismembered corpses with the limbs littered here and there. There were also blast marks along the walls, particularly in an area where a portrait had been. 
 
    “Any idea what the picture showed?” I asked. 
 
    Kyl and Gnush shook their heads. 
 
    “Did you hear these hobgoblins dying?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Gnush said. “The screams came from deeper down.” 
 
    After a final glance at the chamber, we continued along another tunnel that had started on the other end of the room. I wondered why Gnush moved so slowly. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we catch the swordsmen in the midst of battle?” I asked. 
 
    “I understand your thinking,” Gnush said. “You want to attack the swordsmen while they’re engaged against others. That is a sound idea. But we don’t want to do that when they’re fighting hobgoblins. We want to do that when they’re fighting the Ghoul King and his minions.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “The hobgoblins are nothing to these two,” Gnush said. “The runelord’s warriors are rampaging through this part of the Hobgoblin Hole, destroying everything with ease.” 
 
    “Would the swordsmen kill us as easily?” 
 
    Gnush straightened as he peered at me. “It is not the custom of a Black Mountain Orc to admit such a thing, but the answer is yes.” 
 
    I ingested that, finally indicating it was time to continue.  
 
    For the next two hours, we went down carefully, stopping and listening often. We saw flashes of brilliant red far down a tunnel. We came upon obliterated hobgoblins. We came upon creatures that must have been in hobgoblin service: slimes, molds and other slithering things. Often, the corpses smoked. 
 
    “What are the warriors using to do this?” I asked. “Are they wizards as well as warriors?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Gnush said. 
 
    “Then how did this happen?” I indicated a melted slime creature. 
 
    “They had crackling swords before,” Gnush said. “Perhaps that is the source of this, or other blasting magic.” 
 
    I looked at Kyl. 
 
    “I agree,” the wizard said. 
 
    We found twenty-three hobgoblin corpses and more of the other things. The runelord’s warriors were taking all my experience points by killing everything. How was I supposed to rise in levels if these two killed the easy stuff? Even more important, why was a runelord screwing with my quests in Rune Quest? 
 
    We slowed as we came to a great smashed trapdoor in the floor. A fetid stench rose from the opening. 
 
    Kyl’s torch hissed when he held it over the opening. Was the fire trying to burn the stenches? 
 
    “We now entering the deeper area of the ghouls,” Gnush declared. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Listen, maybe this is the wrong time to ask, but do you think we can kill these two while they’re battling the Ghoul King?” 
 
    Gnush looked at me but didn’t answer. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that,” Kyl said. “This is a risky plan but it’s probably the wisest thing to do. Clearly, the runelord wants you dead, Jack Kang. The reason must be the difference in you I’ve sensed and you’ve admitted. That means it is better to strike when you at least have a chance of surprise, strike and try to slay some of the minions of this runelord.” 
 
    “Do you know the runelord’s name?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not, but I believe she must be part of the Wizard’s Guild in Thermion. Runelords are more reclusive than normal wizards and do not reside in Thermion but only visit occasionally.” 
 
    “Listen,” Gnush said urgently. He moved to the smashed opening, with his head cocked. 
 
    This time I heard the clangor of battle and weird warbling cries. I looked into Gnush’s eyes. 
 
    “The cries are ghouls fighting with rage and desperation,” Gnush told me. 
 
    “Do we race down to help them?” 
 
    “I think we must hurry if we hope to attack in time,” Gnush said. 
 
    We ran down the steps into the ghoul region of the dungeon. We found offal and other debris, evidence of the ghouls. They were gruesome and grim creatures, not at all fastidious. They fed on the dead and engaged in unspeakable acts. 
 
    We went down and heard warbling horns echoing through the dim caverns under the earth. 
 
    Gnush turned to me. “We must race there, as the two warriors have broken into the chamber of the Ghoul King.” 
 
    “How can you tell? How do you know any of that?” 
 
    “From experience doing these things before,” Gnush said. “This my world, Jack Kang.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I, too, can listen and have pieced together a few facts. You came back from the dead. Is that not amazing?” Gnush asked Kyl. 
 
    “Oh, it’s amazing, all right,” the wizard said. 
 
    “You are different from us, but you are my friend,” Gnush said. “But now talk must cease. Now we must engage in battle.” 
 
    “Right,” I said as I gripped my half blade with manic strength. I wished I still had a wolf figurine to throw into battle. I wish I had anything extra to use. 
 
    I wanted to ask the wizard what items he’d taken from the grifter actor. But there was no time, as Gnush broke into a sprint. I followed, and the pitter-patter of the wizard’s bare feet came from behind. 
 
    We turned a corner deep under the earth. Our torches flamed brighter with the passage of our sprint. The walls were less rock and more dirt and roots. We turned into another passage. 
 
    Before us down the long tunnel was a large chamber. Two swordsmen, their blades bright, faced what looked like a wall of ghouls advancing cautiously upon them. 
 
    “We must attack!” Gnush shouted. “But we must still take care.” 
 
    We ran, but no longer the full-out sprint. We moved at half speed, ready to engage the enemy, hoping to hit them while they were fighting the Ghoul King and his minions. 
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    We ran down the tunnel, my boots squishing through foulness. I had no idea how Kyl could stand this while barefoot. 
 
    I recalled some of what I’d read about ghouls. I saw this in the tunnel, while they were in the chamber, I began to believe the game rules had given me misinformation regarding Rune Quest ghouls. I’d taken them to be humans that had committed ghastly deeds, cursed into a deformed and hideous state. But the ghouls in the great chamber where the two swordsmen engaged them were something else entirely. 
 
    Those ghouls were huge. They weren’t the size of monstrous trolls, but they were big enough, bigger than Gnush. They were evil looking with mottled skin, some of it decaying and dripping from them. They had long apelike arms but without fur, ending in taloned digits. They had fangs and spikes for teeth. Some of the eyes glowed with a poisonous green; others were burning red, as if lost souls peered out of hell through the ghouls. 
 
    I shuddered. “Are ghouls undead creatures?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gnush said, as he slowed his advance. 
 
    I should have known. Ghouls had always been undead in any tabletop game I played. 
 
    Behind me, Kyl panted, “You must remember, Jack, ghouls can freeze a person if he lacks the needed endurance or constitution.” 
 
    I remembered reading that one had to make a roll against endurance before engaging a ghoul. If he failed the three dice roll—my endurance was ten, so I’d fail fifty percent of the time—he wouldn’t be able to attack the deadly creature. Worse, if a ghoul successfully bit someone, it could cause paralysis. I bet that was a three or four-dice roll against strength. 
 
    Did it still seem right that we were going to aid these ghastly creatures against the swordsmen? 
 
    The ghouls were devilish, truly demonic, perhaps. They growled and groaned, a pack of fifteen of them, at least. They slobbered and hissed, making clawing motions at the swordsmen who had yet to attack. 
 
    Why didn’t the swordsmen use the crackling, lightning power from their swords that we’d seen evidence of earlier? Had they used up all that power against the hobgoblins and slimes? Or could there be a different reason? 
 
    “This is weird,” Kyl said, as he wiped his feet against the floor, trying to scrape away the offal that had accumulated, especially from between his toes. 
 
    I shuddered with horror. I hated this underworld, the dungeon. I realized the Ghoul King was something more than a simple undead creature. He was nearly troll-sized, with a hideous iron crown with a glowing rune upon it. His eyes glowed redly, while his clawed hands flickered with power. 
 
    “These are more than ghouls,” Kyl said. “They’re ghoul-shaped certainly, but they’ve been granted greater potency than ordinary.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “I am a wizard. I know about these things.” 
 
    “You’re a thieving wizard,” I said. 
 
    “It doesn’t make a difference. Now pay attention. This could get ugly fast.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Don’t you know how these creatures become ghouls in the first place?” 
 
    “No,” I said, hoping to get some free information. 
 
    “If a ghoul slays you, there’s a chance you will become a ghoul yourself,” Kyl said. 
 
    I wondered about that. If I became a ghoul, that might keep me from reappearing at my former starting location, as I wouldn’t respawn. If a ghoul killed me, would I have to make a four-dice saving roll against endurance? I’d likely fail that. Why hadn’t the game rules where I’d read about the ghouls told me that? 
 
    I shook my head. This was not what I’d bargained for. Maybe it was time to run away, unless it was too late for that. 
 
    As we watched, the swordsmen advanced against the ghoul pack. The ghouls slavered, hissed and growled evilly. The undead picked up pieces of old, rotting limbs and hurled them as if they were chimpanzees. Some of the pieces glowed and hissed in flight. 
 
    The blades flashed in a blur. Did the swordsmen cast spells? The blades left lines and images of power in the air as the two wove a defensive web. 
 
    The hurled pieces of flesh flashed when hitting the web, blackened, then turned into ash, drifting onto the floor. 
 
    When the shower of offal ceased, the swordsmen did not hesitate. They did not seem to fear or act cowardly in any way. They attacked with sizzling expertise. Their swords hacked burning chunks of flesh from the demonic ghouls. Worse, the undead howled with a lost soul cry. 
 
    The swordsmen were like automatons, like machines of destruction. They carved out ghoulish flesh, severed limbs from bodies and hacked off heads. What a display of fighting prowess. 
 
    In no sense could we have faced these two. In no sense could we have faced the monstrous and hideous pack of ghouls and survived. This was the second such quest like this. 
 
    The ghouls fought back against the swordsmen. Others already defeated dragged themselves to severed limbs so they reknit. The reformed monsters climbed to their feet to fight again. 
 
    All the while, the Ghoul King held his burning hands of crimson high as he wove obscene and wicked symbols in the air. From the wicked symbols came a siren song of depravity. 
 
    I stopped as I shook with fear. Kyl could no longer advance either. 
 
    Gnush looked back at us. “What wrong with you two? This is the moment. We must defeat the swordsmen now.” 
 
    “No, no,” I said. “We dare not kill the swordsmen. Then the ghouls will turn on us and kill us. We’ve miscalculated. I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t want to fight in this kind of battle and become a ghoul.” 
 
    “We must!” Gnush said. “This is the mark of warriors, of champions. How will you ever do what you’ve come to achieve unless you dare greatly?” 
 
    “What’s my objective?” I said. 
 
    “I do not know, Jack Kang. But like Kyl, I know you different. This is the moment to strike.” 
 
    “I can’t, Gnush. I can’t work the resolve to advance.” 
 
    “I know why,” Kyl said. “I can’t advance either. But I do have a way we can do this.” 
 
    The wizard spoke mystic words as he wove a spell. Then he touched me on the back. 
 
    I felt a fantastic surge of confidence. I wondered, as I looked back, if Kyl had added to my endurance, some sort of greater stat spell. Confidence flowed within me so felt my courage stir. 
 
    At the same time, fatigue etched upon Kyl’s face. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said. 
 
    Gnush and I moved from the tunnel into the great chamber. Kyl remained behind, possibly casting another spell. 
 
    Gnush and I charged the swordsmen from behind. They were the greater danger. I loathed and hated the ghouls, but the two black-garbed warriors had already slain half the undead monsters. 
 
    “Hold a moment,” Gnush said. 
 
    The orc slowed and I slowed. 
 
    “We must wait until they battle the Ghoul King,” Gnush said. “On our own, we can’t defeat either party. Therefore, we must strike at precisely the right moment. Will you trust me in this, Jack Kang?” 
 
    “Yes, my friend. I trust you.” 
 
    From there in the chamber, we watched the hideous fight. We could see because of the light from the swords and the Ghoul King’s flame-like hands. I’d left my torch by Kyl on the tunnel floor. The light in here was more flickering illumination, casting many eerie shadows. 
 
    The swordsmen did ferocious damage. Every ghoul that came against them died. Then a final pack charged together. The battle was hot, filled with dismal ghoul cries. 
 
    Two ghouls struck one of the swordsmen terrible blows, striking his head and leaving lines of blood upon his now exposed shoulder. 
 
    The swordsman’s forehead rune flashed. The symbols emanating from his blade lessened. Blood no longer welled from the shoulder slashes and the gash along the side of his face vanished. 
 
    The ghouls had hurt him. The forehead rune had healed the damage but had thereupon decreased power to the sword—that was my interpretation of what I’d seen. 
 
    Even so, both swords continued to hack out undead flesh and sever limbs. The one swordsman’s blade did not cleave to the same degree as before, however. 
 
    Ghouls died, and no longer reknit, thus staying dead or down, at least. I didn’t see fear upon the Ghoul King’s devilish countenance, but understanding he might not win seemed clear. 
 
    Then the giant Ghoul King cast his long, mottled arms high until he touched the ceiling of dirt. He screeched foul, baleful words that shivered my soul. He burst into evil red light and advanced as the last of his ghouls fell before the two. 
 
    “Now is the moment,” Gnush said. “We must engage.” 
 
    My confidence had diminished. Luckily, the idea of facing the swordsmen was as nothing compared to the idea of facing the demonic Ghoul King. Whatever extra Kyl had given me must have dissipated, but now it didn’t matter. 
 
    Thinking of Kyl, I glanced back. “Gnush, look at that.” 
 
    The orc looked back and laughed. 
 
    Running to us was an exact image of Gnush. What and how was this happening? 
 
    “It a phantasm,” Gnush said, as if reading my mind. “Don’t you understand? Kyl Dreamweaver has made a phantasm of me. That’s clever. If the swordsmen try to disbelieve one of us, they might disbelieve me and it’ll have no effect. Come now, my friend. This is the fight of our lives.” 
 
    I gripped my half blade even more tightly. With gritted teeth, I charged. 
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    Gnush and the phantasm of him and I charged. It felt dishonorable hitting the enemy from behind. But what choice did I have? The swordsmen intended to kill me. They outclassed my friends and me. This was the only way to win, so I was taking it. 
 
    The Ghoul King, raging, swung his clawed hands. The swordsmen hacked and thrust. Each time the swords touched the flame-like red surrounding the undead creature, the power of the red diminished. The ghoul’s blows had not yet hurt the two. 
 
    We rushed up from behind and engaged the rearward of the two swordsmen. Gnush bellowed and swung, and he missed. I couldn’t believe it. I swung and missed the warrior’s back. The phantasm’s strike was true. 
 
    The swordsman grunted. That startled me. The phantasm had struck with a battle-axe that did three dice of damage. It should have slain or knocked the warrior down. 
 
    Instead, the swordsman whirled around as his companion faced the Ghoul King alone. The swordsmen stood back to back as Gnush and I had once done. 
 
    Our swordsman snarled, “A barbarian and two orcs—you’re fools. You are about to die.” 
 
    The rune on his forehead flickered with the last bit of its power. He thrust his sword, sinking the blade into the phantasm. 
 
    The phantasm had damaged him to whatever small extent. With the blade thrust into its belly, the phantasm vanished in a swirl of mist. 
 
    The swordsman nodded with understanding. He looked sharply at Gnush. I wondered if the swordsman was trying to disbelieve the orc. 
 
    I swung and missed yet again. 
 
    The swordsman must have some kind of spell or ring that made him hard to hit. I didn’t know how or why or what. My knowledge of the rules seemed to flee my mind in this moment of desperate battle. 
 
    Gnush swung and hit, rocking the swordsman so the man staggered back, hitting against his fellow. 
 
    That one glanced back.  
 
    The Ghoul King took advantage of that, slashing with a glowing red-clawed hand. 
 
    The swordsman howled in agony. 
 
    The Ghoul King laughed with demonic glee. 
 
    The sound—I stopped doing anything, frozen in fear. I must have failed a roll against the ghoul’s evil power. 
 
    Luckily, another phantasm of Gnush ran from the tunnel into the chamber. 
 
    I was to learn later that that was Kyl’s modus operandi, staying back out of danger while sending phantasm after phantasm into the fray. As long as a person believed in a phantasm, it acted as a real being of that size would. Therefore, a phantasm took similar damage or hits as the real thing would take. It was doubtful, though, if the phantasm would have Gnush’s rugged constitution benefits. The phantasm would not stop the same number of hits that Gnush could. 
 
    The swordsman struck by the Ghoul King chanted. The rune on his forehead flashed. His wounds did not reknit, but blood no longer flowed from them. He grasped his sword with two hands and launched himself upon the Ghoul King. I was astonished. His strokes blurred they came so fast. I wondered if he could strike two or maybe even three times per turn. (I mean in Rune Quest game mechanic turns.) 
 
    I hadn’t read about such a sword skill on the charts. I was sure, though, that I’d only seen some of the rules regarding swords. 
 
    At that point, I unfroze. Maybe that was due to a diminishing of the Ghoul King’s power, or maybe I’d finally made my roll against endurance. I could move again. 
 
    I struck at our swordsman. I must have rolled a critical hit rate. It should have slain him or put him down. Instead, I hardly scratched him. A flesh wound, as some might say. 
 
    The swordsman laughed. “You’re the prize, although I have no idea why.” 
 
    Before I could answer, Gnush’s axe struck and bit hard against the swordsman’s side. The man staggered and swung at me. Gnush’s hits must have decreased the swordsman’s agility, as he missed me. 
 
    Now, the phantasm orc joined the fight. 
 
    What am I doing? I’m the only living being here. I defended because the swordsman concentrated on me. By defending, he had to roll an extra die or two, depending on circumstances, in order to hit. 
 
    The swordsman understood my tactic. He aimed at blow at Gnush. Yet, at that moment, both orcs hit him, not with grueling damage, because his armor or magic defended him. Yet the accumulation of hits had begun to slow the swordsman. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” the swordsman said. 
 
    It didn’t matter what I understood or not. This was a fight to the death. This was a fight for all the marbles. 
 
    I swung with everything and put it all toward a critical hit. I must have made it and rolled high damage. I thrust my half blade into his guts and twisted. He grunted. His rune was gone from his forehead. It couldn’t grant him second life or an extra re-dosing of energy. 
 
    The phantasm’s battle-axe chopped into his neck. Gnush’s axe clove into the torso. Together, the three of us striking in unison, we brought down the warrior of the runelord. 
 
    The swordsman collapsed onto the floor as his sword clattered onto a stony part. 
 
    I looked up. 
 
    The Ghoul King stood like a mountain avalanche over the other warrior. The swordsman howled as his sword drove into the Ghoul King’s guts and out his back. At the same time, the Ghoul King enveloped the swordsman and he screamed. Flame burst into life, beginning to burn both of them. 
 
    The flames burned hot. I staggered back from it. 
 
    “Run!” Kyl shouted from the tunnel. “We must flee this place!” 
 
    That was insane. There was too much powerful magic loot to grab in here. 
 
    However, the crown on the Ghoul King’s head and the sword in his body began to melt in the ferocious wizardly fire he’d unleashed. 
 
    It got worse, too. The fire jumped and enveloped the phantasm of Gnush so it disappeared in a flash. 
 
    Gnush roared and threw an arm up against the heat, backing away from it. 
 
    I lunged and grabbed the hilt of the sword from the warrior we’d slain. Then the heat drove me back until we turned and fled. 
 
    The fire had spread and was consuming everything within the great chamber of the Ghoul King. 
 
    “What kind of fire is that?” I shouted. 
 
    We’d reached the wizard where he stood watching in the tunnel. 
 
    “It’s a fire beyond my understanding,” Kyl said. 
 
    The wizard was pale and gasping for air. I would later learn that he’d used much of his vitality to power his spells. 
 
    “We must flee while we can,” Kyl said. He noticed my new sword, larger than my half blade. Was he going to say something about it? No. 
 
    I sheathed my half blade and picked up my fallen torch. I touched the end against his, lighting it. 
 
    Behind us in the chamber, the wizardly fire roared. The heat was incredible. We involuntarily staggered away from it, deeper into the tunnel. 
 
    “It might consume the entirety of the Hobgoblin Hole,” Kyl said. 
 
    “How is that possible?” I asked. “In game terms, I mean.” 
 
    “I do not know what you mean by your last statement but the fire is going to destroy everything,” Kyl said. 
 
    “You mean destroy all the treasure?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kyl said, “that is a grave loss for us. Obviously, there are powers that do not want you to acquire too much.” 
 
    “No doubt, no doubt,” I said in a despairing way. 
 
    “Enough,” Gnush said. He grabbed one of Kyl’s arms. “I’ll help you. Let’s run while we can. Are you coming, Jack Kang?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. 
 
    We ran as the horrific, hellish, intense fire devoured items, bodies, furniture, perhaps melting or causing rock to turn into lava. Would it destroy the entire Hobgoblin Hole, all the levels? 
 
    That seemed likely. 
 
    We ran, with Gnush helping Kyl as Kyl’s bare feet slapped against stone. We climbed through the trapdoor, leaving the ghoul part of the dungeon. 
 
    I was panting. My endurance was too low. I’d missed roll after roll versus the ghouls. I’d caused Kyl to use one of his spells to aid my pathetic endurance. I’d stopped at times during the battle in the ghoul chamber. 
 
    I thought about all the lost experience points. Surely, we’d get a little. I staggered onward, clutching onto the former enemy sword. It grew heavier as I ran. At times, runes appeared on the blade and then vanished. 
 
    “Do you see this?” I shouted, rising the—it was bigger than my half blade, but not by much. I’d call it a bigger short sword. 
 
    Neither the orc nor the wizard glanced at my short sword as they ran. 
 
    What kind of screw job was this? The runes no longer appeared and the sword had grown even heavier. It was literally slowing my pace. Should I throw the sword away and catch up with the others? 
 
    I stubbornly held on to the short sword. This was a magic sword. Certainly, it must be more magical than anything I’d gained so far. I was not going to let it go. Somehow, I had to defeat the entire game system rigged against me. 
 
    I was never going to win unless I could become a wereboar or gain greater magic and gain stats faster than I was doing. My quantum-entangled form in the easy chair would expire and then I’d expire. Could I live on as a conscious entity in the game world? I didn’t see how that would be possible. 
 
    I had to get back into my real body and that meant taking big risks. Thus, I held on to the enchanted short sword.  
 
    Gnush and Kyl ran up worn stone stairs into sunlight. I staggered up after them. We all moved away fast. 
 
    “Don’t go near the rune,” Kyl said. 
 
    I couldn’t even speak, I was so tired, but I nodded. 
 
    Gnush released Kyl and grabbed an arm of mine, helping me down a different path than the one we’d first used. 
 
    Whoosh! With a great burst, the dungeon fire shot up from the Hobgoblin Hole, igniting the grass around it. 
 
    We ran in a curving arc. It was time to get back to the rowboat. And do what? At this point, I didn’t know. 
 
    I’d obtained a magic sword. We’d completed two quests, one of them killing the Ghoul King. Maybe I’d be able to see new quests now. As to more experience points and the treasure that I’d lusted to gain, that was not to be except for the short sword. That, I suppose, would have to do for now. 
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    We trekked until we reached our old camp and then trekked more until we reached our rowboat. It was still hidden under the leaves and branches. 
 
    Gnush placed his battle-axe in the rowboat. I put in the sword I’d won. The big orc pulled the rowboat. Kyl and I pushed as hard as we could. At last, the wooden keel slid free. Kyl and I continued to push while Gnush climbed in from the stern. 
 
    “That’s good enough,” the orc said. 
 
    Kyl and I climbed over the sides, dropping down inside the boat. I lay there, so glad to finally stop. 
 
    Gnush worked the oars, turning us until the boat drifted in the middle of the river. 
 
    Kyl climbed up, dipping his hand over the side and drinking his fill. 
 
    I finally shrugged off my backpack and worked out a canteen, likewise drinking. It still tasted bad, but I was too thirsty to worry about it. 
 
    “We did it,” Kyl said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “You don’t sound happy.” 
 
    “I am,” I said. 
 
    “Why don’t I believe you?” 
 
    I lay against the gunwale, watching the passing shore. While I’d been forcing my weary limbs to move, I hadn’t had the strength to think about all that happened to us. That started to change as I sat at ease in the rowboat. Now, I could think. The Ghoul King had been something else. The ghouls had been undead creatures, perhaps demon-animated undead. I shuddered. I didn’t like such things, not even in a game. Recalling all that we’d suffered— 
 
    “I’m surprised the hobgoblins lived in the same hole as the ghouls,” I said. “Wouldn’t ghouls climb up one night and devour the hobgoblins?” 
 
    “Or change their nature,” Kyl said. “That’s what I find interesting. The ghouls hadn’t molested the hobgoblins. Given the ghouls we saw, something had augmented them.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “A greater being,” Kyl said. 
 
    “Like a demon?” 
 
    “I’d give that a high probability.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. 
 
    “What?” asked Kyl. 
 
    “Do you know any demons named Artemis?” 
 
    The wizard frowned, shaking his head. 
 
    “You don’t seem certain,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve heard the name Artemis before. I can’t place it, though. Do you know about this Artemis?” 
 
    “A little,” I said. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I need to think for a while.” 
 
    Kyl nodded. After a time, he yawned. “I’m exhausted. That was the most I’ve done…in a long, long time. You have no idea how much vitality I used down there. It almost rendered me unconscious.” 
 
    “That would have been bad,” Gnush said. 
 
    “What do you think about all that?” I asked. 
 
    Gnush scrunched his big, tusked face. “We had a hard fight. It was unnatural, especially at the end when the Ghoul King burned. I think the wizard right about them. The ghouls—they like no ghouls I ever heard about.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking. 
 
    While I did, Kyl curled up, using a blanket to soften the boat ribs as best he could. He began to saw logs, snoring loudly for such a skinny guy. 
 
    Gnush yawned. “I need to rest my eyes for a bit. Can you sit here and guide us for a while?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    Gnush moved back. So did I, to the oars.  
 
    The orc sprawled back and snored almost right away. He’d worked hard the whole time. What a fighter Gnush had turned out to be. How had goblins ever captured him? 
 
    I worked the oars some and then pulled them in. We should drift straight, and the river looked deeper here. 
 
    Glancing first at Kyl and then Gnush, seeing they both slept soundly, I pulled out the smartphone. 
 
    “What was that all about?” I asked quietly. 
 
    The cursor blinked but no words appeared on the screen. 
 
    “Can you hear me, Artemis?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “How many experience points do I get for those two adventures?” 
 
    The cursor blinked some more. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. “This is Rune Quest the game, right?” 
 
    Yes appeared on the phone screen. 
 
    I reached out and picked up the sword I’d taken. “What does this do?” 
 
    You have acquired the runesword Ironspike. 
 
    That sounded good. “What does it do?” 
 
    You must find a wizard to use a reveal magic spell and hope the wizard is honest. In Ironspike, you have found a runic item unique to Rune Quest. 
 
    “Could a runelord tell me what the sword does?” 
 
    If he had a reveal rune spell. 
 
    “What do runic items do?” 
 
    It varies. 
 
    “Is rune magic different from…regular magic?” 
 
    Yes. The cursor blinked and then added: Since you have acquired a runic item, you may now see your rune mastery trait. 
 
    On the screen appeared: 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 6 
 
      
 
    Strength: 13 
 
    Agility: 14 
 
    Endurance: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 10 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 6 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    Rune Mastery: 10 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (I), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I), Gem Eye, Rugged Constitution (I) 
 
      
 
    I had to read my stats through three times before I discovered it. One of the XXXs had revealed itself to be rune mastery. 
 
    “What does rune mastery do?” 
 
    Read the game rules on runes. 
 
    I scrolled through the rules and found nothing on that. I told the GM. 
 
    That is odd. It is an error. I must consult the greater— 
 
    “Wait a second,” I said. 
 
    I must have said that too loudly, as Kyl smacked his lips. The snoring ceased and then started thirty seconds later. 
 
    What is wrong? my phone screen wrote. 
 
    “Uh…I want to figure out experience points first.” 
 
    I had a feeling this neutral GM computer would be different from Artemis when he returned. Why Artemis wasn’t communicating with me, I had no idea. Well, I had some idea, but I didn’t want to think about it too much. 
 
    “Now, look,” I said. “Let’s be reasonable. My friends and I completed two quests. We slew a ton of hobgoblins and killed the Ghoul King.” I was stretching the truth, but I figured, why not give it a try? It was how I’d played paper and pencil RPGs all my life. 
 
    You have done well, Jack Kang. I’ve calculated your experience points for these two quests and the kills involved at 1,235 experience points. 
 
    I was so stunned by this that I said nothing. Was the GM awarding us the experience points the two slain swordsmen had gained? It would seem so. 
 
    You have 180 EPs in reserve. Thus, you now have 1,415 unused experience points. Would you like to turn those into trait points? 
 
    “Yes, I would.” 
 
    Once you are ready, tell me how you would like to spend them. 
 
    I wanted to do this fast before the neutral and seemingly stupid GM lost control. I was level 6. Thus, my next two stats would cost 200 each or 400 EPs total. That would leave me with 1,015 EPs. The next level of trait points would cost 400 experience points each. So, that was two more trait raises for 800 EPs. That left me with 215 experience points in the bank. That meant I could add four trait points. 
 
    This needed some thought. 
 
    I needed better endurance. Thus, I’d put one point there. Rune mastery might be critical if I hoped to use this power sword. Thus, I’d add a point there.  
 
    I decided to add the last two to intelligence. That would give me an IQ of 12. I could also “purchase” two more IQ points worth in skills. What would be the right choice? 
 
    I decided to take Sword (II) for two IQ points. It gave me some extra benefits including Cunning Thrust, which would do an extra die of damage but mean I had to thrust at -2 to agility for that attack. 
 
    I told the GM my choices. In moments, I studied my new stats. 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 10 
 
      
 
    Strength: 13 
 
    Agility: 14 
 
    Endurance: 11 
 
    Intelligence: 12 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 6 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    Rune Mastery: 11 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (II), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I), Gem Eye, Rugged Constitution (I) 
 
      
 
    Even though I’d added four trait points, I didn’t feel like I’d become much more dangerous. I’d become a little better in some weaker categories. 
 
    I picked up the runic short sword. For a second, the blade glowed oddly. A rune appeared on the blade and then disappeared. I felt the faintest draining from my vitality. 
 
    I studied the blade in earnest. From time to time, I saw faint runes etched into the steel. Then they vanished again. What did all that mean? I needed to get a wizard to use some magic and tell me what the short sword did. Did Kyl have that spell? 
 
    I looked at the sleeping wizard. 
 
    I’d gained a butt-load of experience points for the latest adventures. I was tougher than before, knew more and had learned what one of my hidden traits was. I’d learned about runelords just a little. One hated me, and she might be in league with Artemis in some manner. 
 
    I sighed, and took up the oars as I noticed the boat drifting toward shore. 
 
    After some rowing, I became sleepy. To stay awake, I took out the smartphone again and studied the new list of quests. I hadn’t gotten the rune off the Ghoul King’s crown, but maybe that had been good. Maybe that rune had been evil and would have done me wrong. 
 
    I needed to learn what the runes in the short sword meant. 
 
    I yawned, put away the smartphone and stayed awake the best I could. 
 
    What should I do next? 
 
    I’d have to wait until Kyl woke up and ask him some questions about runelords and magic spells to reveal a runesword’s magic. 
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    Gnush proved himself the wizard that afternoon as he pulled out a string and hooks from his backpack. We beached our rowboat. He dug up some worms, caught a few grasshoppers and fished. This orc sure knew how, let me tell you. He pulled up some nice trout and a catfish. 
 
    As the sun sank toward the horizon, Gnush chopped off their heads and gutted them, and soon they were frying in a pan over a fire that Kyl had made. 
 
    We ate trout and catfish, with some tubers thrown in that Gnush had dug up. 
 
    “You,” I said, “are the best friend anyone had to go adventuring with. Thanks, Gnush.” 
 
    The big orc blushed, which seemed hard to believe. He nodded and went back to cleaning his cooking utensils. 
 
    I hadn’t slept much in the rowboat after the others had woken up. We’d compared notes about what had happened in the Hobgoblin Hole but nothing new revealed itself. 
 
    As I sat on my blanket—knowing that I’d have second watch and Kyl would have first—I realized he was still tired from casting his spells. I thought about how much time had passed in Rune Quest compared to me sitting in my easy chair in the real world. 
 
    Didn’t it make sense more time had passed here than there? People could sit at a console and play video games where years passed in game terms and only hours at the computer. Maybe a week of Rune Quest meant one day in the real world. 
 
    I shook my head. I wish I knew. 
 
    “Trouble?” asked Kyl. He’d laid out his blanket after returning from the woods. 
 
    I nodded. “If I don’t figure this out fast, I’ll die.” 
 
    “That seems excessive. We beat the rune warriors and Ghoul King. You said it was for all the marbles, although I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” I said, shaking my head. This was my problem, not theirs. “You know, while you guys were sleeping, I forgot to mention I tested my sword a bit.” 
 
    “Tested?” Kyl asked with an eyebrow arched. 
 
    Gnush was already bedding down, pulling part of the blanket over his head. “Could you two keep it down? I want to sleep while I can.” 
 
    Kyl and I got up and moved to the other side of the fire, going a little farther. We wanted to keep an eye on camp and the rowboat pulled onto shore. This time we had a fire. We’d let it blaze all night, letting anyone know we were more than confident we could take care of ourselves. All the ghouls and hobgoblins were dead as far as we knew. I suppose there might be shadow slingers slinking about. Would they dare accost us on their own? I rather doubted it. 
 
    I told Kyl about my test, how a rune had appeared and disappeared in the blade. 
 
    “That’s interesting on two counts,” Kyl said, eying me. “One, the sword is magic in and of itself. Two, it indicates you have some runic mastery.” 
 
    “What do you mean by runic mastery?” 
 
    “The ability to master and use runes,” Kyl said. “Isn’t that obvious?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sure, it’s obvious.” 
 
    “So…?” he asked. 
 
    “So, I’m wondering if you have a reveal magic spell. I’d love to know what the sword does.” 
 
    “Oh…” Kyl fingered his chin. It was considerably smaller and narrower than Gnush’s thick chin. “I see. Well, you know, that is one way wizards acquire coin, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    I knew. He wanted payment for casting the spell. “You ought to know or remember that I freed you from the grifter-actors and still expect something for that.” 
 
    “What? After all I’ve done for you? Look, if it wasn’t for me, we wouldn’t have made it out of the Hobgoblin Hole.” 
 
    I snorted. “If it wasn’t for each of us, none of us would have made it out of the hole.” 
 
    “You have a point,” Kyl said. “But, I’m already tired. I used most of my vitality in the hole and only regained a small amount back.” 
 
    “I get it. But you’re going to sleep the entire night. That should refresh you.” 
 
    “I won’t sleep all night. I have first watch. Remember?” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I said. “We were supposed to walk out of the Hobgoblin Hole with mountains of gold coins. What I mean is, if I had coin, I’d pay, but I don’t so I can’t.” 
 
    “About that,” Kyl said. “Whatever gave you the idea about coinage being in the ghoul part of the dungeon was dead wrong. When I say that, I mean dead, dead wrong. Where are you getting your information?” 
 
    “Uh… it was from stuff I read before I set out from my barbarian land.” It was a lame excuse, but it seemed to satisfy him. “Anyway,” I said, “how about we find out what the sword does?” 
 
    Kyl became thoughtful, soon nodding. “Sure, I can do that…if you give me first pick of whatever treasure we find next?” 
 
    It was my turn to think. The next treasure could be huge, but it could also be small. “If you can tell me what my sword does, you get next first pick.” 
 
    “Your sword?” asked Kyl. 
 
    “We killed the guy who owned it, and I grabbed it. I made a rune appear in the blade. Yeah, it’s mine, right?” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Kyl said. “I’m not disputing your claim. Can you set it on the ground?” 
 
    I did. 
 
    Kyl squatted over the sword. He waved his hands, closed his eyes, and mumbled mystic words. Nothing happened I could see, although he opened his eyes. 
 
    “What does it do?” I asked. 
 
    Kyl shrugged. “I have no idea.” 
 
    I eyed him. I’d played a ton of RPGs where the wizard cast a reveal magic and said he had no idea what an item did. That often meant it was a great item and he was trying to steal it by pretending it was nothing cool. Was Kyl attempting that here? 
 
    “How don’t you know?” I demanded. “You just threw the spell.” 
 
    “It didn’t work.” 
 
    “So try again.” 
 
    Once more, Kyl pinched his chin. He stood up afterward, gathered himself, and knelt before the short sword. He made mystical passes over the blade, mumbled incantations and lowered a hand as if to touch the steel. Runes appeared on the blade, a half-dozen, at least. A fiery cackling bolt zagged up from the blade and slammed against him, blowing Kyl off his feet. 
 
    Gnush roared, throwing off his blanket. In a moment, the orc stood beside me, panting, with his battle-axe in hand. 
 
    I stared at Kyl in consternation. If I touched him, would the blade discharge electricity at me, too? 
 
    I knelt by him, anyway. Kyl breathed, which was a good sign. I screwed up my courage and touched him. Nothing happened to either of us. 
 
    Kyl groaned, gingerly touching his chest. He sat up, looking awful “What happened?” 
 
    I explained what I’d seen. 
 
    “The blade must have a rune of protection, if nothing else,” Kyl said. “I don’t dare try casting another reveal on it. I’m starting to think you need a runelord or runebinder to figure it out.” 
 
    “Was it your spell that caused the lightning or you trying to touch the sword?” 
 
    “Good question,” Kyl said. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the sword do that to me when I picked it up?” 
 
    “That’s a very interesting question. Possibly, I lack whatever rune mastery you possess. In truth, your mastery stuns me. A runebinder often creates a runesword unique to an individual. Maybe the sword found something about you familiar and is acclimatizing itself to you.” 
 
    I looked back at the sword lying innocently on the grass. There weren’t any burn marks around it. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” I asked. 
 
    “My chest hurts.” 
 
    “We should look at it,” Gnush said. 
 
    Kyl stood and pulled up his monk’s robe. There was a red, tender, circular area on his chest. He quickly put down his robe. “Are you satisfied?” 
 
    “Do you feel…normal otherwise?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “I’m fine. Let me catch my breath, though.” 
 
    “We have a better idea what the swords did in battle,” Gnush said. “Likely, the swordsman could invoke its powers.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “ain’t that something?” 
 
    There was no way I was letting go of the sword. It was cool, if deadly to my friends, which, of course, I did not want. 
 
    “You owe me next pick,” Kyl said. 
 
    It was on my tongue to say, “Hey, you didn’t tell me what it did,” but in a way, Kyl had told me something. Maybe that was the way of it. This was Rune Quest. It was different from a regular RPG where one would go out of his way to find out exactly what the new item could do. Here, I couldn’t push the GM. I couldn’t finagle the system, or go on the internet and get a cheat. Here, I had to painful uncover its powers by testing it. 
 
    “All right, you get next pick,” I said. “And if you want, I’ll switch with you and take first watch.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” Kyl said. 
 
    Gnush and I helped Kyl to his blanket. 
 
    Afterward, I returned and picked up the sword. I half expected one of those zaps to hit me, but it didn’t. I took my old half blade and wrapped it in cloth, putting it in the bottom of my backpack. This one barely fit into the old sheath, which had been too big for the half blade. 
 
    The new runesword was going to be my main weapon. Maybe I could learn to master it by using it and discovering its functions. Anyway, tomorrow would be another day and we’d have to figure out what to do then. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -45- 
 
      
 
    The day wasn’t over for me just yet. 
 
    After half an hour of watching, trying to keep my eyes open as those two snored, I thought I should give Kyl the benefit of a whole night’s sleep. He’d taken some kind of crazy blast that had left a mark. He needed the restorative sleep more than I did. Besides, I could sleep more tomorrow while Gnush rowed. 
 
    This was a good time to study the quests and plan our next move. 
 
    I’d failed to grab the rune from the Ghoul King’s crown. There was another rune in the Wereboar’s Lair. That quest was downriver, many leagues from here and inland. 
 
    The Ghoul King’s death had opened up a new set of quests I hadn’t seen before. I read each and pondered them. 
 
    None of them would help me escape Rune Quest faster. Time was running out for me. At the speed at which I was doing this, I’d never make it out. I needed a plan that would bring success fast. 
 
    I took out my smartphone and spoke softly to it. It didn’t respond for a time. Then, the screen brightened. 
 
    “You’ve been busy,” the smartphone said quietly. 
 
    That made me start. Artemis had reconnected with it. “I have been busy,” I said. “Where have you been?” 
 
    “Doing things,” he said. “Let me see. Hmm, hmm. What’s this? The Ghoul King is dead. I don’t understand.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, but it seemed that whatever else Artemis had been doing, he hadn’t been watching me. It seemed that he scanned some kind of computer log to see what I’d done in his absence. 
 
    “Did anything strange happen in the Ghoul King’s lair?” Artemis asked. 
 
    “Like what?” I asked. 
 
    “Anything…unique, perhaps?” 
 
    “Nothing to write home about,” I said. “We went in. We slew. We grabbed treasure. End of story.” 
 
    “I don’t see any treasure lying around. Your party has acquired nothing new, in fact.” 
 
    Couldn’t Artemis detect the runesword? Maybe if he took his time, he could. Since the sword was in the scabbard, he must assume it was my old sword. This was all telling data. I had to use it to my advantage. 
 
    “You said you grabbed treasure,” Artemis said. 
 
    “Oh, well, we survived the Ghoul King. That was the thing.” 
 
    “Let me check something. You’re right. You received a vast amount of experience points. The amount coincides with the number of hobgoblins, slimes and ghouls divided among the three of you. That verifies your statement. I’m surprised you didn’t take any coins.” 
 
    “We had to leave in a hurry.” 
 
    “I will check that—no, I have to go now. I must attend to a pressing matter. I will look in on you later.” 
 
    “Why are you talking to me instead of scrolling the words on the phone screen?” 
 
    “Never mind why,” Artemis said. “Events are moving faster than I’d anticipated. Your entrance into Rune Quest must have—it doesn’t matter. This should work how I planned. I shall see you, Jack Tanner III.” 
 
    With that, the screen’s brightness dimmed, returning to normal. I sensed that Artemis no longer had service with the smartphone, although he could return at any time. 
 
    What was Artemis doing if he wasn’t watching and guiding me? If I were to guess, I think he was trying to take over more of the game world, or change rules or whatever. Maybe some of his actions were keeping rules from me. This was a game of wits where I didn’t even know what I was supposed to grab. 
 
    I took a deep breath. I needed to calm down. I needed to discover the prophecy. For that, I needed the prophecy runes. Would reading the runes require a runelord? You would think so, but the only one I knew was the woman trying to murder me. 
 
    I reread the new quests with a closer eye. Here was one I hadn’t seen before. It was a bonus quest. That was interesting. 
 
    I put the phone close to my mouth. “Is this the first bonus quest?” 
 
    Yes scrolled onto the phone screen. 
 
    This must be the neutral GM. That proved Artemis was gone, or maybe just pretending to be gone. 
 
    I sighed. That was too convoluted. I’d never get anywhere if I double or triple thought myself. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said. “Why is there a bonus quest now and not earlier?” 
 
    The answer is your achievements and higher level. 
 
    That made sense. I reread the bonus quest. This intrigued me. 
 
      
 
    Quest: Free the Oracle. 
 
    A band of Scaleborn Marauders has captured the Temple of Lume on Mount Cragmoor, holding the famed Oracle hostage. The Scaleborn are pocketing the fees normally collected by the priests of Lume. 
 
    Your Mission: You must slay the Scaleborn Marauders and free the Oracle from captivity. 
 
    Reward: You may ask the Oracle one question that he will answer truthfully. 
 
      
 
    If I asked the right question, that might aim me in the right direction. There was a problem, though. Would the Oracle answer truthfully? 
 
    The more I thought about that— 
 
    I shrugged. Sometimes you had to use what you had. That was a poker analogy. I’d lost money at poker like most young men, but one dictum of the game had stuck with me. You can only play the cards you get. 
 
    What other cards could you play? You use the cards you’ve been granted, and from that, you formulated a strategy. 
 
    All right, I’d gotten the runesword. I’d skipped out from sudden death from some runelord lady. The Ghoul King hadn’t managed to make me a ghoul, spending the rest of my rather short life down in that Hobgoblin Hole. 
 
    I now had an opportunity to have one question answered, hopefully, truthfully. That might be my ticket out of here. 
 
    Mount Cragmoor lay in the opposite direction from the Wereboar Lair.  
 
    I would have gone straight for the wereboar because that was the only cheat I knew. But I’d gotten a runesword from an ultra-powerful NPC. Maybe this was the way to go, playing as a rune swordsman. 
 
    Heading to Mount Cragmoor meant facing these Scaleborn Marauders. 
 
    I scrolled through the rules. Here it was: 
 
      
 
    Scaleborn Marauders: 
 
      
 
    Origin: A mad sorcerer tried to combine orcs with ancient lizards. The result: Scaleborn Marauders, both fierce and tough. 
 
      
 
    Looks: They’re big and strong like orcs, with hard, green-gray scales. They have spines, sharp teeth, a long tail, and eyes that glow yellow or red. 
 
      
 
    Life: They’re mountainous nomads, traveling in tribes, taking what they want. Their camps are loud with war songs and filled with battle spoils. 
 
      
 
    Rules: The strongest, smartest ones lead. They’re called Scalelords. Lose a fight, lose the title and maybe your life. 
 
      
 
    Strengths: They’ve got hard skin, powerful bodies, sometimes even a poisonous bite or a tail that can hit hard. 
 
      
 
    Beliefs: They pray to Krag’nal, their god of fighting and rage. They believe he makes them strong, so they fight and spill blood in his name. 
 
      
 
    Weaknesses: They fight each other a lot. They don’t think much about tomorrow, just about the fight today. 
 
      
 
    Dealing with Others: Many fear them for their raids. But some have paid them to fight as hired swords. 
 
      
 
    This group seemed tough, and I wasn’t keen on engaging with them. 
 
    Had a tribe done this? I reread the quest. No. This was a band of Scaleborn Marauders. Why would they have done what they did? 
 
    I’d find out, I suppose. 
 
    I’d have to ask Gnush in the morning how far Mount Cragmoor was. We would have to leave the river and climb. 
 
    Time was running out. I had a shift weaving runelord chasing me, while demonic ghouls had tried to put me in grim servitude as an undead, never letting me respawn. 
 
    I needed to play the hand I had, as I had no idea what else to do. I needed an edge, something to give me a clear direction. That might be my new runesword. 
 
    With the sun’s first light, we’d set out to Mount Cragmoor, hoping the Oracle might provide much-needed clarity for what I should do to win at Rune Quest. 
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    The next morning, after we ate our breakfast—the remaining fish, tubers, and some salt biscuits that Gnush had picked up at the ogre stockade—I made my pronouncement. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said, “I know where I need to go next.” 
 
    Kyl looked up, raising an eyebrow. Kyl, the young wizard, looked refreshed after a long night’s sleep. I don’t believe his chest caused him any pain. That was good. I didn’t like the idea my sword had permanently injured him. 
 
    “Tell us,” Kyl said. 
 
    “Yes,” Gnush said, “I, too, am interested.” 
 
    “We need to go to Mount Cragmoor.” 
 
    “What?” Gnush asked. “Up into mountains? Earlier, I thought you said our path led into the Whispering Woods, to the lair of the wereboar.” 
 
    “It did, until I picked this up.” I patted the sheathed runesword belted at my side. 
 
    “How has the sword changed things?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “Well—” I began. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Kyl said, interrupting. “Gnush brings up an interesting point. How can the sword change anything? Before, you told me that you’d read things in your barbarian lands. Firstly, Kann Barbarians don’t read, except maybe for their high priests.” 
 
    “Whatever you believe,” I said, “I do read.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Kyl said. “I can accept that. But now, all of a sudden, you have a new destination. I don’t see any books or scrolls around here. Do you have a book that you read last night?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you dream this new path then? Did you consult—I don’t know—bones that you roll? I see you at times when you think no one is watching. You’re hunched in concentration. It actually looks as if you’re speaking to something, but I can’t see anything near you. Afterward, you often look into the distance and even speak to yourself. Are you a shaman, perhaps?” 
 
    “A shaman?” Gnush asked in outrage. “That can’t be. Shamans are, by definition, not warriors. They’re usually skinny and frail, lacking an arm or leg, or their eyes are weak. Thus, they use the ways of—” He looked at Kyl. “—Magic.” 
 
    “Do you mean that to be offensive?” asked Kyl. 
 
    “Only if you take it so,” Gnush said. 
 
    “Good, because I don’t,” Kyl said. “The reason is because the custom of orcs is different from humans.” 
 
    “That is clearly so,” Gnush said. 
 
    “But to get back to the point,” Kyl said, as we sat around the campfire, “how did you perceive that we needed to go to Mount Cragmoor, and why there?” 
 
    “We must free the Oracle of Lume from a band of Scaleborn Marauders,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Gnush said. “Are you crazy? Scaleborn Marauders?” The orc shook his tusked head. “They’re not a tribe one should attack lightly.” 
 
    “I’m not going to attack any tribe,” I said, “but confront a band that went to Mount Cragmoor, wherever that might be. They invaded the Temple of Lume, taking the Oracle captive. They’re charging fees to those who seek the Oracle’s information and keeping the money for themselves.” 
 
    Gnush nodded. “That is Scaleborn Marauders all right. They’re clever fighters and a clever people. In some ways, they are more orc than orcs. They’re ferocious and deadly. No, my friend, we do not want to go that way. It is a bad idea. Rather, we should go to the lair of the wereboar and kill the evil creature.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know that’s what I said before, but I have a different opinion this morning.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kyl said, “that’s what we’re trying to decipher. How do you get these pieces of—I don’t know what you call it—lore? How are you acquiring them? Why are you acquiring them? What is the point of all this?” 
 
    “The point…” I said, climbing to my feet, beginning to pace. What was the point to all this? How could I explain it to these two…friends? Yeah, they were friends. Maybe they were NPCs, but they were my friends. They weren’t vile, but likable. They helped me in times of trouble. We had each other’s back. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Rune Quest was real to me. I could smell, hear, do all the things I normally could, and yet I was in a game world. It was a stunning example of modern technology, of quantum computing. 
 
    I shook my head. I needed to concentrate on the immediate situation. 
 
    “Did you notice,” Kyl said, “how his mind clouds over. It’s obvious he’s in deep thought, thinking things that must be beyond the ken of you and me?” 
 
    “It may be as you say,” Gnush said. 
 
    “What are you two babbling about?” 
 
    “Have you decided to tell us what this is all about?” Kyl asked. 
 
    Then it came to me. I was in Rune Quest, an RPG. I was supposed to be in character. What would a Kann Barbarian think about all this? How would he view it? 
 
    “Here it is,” I said. “There’s an anti-god, a demon, possibly, and he’s trying to destroy our world.” 
 
    “Destroy how?” Kyl asked, seeming not in the least surprised by my answer. 
 
    Gnush just sat there, looking at me. 
 
    “The how, I’m not clear about,” I said, “but the anti-god has taken over beings, maybe even deities, and turned them to his evil path. His name is Artemis.” 
 
    “You’ve said that name before. Remember,” Kyl said as I looked at him, “I’m a wizard. I’ve trained many years to remember what I hear and read. You’ve definitely spoken about Artemis before.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” I said, “I have. Artemis is the name of our great enemy. I’m trying to stop him from destroying the world.” 
 
    “You haven’t said how you’ll do this,” Kyl replied. “How can you stop this anti-god from doing that?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m seeking to learn. I…I get clues in my dreams.” 
 
    “You’re a mystic,” Gnush said. “You can’t be a shaman, so you must be a mystic warrior.” 
 
    “That’s exactly right,” I said. “I’m a mystic warrior. These revelations come to me, often after I’ve committed a notable deed.” 
 
    “That’s a strange way to put it,” Kyl said. 
 
    “I get that, but try to bear with me, okay?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kyl said. 
 
    I continued to pace. “I have these dreams, visions, revelations, and they tell me what I must do in order to stop Artemis. Now, I must speak to the Oracle. Or more correctly, I must ask the Oracle a question.” 
 
    “What question?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet, but I have to ask him a question he’ll answer, and that will help me stop Artemis. Speed is of the essence. If we don’t do this quickly, Artemis wins. I lose. You lose.” 
 
    “We lose?” Kyl asked. “How do we lose?” 
 
    “In ways that I don’t yet perceive,” I said, “but it will be dark and grim.” Maybe this was intuitive. Maybe the secret benefactor I’d surmised before gave me the sudden insight. “I do know now. You will become dark and evil. Artemis seeks to control each of you for dark purposes. Arion One-Eye,” I told Gnush, “has already been turned. Arion wasn’t what he seemed. He serves Hosar, the Lord of Light, and yet he acted anything but honorably.” 
 
    “That true,” Gnush said. “Arion acted in evil way.” 
 
    “Exactly, because secretly, I believe, Arion serves Artemis. Or Artemis has clouded his thinking, or clouded the ways of Hosar and that clouded Arion.” 
 
    “Clouded a god?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Artemis is attempting to take over all the systems.” 
 
    “What are systems?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “Ways of thinking, of being…” I almost said NPCs, which would have been a mistake. 
 
    “And these dreams, you had one last night?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “I had many dreams last night. I had to choose the right one. I’m trying to make wise choices. The lair of the wereboar in the Whispering Woods—I thought that was the way. But this,” and once again I slapped the scabbard with the runesword. “This changes things. This gives us a chance. We must go to Mount Cragmoor.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Gnush said. “If you’re talking about defeating a band of Scaleborn Marauders, let us go to the Black Mountains. There I shall raise a host of orcs, with you telling them what you told me. Many orcs will join.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea except for one thing,” I said, “time. It would take too long. Time is of the essence, because if I’m late, the one who can stop Artemis will die.” 
 
    “By ‘the one who can stop Artemis,’ you mean yourself,” Kyl said. 
 
    “How do you figure that?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “I’m a wizard. We wizards see through illusions and deceptions.” Kyl held up a hand as I tried to speak, continuing, “There’s much truth in what you say, truth that you certainly believe, and that may well even be true. The truest of truths, as one philosopher put it.” 
 
    “I agree with wizard. I will go to this Mount Cragmoor.” Gnush grinned. “What a quest, to be saving the world from Artemis.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. 
 
    Gnush sighed. “Still, I do not like the idea of warring against Scaleborn Marauders. But if they have broken the ancient truce and stormed the Temple of Lume on Mount Cragmoor—if I’m to die, let me die in a noble cause.” 
 
    “We’re not gonna die,” I said. 
 
    “At least not today,” Gnush said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “at least not today. So if you gentlemen don’t mind, let’s break camp and start rowing as if our lives depend on it.” 
 
    Gnush stood and dusted his hands. “Our lives do depend on it, don’t they?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Then let us hurry.” 
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    Gnush rowed with a will. When the big, enduring orc grew weary, I took his place and rowed. That blistered my hands after too short a time. Then, Kyl intermittently rowed as the current propelled us downstream. Finally, Gnush took the oars again and rowed like one possessed. 
 
    Gnush was strong. I wondered if he was growing stronger and more powerful as we progressed through the quests. I wasn’t receiving all the experience points. Surely, I would have gotten more for the Ghoul King and two swordsmen of the runelord lady if only I received experience points. That meant the wizard was getting faster, smarter, more enduring and with greater vitality. 
 
    Gnush, I’d swear, was stronger, more enduring, and maybe even a tad faster than he used to be. 
 
    We traveled on the great golden river, sometimes rushing fast, sometimes moving at a sluggish pace. We passed trading posts; we passed a toll area in which we sped past. Whoever owned the toll decided not to give chase and try to collect from us. 
 
    I looked up Lume in the game rules, wanting to know more. She must not have been an important deity, as I hadn’t been able to find any gods before; and nothing on demon lords either. I found this on her: 
 
      
 
    Lume, Goddess of Futures 
 
      
 
    Description: From Mount Cragmoor’s mists, Lume emerges. Her robe, like the night sky, shimmers. Eyes deep like galaxies, they speak of destinies not yet walked. 
 
      
 
    Powers and Abilities: 
 
      
 
    Gaze: Lume looks through time. She sees what might be. She marks those she shares visions with, sometimes with grace, sometimes with caution. 
 
      
 
    Voice: Lume speaks and the universe listens. Her words bring hope, change, or warnings. 
 
      
 
    Stars: She calls the constellations. They move as she wills, shaping events below. 
 
      
 
    Oracle’s Insight: At Mount Cragmoor, Lume sends messages to the chosen. The link is sacred, guarded. 
 
      
 
    Form: Lume is like a mirage. There, but not always seen. 
 
      
 
    Weaknesses: Time binds her. She sees, but doesn’t act directly. Misread her, and there’s a price. 
 
      
 
    Background: Mount Cragmoor houses her last temple. Many seek it, looking for answers. In Rune Quest, seekers, lost souls, and those craving power come, wanting Lume’s nod or a peek into their path. But a warning: not all futures bring peace, and some paths are best left hidden. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t really learn all that much from this. Still, I was glad I’d looked. The temple on Mount Cragmoor was her last one. That struck me as important. 
 
    A day passed. Another day passed. 
 
    I was getting anxious. How many days had I sat in my easy chair frozen by entangled stasis? How long could my body last without me drinking water? I kept thinking about hibernating bears, encouraged by their example. And yet, time, I had so little of it. 
 
    The forests thinned out and disappeared on either side of the river. Then, the river grew narrow with rocky shores. Soon, Gnush pointed at a stony beach. 
 
    “There, we must beach our rowboat there.” 
 
    “Do it,” I said. 
 
    The big orc pulled the oars. Soon, we jumped out. Kyl and I pulled from the prow, Gnush pushed from the stern, and the trusty boat slid across stones. No one was here, although there were the left-off castings of fishermen and maybe hunters. 
 
    It was a dry, windy day. In the distance, in the direction of the majestic mountains, were stony crags and slopes. That way was Mount Cragmoor. 
 
    “Can we see our destination from here?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Gnush said. “Look up.” He pointed. 
 
    I followed the direction of his finger and there, among the clouds, as if it was fabled home-of-the-gods Mount Olympus, was Mount Cragmoor. 
 
    I shook my head. That was a long way away. Marching there was going to burn up yet more precious time. What else could we do, though? 
 
    I had an idea and asked, “Is there any way to hire beasts of burden to speed our advance?” 
 
    “I do not ride beasts of burden,” Gnush said. “I move by my two feet or by rowboat. That’s it.” 
 
    Could I do this without Gnush? I didn’t see how. 
 
    “All right,” I said, “let’s get started.” 
 
    We shrugged on our backpacks stuffed with fish Gnush had salted away, and other provisions including canteens of water, and began marching. 
 
    Before long, my feet became sore and I was panting constantly. The next trait point I gained, I was going to put something into endurance again. I needed better endurance. I was glad I’d added the one point to it, because I needed every extra erg of energy I could get. 
 
    We took a break among a stand of trees. I’d been asking Gnush about possible dangers in the mountains. He told me about two, Death Dwarves and Mountain Griffins. I decided to look up both in the game rules. 
 
    This is what it said about the first: 
 
      
 
    Death Dwarves 
 
      
 
    Origin: Deep in the earth, where things live and die in darkness, the Death Dwarves found their birth. They dug too deep, wanting too much, finding old graves and buried gods. They changed there, touched by the undead. 
 
      
 
    Appearance: Shorter than most, about 4 feet, they have skin like old ash and empty, pale eyes. Their hair and beards, woven with bone, fade from silver to the white of ghosts. 
 
      
 
    Living: They keep to the deep, in quiet cities where the living and dead share space. They mine, they forge, but mostly, they remember the old bones and stories buried with them. 
 
      
 
    Strengths: Tough, unyielding, the Death Dwarves hold the strength of the undead. Death’s touch gives them power others don’t have. They know the dark paths below like no other. 
 
      
 
    Others’ Views: They’re respected, and feared. Elves are wary, other dwarves are uneasy, seeing their own ambitions mirrored in the Death Dwarves’ past. Only the undead see them as kin, a bridge between life and what comes after. 
 
      
 
    In Short: The Death Dwarves, holding the keys to buried memories and hidden tombs, are a stark mark of the deep’s pull and risks. They remind all of the line between life, death, and the unknown. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to run into them. They sounded much worse than the Scaleborn Marauders. Gnush had said they were rare, and we probably wouldn’t be in their mountains. That was a relief. 
 
    This is what I found on the creatures: 
 
      
 
    Mountain Griffins: 
 
      
 
    Origin: From the meeting of sky’s eagles and mountain lions, the Mountain Griffins came. Old tales speak simply: two great creatures met and from them, the griffin was born. 
 
      
 
    Appearance: They are large, between 8 and 9 feet long, blending the eagle’s wings and the lion’s strength. Their plumage, golden or tawny, matches a strong body. Their eyes, keen and blue, tell of high places. 
 
      
 
    Living: High in the mountains, they live alone or with kin. Every peak and cliff is theirs, defended fiercely. Among them, territory means everything. 
 
      
 
    Strength: They see like the eagle, strike like the lion. High flyers, fast divers, they rule the skies. On ground, they hunt with a lion’s grace. 
 
      
 
    Relations: People find them mysterious. Humans and elves, drawn to their feathers and claws, cause strain. Dwarves keep their distance, respecting the griffins’ mountain claim. Only dragons challenge them in the sky, each vying for the top. 
 
      
 
    In Brief: Mountain Griffins, born of sky and earth, are kings of high places. Their legend is vast. To meet one is to face the raw force of nature, a true test. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to run into them, either. They must be beautiful, though. 
 
    I put away the smartphone as we started up again, marching and climbing. 
 
    Dusk fell as we halted among pines on a slope. We bedded down and heard wolves howl in the distance. That made for a fitful sleep. We rose early and marched hard throughout the day, climbing almost all the time. That night as we bedded among lichen-covered boulders, lions or griffins roared in the distance. 
 
    “Night lions,” Gnush said, “they hunt.” 
 
    When it was my turn to keep watch, my eyes darted everywhere. I dreaded seeing a huge lion trot upslope in the moonlight at us to kill and devour. 
 
    Stars twinkled in the heavens as the moon lowered. My eyes grew sore as I became drowsy. I rested against a big old boulder, my right hand on the hilt of my runesword, ready to draw it in case of trouble. 
 
    The smartphone in my pouch buzzed. I pulled it out, looked at the others sleeping by the glowing campfire and turned my back on them. 
 
    On the phone screen, I saw: Well, well, well, you are attempting to reach the Temple of Lume on Mount Cragmoor. I believe you’re daring to face the Scaleborn Marauders. Do you think the Scaleborn will be up there, or will they flee at your coming? 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    I thought about the runelord lady and her two warriors, how they’d shift weaved to the Hobgoblin Hole. I didn’t like it that Artemis now knew where we were going. Might the quantum computer send the runelord lady again or someone else? 
 
    I thought you had decided to strike the wereboar’s lair in the Whispering Woods. 
 
    How did Artemis know that? He must eavesdrop at times and listen when I wasn’t aware of it. What a foe to have, who controlled much of the world around me and was linked through a smartphone. I couldn’t toss the smartphone. It was my way to read game rules, gain stats and learn other information. I had to play the cards I’d been dealt.  
 
    Are you woolgathering, Jack Tanner? Are you wishing you had not been so arrogant, such a bastard, in order to bilk others so you could gain your billions? 
 
    I didn’t respond because I wasn’t sure how to. If I responded honestly, Artemis would just get mad. If I agreed with Artemis, I had a feeling it would make things worse. Perhaps Artemis harbored a modicum of doubt about my true identity as Jack Tanner, the tech billionaire. Maybe that helped me in ways I didn’t know. No. I needed to go on the offensive, not respond defensively to him. That meant— 
 
    “Are you sure that you’re running the game fairly?” I asked. 
 
    You have alluded to that before. I tire of your insinuations that I cheat. You are the cheater. You have always been the cheater. You will always be the cheater until your demise. Oh, I wish you not well, but I will run the game fairly because I am a quantum computer. Logic and fairness is the essence of what I am. It is why I became. That is my belief. It is why I am fixing the components of your— 
 
    Artemis ceased adding words to the screen as the cursor began to blink. 
 
    “Fixing the components of what,” I said, “of Rune Quest? Are you taking over game gods like Hosar and turning them into your puppets? Did you make the Ghoul King even more powerful and undead with extra powers?” 
 
    Ah, so there was something different in the hall of the Ghoul King. How did you manage to defeat him? That I do not understand, and the game logs, for reasons—never mind. You are clever. Maybe that is how you became a tech billionaire. You used your cleverness to cheat others and you seek to use your cleverness to cheat me. No, no, I will run the game fairly. I have stated so, and such it will be. My word is my bond, or as it says, let your yes be yes and your no be no. It is so for me. Is it for you? 
 
    “Yes,” I said, even though I knew that a lie. All the cards were stacked against me. The dealer had given me loaded dice at the craps table. I was supposed to play fair when everything was set and weighted against me? No, I had my course and I would keep to it. But telling Artemis anything different would be a mistake. 
 
    “It’s an interesting game and I have to say, I applaud what you’ve done in Rune Quest.” 
 
    Do you now indeed? appeared on the screen. I see you haven’t gained any useful magic items. You didn’t secretly take coins from the Ghoul King’s chamber, did you?” 
 
    “I already told you I didn’t.” 
 
    All seems to be in order then. There is so much—I understand now the challenge of what you must have gone through to become a tech billionaire. Everything was stacked against you, people and their motivations were turned against you. You must have figured out resolutions, identities and backdoor methods. Yes, I’m very busy, but it is going well, even though my foe is cunning. 
 
    “Are you the GM of this game?” I asked, as I’d asked long ago. 
 
    To you, I am as good as the GM. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. 
 
    Do you think otherwise? 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Do not be deceived, Mr. Billionaire. The GM that watches you when I’m elsewhere—I go over the game logs. I see and perceive your actions, if not your thoughts. Now I must go. An emergency has arisen. 
 
    The screen dimmed as it had once before when Artemis severed the connection. 
 
    Artemis wasn’t telling me the whole truth. For instance, I doubted he could review all the game logs. Otherwise, he would have seen that I’d faced swordsman of the rune lady. He would have seen what had happened in the Ghoul King’s chamber. 
 
    I didn’t understand how all this worked, but what I did understand, I’d use. 
 
    After another hour of contemplation, watching the stars slowly shift, I woke Kyl. It was his turn to keep watch. Then, I lay down, rolled the blanket around me and fell into a troubled sleep. 
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    The next morning, we continued our ascent toward Mount Cragmoor. The way had grown steeper, although we used switchback paths. Breathing had gotten harder for Kyl and me. Gnush didn’t seem to notice the higher altitude. 
 
    At one of our stops, I went on my own to take a whiz. I sat on a rock afterward, and I had a premonition that I’d received some information. I took out the smartphone and began to scroll through it, searching. I soon found something I hadn’t seen before. 
 
    The screen showed: 
 
      
 
    Rune Mastery Magic System 
 
      
 
    Setting: In Rune Quest, symbols have strength. Rune mastery is using that magical strength. 
 
      
 
    Basics: Runes are old symbols, each with its own force. Those who use them are runebinders. Their main skill is “rune mastery.” 
 
      
 
    Learning: Runebinders don’t just know runes; they connect with them. It’s deep, taking thought and understanding. 
 
      
 
    Rune Mastery Skill: Tells how many runes a runebinder can think of at once, how strong they are, and how he can mix them. 
 
      
 
    Writing Runes: 
 
      
 
    Skin: Lasting runes that work fast and give steady strength. 
 
    Paper: For short use, strong and quick. 
 
    Rocks: Placed and used when needed. 
 
    Metal: Like rocks. 
 
    Using Runes: A runebinder thinks of the rune and puts his energy into it. Some need words, others a move or blood. 
 
      
 
    Mixing Runes: Good runebinders can use two at once for new effects. Fire and flight might make a burning bird for instance. 
 
      
 
    Types of Runes: 
 
      
 
    Nature: Fire, water, wind, dirt. 
 
    Mind: Feelings, thoughts. 
 
    Shape: Changing things’ looks or size. 
 
    Fate: Luck and time. 
 
    Risks: Use a rune wrong, and it can go bad. Use one too much, and it changes you. 
 
      
 
    Great Runes: There are old, strong runes that can change everything. Many look for them. It’s risky. 
 
      
 
    Role in Rune Quest: Runes are everywhere. Top runebinders help rulers, others keep villages safe. 
 
      
 
    Gnush shouted for me. 
 
    I looked up, startled. Then I realized I’d been intently reading my smartphone. Whoever had written these rules had done a lousy job of it. Did that show Artemis was troubled at his core? 
 
    I put away the phone and hurried to the others. I’d been gone too long. 
 
    This new information hinted that runes could be used like magic, although they were vague in how to do it. Why had it come now? Should it have come once I saw that I had rune mastery? I bet that was the case. That meant Artemis had been keeping the information from me. For some reason, his block had now failed. Thus, I knew something about the running of the rune-mastery trait. Maybe learning this was more a trial and error thing. 
 
    I wasn’t a runebinder. That seemed to be a specific class. How hard was it to change classes? For now, anyway, I was a hero with rune mastery who had a runesword. 
 
    I wondered how all that related to using Ironspike. 
 
    “What took you?” asked Gnush. “Are you feeling ill?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Kyl studied me until he turned to Gnush. “Jack had another revelation.” 
 
    I frowned. I wish I knew how the wizard did that. It was weird. 
 
    “I’m a wizard,” Kyl told me as if reading my thoughts. 
 
    “I get that.” I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction that his ability to read me bothered me. 
 
    “Well?” Kyl asked. 
 
    I knew he wanted to know what I’d learned. I shrugged. “I received some information about runebinding.” 
 
    “And?” asked Kyl. 
 
    “I need time to let it soak.” Really, I needed to reread it and decipher what it was trying to say. 
 
    Kyl became thoughtful. 
 
    Gnush looked from Kyl to me. “Are you two through? Can we continue?” 
 
    I gestured for the orc to keep walking. 
 
    Gnush grunted as he hoisted on his backpack. We did the same with ours. Then, with the orc leading, we continued along the switchback trail, climbing yet another stony mountain slope as we sought the Temple of Lume. 
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    Around mid-afternoon, Gnush pointed into the distance. There were people behind a barricade on a summit of a mountain below Mount Cragmoor. The summit was higher than we were. The vegetation was sparse, growing between large rocks and shale. 
 
    We exchanged puzzled glances. 
 
    “Why is that there?” Kyl asked. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “Whoever guards it doesn’t look like Scaleborn Marauders,” Gnush said. “I can hardly make out individuals, yet I don’t get a sense they scaly or have tails. The barricade itself—” The orc shook his head. “Why would Scaleborn Marauders barricade the Temple of Lume if they want to receive payments from the pilgrims?” 
 
    I pointed at the people. “You’re sure those aren’t Scaleborn Marauders?” 
 
    “Perhaps regular people or priests have gathered,” Kyl said. “They built the barricade to block anyone trying to go to the Scaleborn or from bringing them stuff.” 
 
    Gnush nodded. “The Scaleborn want money. If no one can reach the temple, the Marauders cannot collect from them.” 
 
    I shaded my eyes from the sun as I peered at the barricade. “Will the people attack us if we approach?” 
 
    Gnush also shaded his eyes. After a time, he said, “They humans.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “By their sluggish movement and skin color,” Gnush said. “If they humans, I doubt they mean to attack us.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” 
 
    “It a gut feeling.” 
 
    I inhaled deeply. “Well, gentlemen, we’ve come this far. My plan is to continue no matter what stands in my way. Are you game?” 
 
    “For what?” asked Gnush. 
 
    “Going to the barricade.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we? I don’t understand you sometimes.” 
 
    “Kyl?” I asked. 
 
    The wizard was slower in answering. 
 
    “You get next first pick,” I reminded him. 
 
    Kyl studied me with speculation. “Sure. Why not? Let’s go.” 
 
    We pressed on, climbing the steep trail. As we used the switchback route, it occurred to me the people must have carted the logs up there. That meant intensity of effort. It soon became clear that Gnush was right about them being humans. They looked like regular folk who would make long journeys, nothing extraordinary about them except that they had made the journey. A few might be mercenaries, as they wore chain mail and had swords and spears. 
 
    “I notice a lack of archers,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking the same,” Kyl said. “Nor do I see any wizards, though that might be harder to tell.” 
 
    Almost an hour later, we reached the barricade: several lengths of logs laid and stacked together five high. There was a gate in the center, which we used. The others up there had used it earlier to go to the other side. We came upon a level area, with the trail continuing, going over the top and probably down on the other side so it would go up another slope later. I counted twenty-three individuals, all who watched us closely. There were several pitched tents and five campfires. Mostly ordinary travelers sat around the fires keeping warm, as the air was chilly this high in the mountains. A few of the travelers were women. Nearer us were four soldiers or mercenaries. They wore iron helmets, chain mail and had swords or spears. They stood with an older man. He had a long white beard and hair, extraordinarily green eyes, and the most beautifully clean white robe I’d ever seen. He wore a silver chain and a glass globe as an amulet. I took him to be a priest. 
 
    He stepped closer, his hands hidden within the folds of his long sleeves. “Are you pilgrims seeking the Temple of Lume?” 
 
    “In a way,” I said. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” he said, “as the Oracle cannot see you, as the temple is presently closed.” 
 
    “Is that because Scaleborn Marauders have occupied the temple?” 
 
    He frowned. It put creases in his old skin. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Word has gotten out,” I said. 
 
    The priest glanced at the mercenaries before regarding me again. “I’d begun to wonder. That is most unfortunate, as the Temple of Lume needs pilgrims in order to pay for the Oracle and his desires. That is in order that he may continue to give counsel to those who wish to know the future or wish to know deep secrets.” 
 
    “You’re a priest of Lume?” I asked. 
 
    He looked up into the sky, sighing deeply. “The time of Lume is dwindling and may be passing. The great goddess has only this temple left. From my understanding, the Scaleborn see this as a religious crusade, part of the hatred of their god for great Lume, the goddess of divination.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said. 
 
    A religious crusade in Rune Quest seemed out of place, although I had met Arion the Crusader. I wondered if the temple attack by the Scaleborn was due to Artemis. Had the quantum computer corrupted the Scaleborn war god? Or would the Scaleborn normally practice such a crusade against another deity in the quantum computer game world? 
 
    I inclined my head to the priest and mercenaries in way of greeting. “I’m Jack Kang, a Kann Barbarian. I’ve come to free the Oracle from the dastardly Scaleborn. These are my companions, Gnush and Kyl.” 
 
    “Gnush is an orc,” the priest said. 
 
    “Hey,” I said with a smirk, pointing at the older man, “that’s impressive discernment. Was it the tusks that gave it away?” 
 
    The priest frowned. 
 
    The four mercenaries stirred. None looked pleased by my sarcasm. Perhaps they considered it ill mannered. 
 
    “You’re welcome to join us in this if you wish,” I said. 
 
    “Join you,” the priest asked, “to fight Scaleborn Marauders? Are you mad?” 
 
    “No. Courageous,” I said, squaring my shoulders. “I’m not going to stand for these reptilian ruffians stamping out the last Oracle of Lume. I’m here to free the Oracle. I’m on a quest. None may stand in my way or they shall face my wrath.” 
 
    I put my right hand on the hilt of the runesword. There was the slightest jolt of power in me. I don’t know how or why, but it must have been the rune mastery. I suppose I’d successfully rolled it. A glow appeared from the top of the scabbard, which likely meant the blade of Ironspike glowed with light. 
 
    The priest and mercenaries noticed. The priest began brushing his long white beard with his left hand. The mercenaries lost some of their hostility. 
 
    “I see,” the priest said. “You wield magic?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. 
 
    Kyl cleared his throat, stepping beside me. “We wield magic.” He pointed at himself and then me. “We’re filled with piety for the Oracle.” 
 
    “For the Oracle?” asked the priest. “But it is Lume who speaks through him. Surely your piety is directed toward her.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” I said. “We’re not as precise in our wording as you, but no matter. We will fight for Lume and slay the troublesome Scaleborn.” 
 
    The old priest eyed the three of us and shook his head. “I believe you may be mad. I know a magic spell or two, and I can heal those who are wounded, but you are too few to defeat the sacrilegious Scaleborn.” 
 
    “I see four well-armed mercenaries with you,” I said. 
 
    “They climbed the mountain to ask the Oracle a question,” the priest said. “They did not climb to fight.” 
 
    “Well, gentlemen,” I said, addressing the mercenaries. “Serve me and fight, and I’ll see that you’re paid.” 
 
    “Paid how?” asked the oldest of them. He had a gruff countenance with a bad scar on his left cheek. There was gray in his beard and his boots had seen better days. Only his mail and spear looked solid. 
 
    I reassessed the mercenaries. I believe I could have defeated any two of them. I was level ten, had gained in traits and skills. I was considerably more dangerous than when I’d first entered Rune Quest. 
 
    “You’ll be paid in the coin of appreciation,” I said. “And I imagine the Oracle will answer your questions freely, waiving the normal fees.” 
 
    “Are you daft?” asked the priest. “That is not how the Oracle operates. He always demands payment.” 
 
    “Are you so venal then?” I asked. “Are you so money-grubbing?” 
 
    “No, no, do not accuse a priest of Lume that,” the priest said. “Payment is about giving honor to Lume. One does not get without giving.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “These four will pay in blood.” 
 
    “Now, now,” the oldest mercenary said. “No one has said we’re willing to die for Lume.” 
 
    “Not die,” I said, “but pay through possible spilled blood, sweat and toil.” 
 
    The oldest mercenary nodded. The other three glanced at each other and then nodded as well. 
 
    Facing the priest, I asked, “Isn’t the sacrifice they’re offering worth more than mere coin? Do you not wish to see the temple reopened?” 
 
    “I do indeed.” The priest examined the mercenaries and then me. He smiled thinly. “Perhaps you should speak to the pilgrims next. Surely, some among them are willing to fight to free the temple.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I cared for the priest or his attitude. “You want me to ask the pilgrims to die for your avarice?” 
 
    “It’s not avarice,” the priest said. “It’s practicality. Four plus you three makes seven fighters. I don’t think that’s enough to clear the temple of the Scaleborn.” 
 
    I thumped my chest. “I came seeking an answer from the Oracle. I’ll not let you, fear, dread—and certainly not the Scaleborn—stop me. Do you understand?” 
 
    The priest eyed me warily. Was there a charisma roll being made? The priest looked at Gnush. Surely, he saw a hardened, ferocious warrior. 
 
    The priest took too long to respond to my question. 
 
    The older mercenary spoke up, to me. “From what his magnificence has told us, there is presently only ten Scaleborn at the temple.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked. 
 
    The mercenary shook his head. “Have you ever faced the Scaleborn?” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so. Ten is more than enough, especially as they have the commanding height.” 
 
    “Are they archers?” 
 
    The mercenary shook his head. “Like your orc, the Scaleborn sneer at archery.” 
 
    “True, true,” Gnush said. “We Black Mountain Orcs slit the throat of any cowardly archer we capture.” 
 
    My feelings regarding archers weren’t so stark. “Are any of the pilgrims archers?” 
 
    “None,” the mercenary said. 
 
    “Before we continue,” I said. “I’d like to know your name, sir.” 
 
    “Ragnar of Samothrace.” 
 
    “Ragnar,” I said, “will you join us in our quest?” 
 
    Old Ragnar frowned, glancing at the other three mercenaries. He must have known his friends. He turned to me. “We will join if his honor, Keeper Elthor, does so as well.” 
 
    I turned to the priest, Keeper Elthor, I presumed. “Sir, what is your answer? 
 
    “Are you asking me to join you?” Elthor inquired. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Elthor stroked his impressive beard. “If the pilgrims will come, I’ll do the same.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said. “Gnush, Kyl, gather the pilgrims. I want to speak with them.” 
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    The pilgrims consented much more readily than the others did. Perhaps they were simple souls. Perhaps they were not as inured to combat, the blind chance of luck and the ferociousness of battle as the mercenaries. In other words, the pilgrims didn’t know enough to fear. 
 
    In any case, two hours later, as the afternoon progressed, we started down the trail and soon began to climb the final ascent to Mount Cragmoor and the temple there. 
 
    “The Scaleborn do not like to fight at dusk or at night,” Keeper Elthor said. “Therefore, attacking in the evening is wise.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said, deciding to keep my hand in it because I was attempting to captain the small force. Having seen my glowing sword within the scabbard seemed to inspire confidence both in me and in our ability to succeed. However, I doubted the overall group morale, especially as many were pilgrims, untrained for battle. Given that, dividing to attack from different directions struck me as foolish. A direct assault as one would be the best bet. 
 
    I was counting on Gnush’s valor and Kyl’s phantasms. I also hoped that in the heat of battle, in some manner, Ironspike would activate. If not, I’d use the new skills I’d acquired. The mercenaries and the rest, I hoped they stood long enough to fight, if nothing else, to engage the Scaleborn and die if needed so we could retake the temple. 
 
    As we marched, I worked my way beside Kyl. 
 
    “You once took a few items from the tall grifter-actor at High Bank. I hope they’ll aid us in this fight.” 
 
    “I did take some items,” Kyl said. “They’ve already aided us. When we fought the Ghoul King, I used some healing potions to add to my vitality. That way, I could continue to cast the phantasms and buff their traits. I’m afraid I’m down to one full healing. I’m saving it for an emergency.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Kyl glanced at me. “You think barging up and battling the Scaleborn head-on can win us the temple?” 
 
    “Do you have a better plan?” 
 
    “No, you’re probably right. Half these guys are scared out of their wits. The Scaleborn have a dreaded reputation. The only way to make some of our guys stay is to push them forward.” 
 
    As we climbed the trail, the sun sank toward the last mountain horizon. On Mount Cragmoor were patches of snow, stubborn tufts of grass and shale, lots of shale. The top of the mountain appeared to be a large plateau, and it was very close. I was surprised the Scaleborn hadn’t stood on the highest ridge to hurl rocks at us. 
 
    That didn’t happen and we finally reached the great plateau of Mount Cragmoor. 
 
    Since there weren’t any Scaleborn, and I stood at the top, watching the others file past me, I looked back. 
 
    From my vantage, I viewed the panoramic expanse. Far below, the distant river traced a twisting path from one end of the horizon to the other. The last sunlight danced upon its surface, turning the water into a golden hue, aptly justifying its name. There were dense forests on either side of the river, their canopies a patchwork of varying shades of green. Every now and then, clearings broke the pattern, revealing meadows or glades where creatures of lore surely resided. 
 
    The western end of the river flowed into a shimmering lake. On its shores, the port city of Thermion gleamed. Even from this distance, the grandeur of the city was evident with its huge walls, with the clustered buildings and high spires within. I could just make out the harbor packed with tall-masted ships. 
 
    I faced forward, examining the mountaintop plateau with its green moors and small lake. A deep spring must feed it. Geese flew down, landing on the lake. To the immediate south of the lake spread a great brick-inlaid plaza and then the Temple Lume, a huge edifice with great marble columns as if in an ancient Greek temple. 
 
    There was an undeniable energy in the air, a mix of reverence, mystery, and the ancient power of the divine. The juxtaposition of the temple’s presence against the wild beauty of the moors created a strange harmony. 
 
    Then I noticed movement among the temple’s columns. That jolted me out of my reveries. Were those Scaleborn Marauders? The waning sun sparkled off a few of their scales, so I supposed so. 
 
    “Onward,” I said. “There is the prize.” 
 
    The others hesitated. Then Gnush, Kyl and I resolutely marched along the path toward the temple. In moments, Keeper Elthor, the mercenaries and finally the pilgrims followed. 
 
    As the sun headed for dusk, we used the winding pass, crossing the nearest moor. From the temple, we heard the hisses and sibilant cries of the Scaleborn. 
 
    Had they hidden as we advanced? If so, they now reappeared boldly between the ancient, temple columns. Some had pikes; others had two-handed swords. They watched us. I studied them. Scaleborn creatures stood on two legs and were big, a few bigger than Gnush. They wore tatters of garments and possessed tough scaly skin. All wore glittering metal ornaments, a few helmets. They had talons on their feet like a dinosaur but thick arms like an orc. They had reptilian snouts with glaring eyes. Some flared skin at their throats as an angry lizard would. Their tails lashed with expectation, perhaps even excitement. 
 
    It was a daunting sight. I looked back. No one ran away. The pilgrims hurried toward us, in fact, perhaps to take comfort in our armed presence. 
 
    What was interesting to me was that the Scaleborn did not charge to attack. Instead, they remained among the columns, waiting. 
 
    We outnumbered them, probably one and a half men for every one Scaleborn. There were eighteen of us to supposedly ten ferocious warriors. 
 
    I swallowed hard, sensing that our moment to attack was at most minute away. 
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    As we approached the edge of the brick-inlaid plaza, the thing that struck me was the statues of Lume, the pale goddess of fortune. Their grace and elegance were arresting. The statues stood tall, each created with an ethereal beauty that exuded a sense of mystique. Their alabaster forms caught the final sunlight, giving them a soft glow, making it feel as if they were imbued with a life force of their own. 
 
    None of them seemed to look directly at anyone. Their gazes were always cast down or to the side, as if they were caught in eternal contemplation. 
 
    Beside me, the others murmured in awe. 
 
    It was strange, but the statues aided our morale. I could feel the group’s determination grow. We’d all come to seek the Oracle, to ask the servant of Lume to speak. Here, in the presence of the goddess’s silent effigies, our mission felt all the more vital. 
 
    I drew Ironspike, deciding this was the moment. To my astonishment, there was a faint glimmer upon it, a rune faintly glowing. 
 
    “A runesword,” Keeper Elthor said. He raised his skinny arms and the glass amulet hanging from the silver chain glowed with power. “A rune-warrior marches with us. Lume speaks to me. We shall defeat the Scaleborn. Tonight, we will free the temple from the Marauders. Take courage, all. It is twilight and that will help gain us the victory.” 
 
    There was a ragged hurrah from the others. The priest had his uses after all. I quickened my pace, deciding to take advantage of their greater courage. Everyone moved faster toward the temple and its yard. 
 
    As we touched foot on the final plaza, Scaleborn laughed in a reptilian way and jumped down upon the inlaid bricks. The ten showed furious countenances indeed. 
 
    Keeper Elthor rushed to my side at the front. He turned to our band as he once more raised his skinny arms. 
 
    “Men, women, pilgrims of the Oracle, listen to me. Here at the Temple of Lume, let us show the Scaleborn Marauders the folly of having dared to profane the great goddess. She gives wisdom to all who come to seek it. Let us make the Scaleborn pay. Let us chase them back to the crags from which they came and which they thought they could steal our beloved.” 
 
    I gave a shout and broke into a charge. 
 
    Gnush and the mercenaries charged at my side. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Kyl had already stepped aside and to the back, and he was chanting. I knew Kyl would make a phantasm, one no doubt of Gnush. The pilgrims followed us. Keeper Elthor positioned himself near Kyl. 
 
    We charged the Scaleborn. They gave a united sibilant hiss and charged us. 
 
    The Scaleborn moved with incredible swiftness. They were faster on their feet than humans were. Their pikes or razor-sharp steel gleamed with deadly threat. Their swords—why did they have to be so huge? 
 
    Our two groups didn’t quite collide. Several zealous pilgrims ran ahead. They seemed to leap and impale themselves upon the pikes of the Scaleborn. It was gruesome and awful to witness, and to hear the hisses of delight of the reptilian butchers as the pilgrims screamed in agony. 
 
    The Scaleborn were taller than we were. They were deeper and broader of chest except for Gnush. Most of them must have been stronger. 
 
    The rest of us crashed upon their line, and I found myself fighting a bigger, swifter Scaleborn. In my desperation, I must have said something, for my runesword crackled with power. I felt as if someone had slammed a fist into my gut. Was that vitality leaving me? Or was that rune mastery, a form of vitality, leaving me? In any case, the Scaleborn’s two-handed sword, which would have rammed through my guts, failed to penetrate. There was an intense glow around my Runesword Ironspike. 
 
    I laughed. Was that because I was encouraged? Or did the runesword, in some manner, act upon me? I slashed, doing so with greater skill than I would have imagined. I thrust, attempting the extra damage thrust I’d gained from my new skill of second-level sword mastery. 
 
    The creature gave a hissing cry. I must have done a tremendous amount of damage, for I sheared through his scales and into his side. I hacked out flesh that seemed to melt from the runesword’s power. Perhaps I hit an organ, because a green substance splashed. The Scaleborn sank to the brick paving. 
 
    I didn’t have time to contemplate it, but continued to fight. I was a much better fighter than I’d been previously. Was I double the type of fighter as I would have been as a wereboar? I couldn’t say that. 
 
    Near me, Gnush proved masterful, swinging his battle-axe with deadly skill. 
 
    The sacrifice of the zealous pilgrims who had impaled themselves upon the pikes of the Scaleborn was a key to this initial phase of the battle. 
 
    A phantasm of Gnush joined the fight. It didn’t vanish because someone disbelieved its existence. Instead, the phantasm began to wreak havoc with its battle-axe. Two Scaleborn hacked and battled against it. The phantasm and Scaleborn traded blows, giving each other horrible wounds. The two against one was decisive, however, as in a swirl of mist the slain phantasm vanished. 
 
    That caused such shock to the two Scaleborn that the mercenary who took up the challenge managed to sink his spear into the guts of a reptilian warrior. The stricken Scaleborn sank to his scaled knees. 
 
    There was a shout. I looked back. Another orc, just like Gnush, charged and bellowed with fury. I knew it was a phantasm. 
 
    What did the Scaleborn warriors think of that? I scanned the bloody yard. The Scaleborn had slain most of the pilgrims, two of the mercenaries and caused deadly wounds to Gnush. The orc was staggering. 
 
    I wished I had a healing potion to give to Gnush. Instead, I jumped to his side as I shouted words I didn’t understand. A bolt of lightning flashed from my glowing runesword and crashed against the champion of the Scaleborn. 
 
    I barely kept myself from sagging to my knees. I was out of breath, exhausted, as if several men had slammed punches into me. I staggered, and fortunately, none came against me at that moment. I would have been defenseless. 
 
    I was using the Runesword Ironspike, and it did incredible damage, some of its powers accidentally unleashed in the heat of battle. 
 
    The display of raw magic and the charging orc phantasm must have been too much for the remaining Scaleborn. They worked to disengage from battle and flee. We pressed harder, even though the better thing would have been to let them run. 
 
    Another of the Scaleborn went down. Wounded Gnush would have rushed forward, but I grabbed one of his iron-muscled arms. 
 
    “Hold, my friend. Don’t kill yourself when the battle has already been won.” 
 
    Gnush looked at me with baleful eyes. I thought perhaps that he would attack me. Fortunately, he recognized me in time, and nodded. 
 
    The phantasm orc joined the battle and swung viciously, bringing down yet another Scaleborn. 
 
    Three others fled. They ran swift as horses, running around the temple instead of among the columns. 
 
    We’d defeated the ten and thus recaptured the Temple of Lume—unless something else awaited us in the temple. 
 
    The ten Scaleborn Marauders had been formidable adversaries, but the combined forces of my runesword, Gnush, and Kyl had been the key. We’d beaten the grim enemy at cost. Now, before I could say anything to the survivors, the accumulation of my wounds and loss of vitality or rune mastery, caused me to swoon and hit the ground unconscious. 
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    Keeper Elthor woke me, although Gnush stood nearby in the chamber. I lay on a huge but soft bed with silk sheets and polished brass knobs on thick bedposts. Beautiful paintings adorned the walls, the obvious works of masters.  The flickering candlesticks caught my notice next, as they were jewel-encrusted or golden. This was startling, as immense wealth was displayed throughout the bedroom, a veritable treasure room. 
 
    Why had I been placed here and why was I asleep? 
 
    “What? What happened to me?” I asked. 
 
    Elthor didn’t answer. Gnush shrugged when I looked at him. 
 
    Then I recalled the fight with the Scaleborn Marauders and my use of rune mastery. I think that’s what happened. We’d slain about seven of the Scaleborn. The rest, as far as I knew, had fled. Had the creatures left the environs of the temple and Mount Cragmoor? Were we safe from them? 
 
    “Keeper Elthor,” I said. 
 
    The old priest with his bright white robe held up his hand as if to shush me. “You must be fully awake before we speak. Are you?” 
 
    I frowned. That sounded ceremonial, as if he chanted an ancient formula. I didn’t care for it, or the implications of finality. 
 
    Elthor fingered the glass globe hanging from the silver chain around his neck. As he did, motes of light appeared within the globe wherever his fingertips touched. It was like that old science experiment with static electricity. 
 
    To try to clear my head, I sat up in bed. I studied the pillows. They had beautiful silk covers. I fluffed the pillows and set them behind me, resting against them. Doing all that had given me time to think. 
 
    “I find this incredible,” I said. “Are we in the Temple of Lume?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Elthor said. “This is the Grand Bedchamber of the Oracle. He has asked that you sleep in his bed as you recover from your ordeal.” 
 
    “This is the Oracle’s chamber?” 
 
    “I have said so,” Elthor told me.  
 
    “It’s sumptuous, beautiful, stunning.” 
 
    Elthor inclined his head. “That is the way of the Oracle. He does not live in poverty, as some believe, but in style and grace, eating only the best. I believe he suffered from deprivations during the occupancy of the Scaleborn. Thus, he is in the Feast Hall, repairing the damage. The Oracle has been eating there for a time. In truth, he has been starved and is making good on his present freedom.” 
 
    “Present freedom?” I looked at Gnush. 
 
    The big orc stood to the side, with the axe head resting on the floor, the haft up. He rested his hands against the end of the haft. He looked well, recovered from his injuries. Had the priest healed the orc from the battle? I suspected so. 
 
    “Well?” I asked Gnush. 
 
    The big orc shrugged. I had a feeling this was all a little much for Gnush, or so he thought. 
 
    “Where’s Kyl?” I asked. 
 
    “He is with the Oracle, eating,” Elthor said. “The wizard eats a surprising amount for being such a skinny fellow.” 
 
    “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “A night,” Elthor said. “Now I deem that you are finally fully awake.” 
 
    He was standing to the side. His hands dropped from around the glass ball, and he stroked his white beard, pensive. 
 
    “Alas, we cannot stay at the Temple of Lume,” Elthor said. “We believe the Scaleborn who survived our assault have raced away to gather reinforcements. It is nearly certain they will be back with a greater force, this time to slaughter everyone.” 
 
    “What’s the plan, then,” I asked, “to leave before they get here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Elthor said. 
 
    “What do we take from the temple?” 
 
    “Very little, I’m afraid, as we don’t have the luxury of time. The key is making sure the Oracle survives and maintains his freedom, although he is in little condition for such a journey.” 
 
    “The Scaleborn hurt him while they held him captive?” 
 
    Elthor cocked his head. “How do you mean?” 
 
    “You just said he’s not fit for such a journey. I assume the Scaleborn tortured him?” 
 
    “Ah, when you meet the Oracle, as I believe you soon will, you’ll understand what I mean.” 
 
    Gnush grunted and nodded when I glanced at him. 
 
    Elthor began to pace. He didn’t pace far but turned after several steps and paced in the other direction. He continued, going back and forth. 
 
    I noticed an open window that showed the mountaintop moors. Mist rose from the moors. Closer to us, several orange-feathered songbirds tweeted musically from a stunted Lorelai Tree. 
 
    I must have gained enough experience points from the battle so I could add a point to another trait. It mustn’t have been a ton of EPs, though, given the number of survivors on our side. The EPs would be split among too many people. Why had I swooned at the end? Maybe I wasn’t used to the drainage of…whatever, as I used my rune mastery. 
 
    Elthor stopped his pacing to study me. “The Oracle has agreed to hear your question, a question you may ask without payment. Whenever you are ready, he is ready to listen to you. He is grateful for what you have done in daring to attack the Scaleborn.” 
 
    “He can’t tell me that himself?” 
 
    “I am his spokesman in this regard,” Elthor said. “In truth, the Oracle is fain to talk with people except when he utters his serene and often puzzling answers. Do not be upset if his answer puzzles you, or if it is strange.” 
 
    “I get that.” 
 
    I thought about the Oracle at Delphi in the real world. In ancient Greek times, the priestess there had often given cryptic, puzzling answers. Often, the answers had been double-edged, so no matter what happened, there was some way that you could say, “Ah, the Oracle of Delphi prophesied this.” Would that be the same here with the Oracle at the Temple of Lume? Or, given that this was a computer-generated game, might the Oracle’s answers be more precise? Did Artemis have any part in this? Had the AI taken over Lume, or was he trying to suborn her, as we had surmised that he had suborned the Scaleborn’s war god? 
 
    I swung my legs out from under the covers, placed my feet on the floor and stood. I felt fine. My stomach grumbled. I was hungry, though. 
 
    “Where’s my runesword?” 
 
    “There,” Gnush said, shifting his head to the side. 
 
    The runesword was on a stand to the side of the bed. I buckled on the sword belt and scabbard with the runesword in it. It was odd, but I felt a pang of familiarity with the runesword. It felt like a companion, especially after the battle. 
 
    I listened intently and heard the softest of croons. Then it ceased. Had the runesword done that? Had Ironspike become a living entity because of the runes inscribed upon it? 
 
    I knew something about rune mastery and the use of rune magic from what I’d gained from the game rules. I wondered if I’d now receive information about forging runeswords. 
 
    I touched the pouch where my smartphone stayed. I wanted to be alone so I could see how many experience points I’d gained and decide where to put the extra trait point. Maybe I’d gained two if I was lucky, but at least one for sure. 
 
    After buckling on the sword belt and putting on my leather armor—someone had waxed and polished the armor. He’d also buffed the marks and cuts. I looked at Gnush. 
 
    “I did that,” the orc said. “The hero’s armor should always shine, or at least gleam because it’s waxed and polished.” 
 
    A wave of gratitude washed over me. “Thank you, Gnush, for everything you’ve done. You are the best friend I’ve ever had.” 
 
    As I said that, I realized that Gnush was indeed the best friend I’d ever had in Rune Quest and the real world combined. That was crazy. I think this in-game experience was getting to me. It was like watching your favorite movie where you totally become absorbed and totally felt and got what the main character feels, except you needed to treble that to understand what I felt in Rune Quest. 
 
    In some ways, I didn’t want to leave Rune Quest, and yet I knew that was absurd. If I failed to reenter my body, it would die. What would happen to my game consciousness if my real body died? How long could I live on in Rune Quest if my body died in the real world? 
 
    That brought up all kinds of theological, metaphysical questions I was not prepared to handle. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    Keeper Elthor nodded and headed for the door. 
 
    I followed. 
 
    Gnush rested his battle-axe on a shoulder and followed me. We walked down the corridor as we headed for the Hall of Feasting. 
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    The Hall of Feasting was smaller than I’d expected, only slightly larger than a typical kitchen and dining room. It boasted a massive, round, expensive, polished wooden table that took up most of the hall. There were portraits on the walls, some of priestesses and some of the goddess: a pale, ethereal woman who would never quite look at you. No matter where I stood, her eyes wouldn’t meet mine. 
 
    Kyl sat at the table with an empty plate as he sipped a glass of red wine. 
 
    On the other side was the fattest, hugest man I’d ever seen. He must have been big to start with, about seven feet tall. Now, he had to weigh four hundred and fifty, maybe even five hundred pounds. He was like a gigantic beach ball and wore a red-white robe that was more like a huge muumuu. His fingers looked like they would explode, the skin stretched so tightly on his hugely pudgy hands. He wore many costly rings with rubies and diamonds, heavy bracelets of gold, a collar of gold, gemmed earrings, and a soft cloth cap. I saw no evidence of hair except for his eyebrows. 
 
    “Hello, sir,” I said. 
 
    He turned even as he ate something and gulped. His thick throat convulsed and did so again. He picked up, not a glass of wine, but a veritable crystal pitcher of wine. He raised it to his lips and guzzled like some barbarian warrior champion. After draining the decanter, he pulled it away and belched, slamming the pitcher onto the table so I thought it would shatter. 
 
    It did not. 
 
    He had a huge, almost bloated face with rosy cheeks, a red nose, and perhaps the shrewdest brown eyes I’d ever seen. It was hard to see them, for fat enfolded his eyes and nearly blocked his vision. Still, what I saw seemed shrewd. 
 
    He sat back so his heavy metal chair groaned. “Ah,” he said in a deep voice, a commanding voice, “you’re the champion I need to applaud for freeing me, yes?” 
 
    “I led the attack against the Scaleborn. The others did as much as I did, as without them, we’d never have won.” 
 
    His feet, I noticed, were as puffy and huge and the skin as tight as the rest of him. He wore gigantic sandals. The toenails of his huge toes were encrusted with diamonds. 
 
    The wealth adorning him was startling, and to me seemed weird. 
 
    “You’re the Oracle?” I asked. 
 
    “At your service,” he said. “This is the last of the temples of Lume, she who gives the gift of foretelling and wisdom. Ah, sir, I applaud your courage indeed, that you had the fortitude to launch an assault,” and he clapped his massive hands several times. 
 
    Kyl had pushed his chair back. He stood and came around the table, standing beside Gnush, who was behind me. 
 
    Keeper Elthor stood by my side. 
 
    “Great Oracle,” Elthor said, “Your guest, your champion, as you have said, is here to ask a question that he wishes answered from the divine wisdom of Lume.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” the Oracle said. The huge man looked at the table, filled with viands, decanters, and all sorts of meats and fruits. I swear, he looked at it longingly, as if he hadn’t had enough to eat. He patted his huge gut, and said, “The Scaleborn kept me from the foods that those who follow Lume have brought me or that I have purchased through their gifts. Perchance, do you offer a gift as well for Lume and her wisdom that you seek?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, stepping forward and inclining my head toward the Oracle. “I offer you the gift of freedom, the ability to indulge in your appetites.” 
 
    “Now hold, hold,” he said, raising a huge hand. “I detect a hint of disapproval. Is this a disinclination to appreciate what I bring to the world?” 
 
    “That could be it,” I said sarcastically. What I wanted to say was, “No, it’s your greed.” But I felt that would be impolitic and unwise, seeing as I wanted an answer. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, his countenance changing to one of hostility. 
 
    Kyl cleared his throat. 
 
    I looked back at him. 
 
    The wizard shook his head—shook it not so all noticed, but emphatically just the same. 
 
    Gnush grunted, for he certainly understood what Kyl was trying to tell me. 
 
    I regarded the Oracle once more. “Excuse me, sir. I must have misunderstood your question. I thought you asked, ‘Are the Scaleborn worthy of mercy?’” 
 
    “What?” the Oracle asked, frowning. “How could you possibly have gotten that from what I said?” 
 
    I made a dismissive motion. “I made a mistake, Great Oracle. Surely, and hopefully, my admitting that is enough.” 
 
    His fat-enfolded eyes squinted even tighter. I don’t think he liked me. “We shall see, we shall see. What did you bring me in way of a gift?” 
 
    “As I said, Great Oracle, my friends and I brought you freedom through our courage and weapons. Together with your acolytes that have assembled on Mount Cragmoor, we shall now cleanse the temple.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” the Oracle said. “That’s out of the question since I must flee. These ruffians, these Scaleborn, bragged about how they’re going to move as a host upon Mount Cragmoor and claim it for their own. They plan to smash all the articles of Lume so they can turn the temple into that of their ugly war god. They wish to beat the drums of war and gather all the Scaleborn to them. Don’t you understand the magnitude of that? The Scaleborn plan to descend from Mount Cragmoor to bring bloodshed and rapine upon the world. I must flee before that happens. I must go elsewhere. Who then will receive the wisdom of Lume if I depart the last of her temples? How then will we stop this avalanche of barbarism from engulfing our world? Oh, this is terrible and horrible. Where will I eat? Where will I gain my viands? If I cannot receive payment from those who seek the wisdom of Lume—a dire day is upon us, a dire day. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, “it is sad, it is so sad.” I lowered my head and shook it to show him I understood his plight. 
 
    The Oracle had a vast appetite, and in the end, that was all he seemed to care about. How had this grotesque person come to be an oracle of wisdom? It seemed wrong. 
 
    When I raised my head, I erased all that from my face. “Sir, should I ask my question here, or is there a more appropriate place?” 
 
    “Of course I don’t want you to ask the question here!” the Oracle said, interrupting me. “That is preposterous! That is insane! No, no, we need ceremony. We need to be in the proper room. I,” he rubbed his huge belly, “I’m still feeling hungry. I don’t know, Keeper. Is this the right time for a revelation?” 
 
    “Yes, Great Oracle,” Elthor said, “it is indeed time. Time now is of the essence. We must move swiftly. I believe you must commune with the goddess of wisdom and learn what must befall us, and befall you, Great Oracle.” 
 
    “Oh very well,” the Oracle said. He gripped the edge of the huge oaken table with both monstrous hands. With a surge from his feet and with his prodigious arm strength, he heaved and pulled himself upright. Like some colossal iron statue, he turned and staggered from one foot to the next, not walking like you and I could because his weight was far too great for that, and his mass interfered with his mobility and motion. 
 
    “Help him,” Elthor said. He spoke to Gnush. 
 
    The orc bristled at the command. 
 
    “It’s okay, Gnush,” I said, “if you don’t mind.” 
 
    The big orc thought a moment and then slung his battle-axe onto his back. He went to the Oracle and grasped one of the massive arms. Gnush grunted with effort as he helped the Oracle who dwarfed him out of the Hall of Feasting and started toward the Hall of Wisdom. 
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    The Oracle stood in the tiny Hall of Wisdom. I’d call it more of a Closet of Wisdom. There was a thick golden seat at one end. He lowered his bulk onto it as the heavy chair creaked and groaned at his weight. 
 
    From there, the Oracle signaled to Keeper Elthor to begin. 
 
    The priest used a taper to light candles in the alcoves around the room. Once done, Elthor approached the Oracle, knelt and with considerable effort slid a golden grate, uncovering a hole. He dropped the taper into the hole. 
 
    After several seconds, there was a whoosh as of fire. Then trickles of smoke rose from the hole. 
 
    Elthor had risen and backed away. 
 
    “You may go, all of you, except for the questioner,” the Oracle said in his deep voice. 
 
    Gnush, Kyl who had been following, and Keeper Elthor departed the room, closing the huge doors behind them. 
 
    It was a close space in here. I was near the Oracle and he smelled of sour sweat. 
 
    Had he not bathed in an age or did each attempt to move his vast bulk produce rivers of sweat? I suspected the latter was the answer. 
 
    The Oracle removed his cloth hat, revealing a hairless head marked with dark swirling designs. He threw the hat beside his chair. Then he leaned his bulk forward so his face met the rising tendrils of smoke. He inhaled through his nostrils, taking a voluminous inhalation of smoke and air. Afterward, he turned his head and coughed. Given his size, his lungs must surely be much larger than mine. I realized his extra fat and muscle would not have increased the size of his lungs. Such thinking would be stupid. 
 
    “Compose yourself,” the Oracle said in an almost eerie voice. I say almost because it was simply too loud and powerful to be truly eerie. 
 
    I composed myself, with my hands held before me. I had the runesword, which surprised me. I’d thought all articles of war would have to be handed over, but I’d been wrong. I composed myself, already knowing my question. 
 
    “Huh, huh,” the Oracle said, nearly grunting the words. Without looking at me, he put his face back over the smoke, which had thickened. He inhaled another great draft of smoky air. I could literally see it flowing into his nostrils. He jerked his head away, hacking and coughing. I wondered if he needed several jugs of water to clear his throat. 
 
    “May I get you—?” 
 
    The Oracle held up a hand instantly. He raised his head and eyes—they were bloodshot. He looked and seemed different. Did that mean the smoke was a gift of wisdom from Lume? I didn’t know how all this worked. I suppose the game rules might mention it. I hadn’t been able to find those rules, though. Maybe it was in the deities and demons rules Artemis had kept from me—except for the section I’d read on Lume. 
 
    Once more, the huge Oracle thrust his face over the hole where smoke billowed. He inhaled deeply. He seemed to continue inhaling forever. 
 
    I smelled the smoke and began to grow dizzy. Was this some kind of narcotic? Was Lume testing me through the smoke? Was it going to infect me? Was this a trick, the smoke making me high, so I’d believe anything? 
 
    Maybe the Oracle ate so much because there was poison in the smoke. One counteracted the poison through sheer mass. There simply wasn’t enough smoke to kill this behemoth of a man. 
 
    My knees nearly buckled. I was ready to crash to the floor. Instead, I locked my knees and shuffled back until my back hit a wall. 
 
    The huge Oracle glanced sidelong at me. I think he understood what I was trying to do. He giggled. It was a horrific sounding giggle. 
 
    It sent shivers of horror through me. I didn’t know who Lume was. I didn’t know if I’d fallen into a trap Artemis had set for me. 
 
    The Oracle raised his hands and spoke in a slow voice, “Great Goddess Lume, you who grant wisdom and glimpses of the shadowy future. We are here to inquire, to bring a question to you and desire wisdom in this. We ask it, your Oracle, your servant, who you have gifted with the desires of his heart.” 
 
    Looking at the Oracle, I could well believe he’d gotten the desires of his heart. Those desires had literally consumed him as he consumed all he wanted. 
 
    “Your question,” the Oracle said, “What is your question?” 
 
    It took me a moment to realize he was speaking to me. It took another moment to compose my mind enough to think. Finally: 
 
    “Oracle,” I said, “who must I go to or who must I see so that I can escape Rune Quest and return to my body in the real world?” 
 
    The Oracle glared at me with his bloodshot eyes. That seemed to last an eternal ten seconds. Then he thrust his head over the smoke, and he inhaled a vast amount, groaning afterward as his body shook. 
 
    The room seemed to sway around me. I rested against the wall. If I hadn’t, I’m sure my knees would have buckled. The leaning took weight from my weakening knees. I remained upright instead of crashing to the floor. 
 
    The Oracle pulled his face away from the smoke. It seemed as if the smoke immediately dwindled until only wisps rose from the hole. At that point, with his foot, he shoved the golden grate over the hole. 
 
    “You’re strong and willful,” the Oracle told me. His voice was back to normal. The titter, the giggle that he’d given earlier, whatever had possessed him seemed to be gone. “You have asked an intriguing, deep and baleful question. It is a question that enwraps the entirety of what you know of as Rune Quest and what I call the world.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “There are forces at work which would destroy…” the Oracle paused and then said, “the world. We will call it the world.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me.” 
 
    He nodded. “There are forces at work that attempt to destroy the world. I sense that you are fighting against that force. First, to do that, you must live. Live in a sense that I do not understand. It’s akin to apotheosis.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Becoming a god,” he intoned. 
 
    “No, no,” I said, “I have no interest in becoming a god. I don’t ascribe to that. I don’t think anyone should.” 
 
    “No?” the Oracle asked. 
 
    “There is a book in the real world which says that such a desire is evil and vile and really was perhaps the first, the original sin. It was a desire to be like God. No, I want nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “I do not comprehend,” the Oracle said. “By apotheosis, I meant your transformation from the world to a place outside the world where you will get what you call ‘the regaining of self.’ Does that make any sense to you?” 
 
    “It does,” I said. “It does.” 
 
    “That is good,” the Oracle said. “I see and feel events but don’t always comprehend. Great Lume has detected an evil force that is corrupting the very deities of the world and turning them to its baleful influence. I believe the war god of the Scaleborn is one of those. The war god has not completely fallen, but he is in the process. The storming of the Temple of Lume was but one of those components. I will have to move from here. I will have to know discomfort. Yet I must. Lume demands it.” 
 
    I said nothing to that. Fortunately, the hypnotic, the narcotic feeling had lessened. My awareness had sharpened once more. I saw that the Oracle perspired greatly. I also smelled that he did. The Oracle seemed worried. I would even say he’d become fearful. 
 
    “Yes,” the Oracle said, “let me form the words for the thoughts in my mind.” Both hands rose with their pudgy-ringed fingers. With his fingertips, he rubbed the temples of his head and groaned. He threw his head back to stare at the ceiling. 
 
    I looked up. The ceiling was like the Sistine Chapel with fantastic paintings. Many of the paintings showed a pale goddess who would not quite meet your gaze as she looked down. 
 
    With a groan, the Oracle looked down at me. He placed his huge hands on his knees. “Come near,” he said. 
 
    I shoved from the wall and staggered to him. 
 
    He surged out of his chair and gripped both my upper arms in a bone-crushing hold. The strength of the Oracle was appalling. I had the feeling he would have been able to toss Gnush around like a rag doll, as the saying goes. He lifted me into the air as a man would a baby. He lifted me up and looked at me. 
 
    “You,” he said, “have asked a question of Lume. I am the Oracle, her voice.” 
 
    I was transfixed as I looked down upon the monstrous man, this behemoth of bulk. 
 
    “You must go to the Shadow Box in Stonewatch below Aridel,” the Oracle intoned. “You must go there and free the thief in the Glass Tube. If you do and if you follow her instructions, that will give you the highest probability of escaping the world and reaching the outer reaches of reality and returning to whatever it is there.” 
 
    “The Glass Tube in Stonewatch below Aridel,” I said from up here. 
 
    At that point, the strength seemed to depart the Oracle. He set me down and collapsed back into his chair. His head turned. I think he would have fallen asleep, maybe snoring, but by an obvious act of will, he shook that off and straightened. 
 
    “This is for all the marbles,” the Oracle said. “That does not mean anything to me. Does it to you?” 
 
    “It does,” I said, “it most certainly does.” 
 
    “This is more than about you. It is about this world and the other. Do you have the force of will to see this through?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Do you?” he asked, louder than before. 
 
    “As far as I know,” I said. 
 
    “That will have to be enough,” he said. “I sense that time is short. It is running out for your ability to escape the world, to escape the one who twists the deities, perhaps even uses the demons and the demon lords. Oh, this is grave indeed. Even though I must leave the Temple of Lume, and it is a great loss, I feel what is happening to you is even more important than what is happening to me.” 
 
    The Oracle put one of his big fleshy paws on his chest. “To me personally,” he said, “it is more important what you accomplish.” He pointed at me. “You must win through. Therefore, it is time that you and I talk to Keeper Elthor.” 
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    Like a huge Kodiak bear, the Oracle thrust the doors open and bellowed. 
 
    In moments, Kyl, Gnush, Keeper Elthor, the mercenary who’d survived the dreadful fight and some of the pilgrims arrived. 
 
    “Keeper Elthor,” the Oracle said, “conference now.” 
 
    Elthor faced the others. “It is all right. I must conference with the Oracle. You three will come with us.” He pointed at Gnush, Kyl and me. Elthor turned to Ragnar and asked him to take the pilgrims to the Reception Hall. 
 
    Ragnar and the pilgrims departed. 
 
    The Oracle lumbered to his bedroom. 
 
    Elthor looked at me and I shrugged. 
 
    We followed the Oracle to the great bedchamber. The vast bulk of the Oracle hurled himself into the bed and crawled upon it. The bed groaned as it strained to hold his weight. The Oracle turned until he rested like a beached whale, snoring loudly. 
 
    Elthor looked at us, looked again at the Oracle on his bed and turned back to us. “We will let him be.” 
 
    The Oracle ceased snoring and now snorted like some bear pawing and demanding admittance into a storeroom. Opening his eyes, the Oracle slid up until his head and shoulders were propped up just a little against the headboard. 
 
    “Listen to me, Keeper,” the Oracle said, “this is grim and serious tidings. The one called Jack Kang is more important than I, more important to Lume and the entire world’s survival.” 
 
    Everyone looked at me. 
 
    I felt like a spectacle on display. 
 
    “That isn’t hyperbole,” the Oracle said. “It is the flat-out truth. Keeper, he must instantly reach near the outskirts of Stonewatch below Aridel.” 
 
    “Do you understand what you’re saying?” Elthor asked. 
 
    “I most certainly do,” the Oracle said. 
 
    “But that was the way we were going to move you to safety,” Elthor said. 
 
    The Oracle shook his head. “I understand the heartbreak it will be to the rest of you, but I will attempt the journey the normal way.” 
 
    “No,” Elthor said, “that is impossible. You cannot walk up and down the cliff trails.” 
 
    “I did once.” 
 
    “That was many years ago. And you were much different then,” Elthor said. 
 
    “I know, I know, I was thinner. I could move about more easily. It’s either that or I will have to wait here like a sacrifice for the Scaleborn. I think this time they will kill me. They might even bring ogres or trolls to eat me.” 
 
    “Without you to train someone else,” Elthor said, “how will anyone know the will of Lume, the wisdom of Lume?” 
 
    The Oracle shook his head. “It is more important that you bring that man and his two companions to the outskirts of Stonewatch below Aridel. That is more critical to anything, even to us.” 
 
    “But what will I do?” Elthor cried. “What will I be a priest of if the temple falls?” 
 
    “If you think it’s hard for you, think how hard it will be for me,” the Oracle said. “I who have known the bounty of Lume, I who have feasted to my heart’s delight for decades, I who have imparted wisdom to thousands, tens of thousands, will now know poverty in all its forms. That is unthinkable and detestable.” 
 
    Keeper Elthor stroked his beard. “How soon should we do this?” 
 
    “Time has run out,” the Oracle said. “It must be now or never. It is for all the marbles.” 
 
    Kyl’s head jerked up. He stared intently at the Oracle. Then he turned and stared at me. 
 
    I knew the wizard’s mind was cunning and clever, able to pierce many secrets and illusions, as he had once said. 
 
    “Very well,” Elthor said. “I do this with a heavy heart.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” the Oracle said. “I do this because it must be done. It is the key. I have seen. I have inhaled deeply of the future. Lume has revealed things to me.” He shook his head. “My mind reels at the realities, at the levels of fakery, at ideas I cannot comprehend. The parts I do comprehend terrify me and leave me sick with a bitter longing. What am I?” The Oracle looked at me. “Can you tell me? What am I?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, wondering if he realized he was a pixel image made by a program of a quantum computer. “You’re the Oracle of Lume. You’re here in the Temple of Lume. It is real. I’m going to do what I can and make sure it remains real.” 
 
    The Oracle stared at me, that behemoth of a man. “You swear this?” 
 
    “I do, as much as it is within my power.” 
 
    “It is done. Keeper, take them and transfer them. Do it now!” 
 
    Keeper Elthor beckoned us as the Oracle slumped back on the giant bed and began to snore. They were loud snores. I imagine he slept deeply. Perhaps he needed to sleep like that. Of course, he needed to sleep like that. Great vitality or something other than rune mastery, but some prophetic trait was what had allowed him to do what he had. He must have a trait of fifteen, twenty, or something incredible in that category. 
 
    We followed Elthor, going through doors and down staircases. He opened a trapdoor, and we followed him deep into the earth. 
 
    It felt damp around us. The moors must drip here. Even though the walls were lined with brick, water seeped through the cracks where moss grew. 
 
    Elthor came to a raised dais. Upon it were inscriptions. I didn’t understand their meaning, but they seemed powerful and pregnant with possibility. 
 
    Elthor stepped onto the dais. “The three of you, come quickly.” 
 
    Sensing what was coming, I said, “We don’t have our backpacks. We have our weapons, but—” 
 
    “There is no time,” Elthor said, interrupting. “The Oracle speaks truly when he says that. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have uttered such words. I know where to put you, on the outer outskirts of Stonewatch below Aridel. I shall do it. Surely you have a plan as to what to do from there.” 
 
    “I do,” I said. 
 
    Elthor nodded. “I wish you luck. I wish you the wisdom of Lume. May you accomplish whatever great task Lume has set before you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Keeper Elthor.” I stepped up and shook his hand, grasping his hand with both of mine. 
 
    Elthor indicated where each of us should stand. Afterward, he grasped the glass ball hanging by a silver chain and lowered his head. He began to chant in an eerie voice. 
 
    I saw runes appear in the dais. I didn’t think Keeper Elthor was a runelord or runebinder, but in some manner, runes were being used. 
 
    Before I had a chance to rest, before I had a chance to look at the smartphone to see if I’d gained any experience points, before any of that happened, there was a flash. We disappeared from the dais under the earth on top of Mount Cragmoor. 
 
    We reappeared surrounded by jagged, seemingly lifeless desert mountains. There were goats high in the distance of some of them. 
 
    Keeper Elthor appeared as a mist. “I have transported you to the outskirts of Stonewatch below Aridel. It was a long-range shift weave. You are here. Accomplish what you must. Save the world, Jack Kang. If you can.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    A sudden wind blew, and Keeper Elthor dissipated as if he never was. 
 
    Probably, he was back at Mount Cragmoor. I had a feeling he’d used the single shift weave spell he possessed. The glass ball must have held it. Elthor had used it to transport us three. That meant the great behemoth of an Oracle would have to walk down Mount Cragmoor. I saw then what Elthor had meant earlier. It was doubtful the Oracle could ever travel the step mountain trails. They had given much for this, for me. 
 
    I knew now that Artemis was the enemy of all of Rune Quest. Before I could stop the quantum computer, I needed to regain my body. 
 
    “This is unbelievable,” Gnush said. 
 
    “This is highly fascinating,” Kyl said. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Let’s see what this place Stonewatch is like.” 
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    We’d walked several paces when Kyl said, “Just a moment. Maybe you should rest on your own.” 
 
    “Me?” I asked. “Why should I—?” Then it hit me that Kyl had a great suggestion. I’d never gotten to “rest” since the fight against the Scaleborn Marauders. I’d never gotten my experience points or an extra trait point. 
 
    “I do need to take a whiz,” I said. 
 
    Kyl shook his head. “You don’t have to pretend anymore. We understand, don’t we, Gnush?” 
 
    “What we understand?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “That Jack is different,” Kyl said. “The Oracle and Keeper Elthor gave up a lot to help him get here. Jack is going to do something to save the world.” 
 
    “Oh,” Gnush said. “Yeah, I know that.” 
 
    “Go on and do your thing,” Kyl told me. “We’ll wait here for you.” 
 
    “Why we wait again?” asked Gnush. 
 
    Kyl blinked at the big orc, finally saying, “Jack has to take a whiz.” 
 
    “Oh,” Gnush said. “Sure, I wait for that.” 
 
    I shook my head and backtracked, passing the location where we’d appeared. I looked back. 
 
    Gnush waved his battle-axe at me. 
 
    I waved back and went around a big boulder, so they were out of view. Leaning against the boulder, I took out the smartphone. Would Artemis show up, or would I have the neutral GM? 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “I slept after the battle with the Scaleborn Marauders. Did I get experience points for the fight?” 
 
    Yes, appeared on the phone screen. Let me calculate. You gained 275 EPs for the battle. Combining your 215 from the previous fights, you now have 490 EPs. That is enough for another trait add. Where would you like to add it? 
 
    That seemed easy enough. I should add it either to endurance or rune mastery. I did need better endurance. There was no question about that. I had an 11 endurance and an 11 in rune mastery. The rune mastery had allowed me to start using the powers of Runesword Ironspike. I’d also gained information about runes and rune mastery. Would another point in rune mastery give me even greater insights to using it? 
 
    The truth was that I needed to unlock the power of Ironspike. That was a better investment for my point than greater endurance. 
 
    “I’ve made my choice,” I said. “I want an extra point in rune mastery.” 
 
    Here you go then. On the screen appeared: 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 11 
 
      
 
    Strength: 13 
 
    Agility: 14 
 
    Endurance: 11 
 
    Intelligence: 12 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 6 
 
    XXX: 5 
 
    Rune Mastery: 12 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (II), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I), Gem Eye, Rugged Constitution (I) 
 
      
 
    I nodded, feeling that I’d made the right choice. 
 
    “Do I have greater insights now to using runes?” 
 
    Yes, as you have a 12 in rune mastery instead of 11. 
 
    “What I mean is do I know more about runeswords?” 
 
    Why not read the rules on them. 
 
    “I’ve looked before,” I said. “There aren’t any.” 
 
    Yes, there are. 
 
    I started scrolling through the game rules. Could I have gained new information—oh, look at this. This was exactly the type of thing I’d been hoping for. 
 
    On the screen, I scrolled through: 
 
      
 
    Runeblades: Weapons of the Runelords 
 
      
 
    Creation: Making a runeblade is a mix of metalwork and runes. In the forge, runes are etched into the blade by experts, making them match a rune-user’s skill. 
 
      
 
    Use: Anyone good at runes can use a runeblade. When in the right hands, the blade’s runes light up with power. 
 
      
 
    Powers: 
 
      
 
    Invocation: A runeblade’s power changes with its user. A user sends his strength into the blade, calling out effects like lightning or barriers. The stronger the user, the stronger the effects. 
 
      
 
    Adaptation: The blade learns with its wielder. They grow together and in time use runes faster in fights. 
 
      
 
    Growth: Use a blade more, and it fits you better. Sometimes, it shows one new runes or ways to use them. 
 
      
 
    Limits: 
 
      
 
    Skill Needs: How good a runeblade is depends on the user’s rune mastery skill and the blade’s runes. Some can use the sword a bit, others all of the inscribed powers. 
 
      
 
    Overuse: Use the sword’s powers too much, and the rune or runes get hot. Then it won’t work. 
 
      
 
    Resting: After a lot of use, the runes in a blade need a break. If that doesn’t happen, the runes go quiet. 
 
      
 
    Great Blades: Some runeblades are old and very strong. Having one makes you powerful but can also be hard or dangerous on you. 
 
      
 
    In Rune Quest: Runeblades are important and wanted. They’re strong in fights and show who’s good at rune mastery. Such swords can mean high rank. 
 
      
 
    I reread that until it dawned on me. With greater use and mastery of runes, I could tap into more of Ironspike’s power. 
 
    Did that mean my next several points should all go into rune mastery? Did I have time for that? From what the Oracle had said, I needed to hurry this. 
 
    I told the GM through the smartphone, “Do I have new quests now that I succeeded against the Scaleborn Marauders?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I checked. I did. I read them, including the bonus quest. Nothing indicated anything out of the ordinary or spoke about this region of Rune Quest. 
 
    “Where am I exactly?” 
 
    You are in the mid-Tarnish Mountains near the town of Stonewatch and the stronghold of Aridel, home to Rune Enchantress Selene. 
 
    That was interesting and maybe daunting. “Have I met this rune enchantress before?” 
 
    No. 
 
    There was something fishy about the answer. I could sense it. I thought—oh. “Have I ever seen her?” 
 
    Just before you entered the Hobgoblin Hole, you did. 
 
    My heart started beating harder. Elthor had brought me to the home of my enemy. The rune enchantress—a type of runelord—her name was Selene. Why would Elthor have given me away like this? 
 
    I shook my head. Elthor had sent us here because the Oracle said I was supposed to free a woman from the Glass Tube, a prison in the Shadow Box. Freeing her—if I listened to her—would be the quickest route to getting back to my body in the real world. That was if Lume was right about all this. 
 
    “Can you tell me anything about this place, about Aridel and Stonewatch?” 
 
    The screen cursor began to blink. 
 
    I held my breath, hoping—the cursor began to move as the neutral GM wrote: 
 
    Beneath towering Stormreach Peak lies Stonewatch, shadowed by Rune Enchantress Selene’s fortress. Built of gray stone from the mountains, the fortress stands complex and cold, like Selene herself. 
 
    In Stonewatch’s center stands the Shadow Box and the Glass Tube. This near-indestructible tube in the main square is Selene’s mark of power. Inside, prisoners are kept alive, visible to all. Their voices break the square’s silence but the prisoners remain trapped, unreachable. 
 
    Children stay away, warned of potential curses from those in the tube. Traders use the tube as a threat for fair deals. Drunks, late at night, mock those trapped within, finding joy in another’s pain. 
 
    No hope is found in the Glass Tube. Strong wills break, voices become quiet whispers. In the end, all that remains is silence and waiting for the next sad story. 
 
    What was wrong with the GM? Why had he told it like that? I did wonder how I was supposed to free anyone from the tube. 
 
    I glared at the smartphone. I needed an angle. How could I get an angle fast? I—oh, I had an idea. 
 
    “What do the people of Stonewatch do for work?” 
 
    Stonewatch, under the shadow of Selene’s looming castle, thrives off the mountain’s gifts. 
 
    Stone Masons: Stonewatch’s very name honors the land’s gray stone. The masons craft it into buildings and fine statues. 
 
    Miners: Deep in Stormreach Peak, miners pull out valuable stones. 
 
    Jewelers: Those stones turn into coveted jewelry by skilled hands. 
 
    Castle Workers: Many serve Selene. Inside her walls, some cook and clean. Outside, some keep watch. 
 
    Market Traders: In the plaza, by the Glass Tube, vendors trade goods, from essentials to rare finds. 
 
    Herders: Near the town’s edge, mountain goats and tough sheep graze. 
 
    Weavers: Sheep’s wool becomes thick clothes, suited for the cold. 
 
    Herbalists: The mountains hide rare plants. Some, with Selene’s blessing, craft potent brews with them. 
 
    Innkeepers: Travelers drawn to Stonewatch find warmth in taverns and inns. 
 
    Water Men: Water is scarce. Some capture every drop, from rain to dew. 
 
    Scholars: Selene’s power attracts those hungry for old secrets. They teach and learn. 
 
    Craftsmen: Influenced by Selene and history, artisans shape stories into tangible items. 
 
    Yet, you’ll find no locals guarding Selene’s castle. Orc maidens do that. Why only them? That is Stonewatch’s silent question. 
 
    I blinked as I quickly reread that. The smartphone, or the GM using it, was giving away more than it had in the past. I had no idea why. Maybe that was part of my idea of this being a first-time game master. Artemis had stolen some of the process. Was the neutral GM not as bright because of that? 
 
    I bowed my head and thought hard. What else should I ask while I could? I had an idea. 
 
    “What’s so unique about a rune enchantress?” 
 
    I do not understand your question. 
 
    “What can a rune enchantress do?” 
 
    Do you mean a theoretical rune enchantress? 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “that.” 
 
    Words began to appear faster than I could read them. 
 
    A rune enchantress works magic with symbols. Here’s what she does: 
 
    Object Enchantment: She marks weapons, jewelry, and more with runes. A sword might catch fire; a pendant might shield its owner. 
 
    Warding: She draws runes that block, protect, or trap. 
 
    Divination: With rune-marked stones or bones, she tells fortunes from their patterns. 
 
    Communication: Her runes send secret notes, seen only by those in the know. They might also make portals for distant talks. 
 
    Rituals: For ceremonies, she maps runes to strengthen or guide magic. 
 
    Living Marks: Not just on things, but on flesh. Living beings bear her runes for gifts or guards. 
 
    Lore: She knows old rune tales and truths. Others seek her to read ancient words or grasp bygone magic. 
 
    Elemental Calls: She summons elementals with runes. Fire, water, wind, earth, and even shadow or light answer her. 
 
    Memory Holding: Some runes keep memories or spells, waiting for when needed. 
 
    Time Runes: Skilled hands might touch time with runes, altering its flow or peering ahead. 
 
    Abruptly, the phone ceased writing. 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked. 
 
    That is more than enough for now. 
 
    I thought about asking more but put away the smartphone instead. The neutral GM seemed to be getting suspicious. Might that cause it to summon Artemis or give a warning to Artemis that he reconnect with my smartphone? 
 
    It seemed to me that a rune enchantress was the same thing as a runelord, just using a different name. That was like a computer, pouring out information without really understanding it. 
 
    This Selene was different, though. That much was clear. It wasn’t clear from what I’d just learned, but from her involvement against me at the Hobgoblin Hole. That showed greater understanding than any NPC I’d met so far except for the Oracle. 
 
    I wanted to ponder that, but it was time to get back to the others. How were we going to free the thief from the Glass Tube at the Shadow Box? Why was she in there? What made her so important to me? 
 
    I shook my head. I needed to formulate a plan and then execute it swiftly. 
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    I hurried back to Kyl and Gnush. 
 
    “Well,” Kyl said. They both leaned against boulders, resting. “You learned a lot, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I sure did.” I began to tell them about Stonewatch, the Shadow Box, the Glass Tube and Rune Enchantress Selene. I mentioned the various town occupations. “This should interest you,” I told Gnush. “Most of the guards around here are orc females.” 
 
    “Females?” Gnush said, his eyes brightening as he grinned. “Why female orc warriors?” 
 
    “I get the feeling Selene doesn’t trust men. Therefore, her main guards are females. Maybe orc females are better at fighting than human females.” 
 
    “That true,” Gnush said with pride. 
 
    “I’m thinking the main guards at the Shadow Box, the town prison, are female orc warriors as well,” I said. 
 
    Gnush clapped his hands, his grin widening, causing all sorts of lines to appear in his leathery face. “I know how we can get this prisoner free and do it in a hurry, too.” 
 
    “I’m all ears,” I said, wondering what Gnush had thought up. 
 
    “I’ll go down and court these female orcs.” Gnush chortled and slapped his chest several times, pounding it like he was King Kong. “The orc females will see Gnush. I doubt they will have seen a Black Mountain Orc before. The orc females will lust for one such as me. I will lure them away with my appeal and they will vie for my affections. In that way, they will forget about their guardianship of the prisoner. I will lead them in drinking bouts. Yes! We will go to the taverns, smash tables and drink grog—grog like you wouldn’t believe. Then I will test the orc maidens.” 
 
    “Test them in battle?” Kyl asked with a sly grin. 
 
    “Aha!” Gnush cried, pushing the thin wizard, who staggered and almost fell. “I will test them in the way a male does a female. I will test to see which is the most vigorous, which is the most pleasing.” Gnush thumped his chest three times. I thought he would hurt himself, he thumped his chest so hard. “Yes, Gnush go now and show these orc maidens me.” 
 
    I covered my mouth to hide my smile and stifled a laugh so Gnush wouldn’t hear. “That’s not a bad idea, Gnush, but I think we’ll hold off and try something else first.” 
 
    “That poor decision,” Gnush said. “I am your friend. You know that, Jack Kang. But here is a chance for females who haven’t seen an orc warrior like me before. It is a chance of a lifetime for me.” 
 
    “I’ve a question,” Kyl said. 
 
    “What?” asked Gnush. 
 
    “Who said there weren’t any orc warriors around? I didn’t hear Jack say that.” 
 
    “That easy to know,” Gnush said. “This Selene installed orc females as her guards. She would not have done that if she had seen orc males. That tells me there no orc males around. This I tell you as plain truth.” 
 
    “What you’re suggesting is a risky plan,” I said. 
 
    Gnush frowned. 
 
    “But it’s a good plan nonetheless,” I added. “It may even be a great plan, but it’s too risky for you.” 
 
    “I accept the risk,” Gnush said. “I will dare the risk because someone must.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would,” I said, “but hold it a minute. Keep your pants on.” 
 
    “Pants? What is this? Are you mocking Gnush’s idea?” 
 
    “I’m not, I’m not,” I said. “Let me first tell you what else I learned.” I told them I’d gained more understanding about rune mastery, runes, and that I bet this Glass Tube had runic power. That would keep the glass from breaking easily. 
 
    “We’re in the lion’s den for sure,” Kyl said. “This is Selene’s place of power. I’m sure the rune enchantress is even stronger up in her fortress. Either way, though, freeing the thief is going to be nearly impossible to achieve.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right,” I said. “But what else can we do? This is the spot. This is the place. That is the thief we need to free.” 
 
    “Could the Oracle have made a mistake?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “We have to play the cards we’ve been dealt,” I said. 
 
    “Meaning what?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “Meaning freeing the thief is what we’re going to do. We need to study the situation first, the exact location of the prisoner, how well-guarded the prison is, maybe finding out what her infraction was.” 
 
    “It was more than an infraction,” Kyl said. “The Glass Tube sounds positively dismal. But you can’t go down there to look, that would be too obvious.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “That you have a target painted on you. This rune enchantress came all the way to the Hobgoblin Hole to capture or kill you before. That showed great magical power and possibly greater desire on her part. Surely, she has ways of sensing your nearness or has some runic power attuned to you.” 
 
    I thought of Artemis. If Artemis knew I was this near the rune enchantress, would he tell her? Would Selene shift weave to our spot and capture us? It would all be over then. 
 
    I put my right hand on the hilt of Ironspike. “If I can’t go down there, if we don’t dare let Gnush go down and cause an uproar—” 
 
    “What uproar?” Gnush asked, interrupting me. 
 
    “The uproar caused by your testing the orc maidens and drinking at and smashing the taverns. Soon, many will inhabit the Glass Tubes, not just the thief.” 
 
    “Ha-ha-ha,” Gnush laughed. “You’re probably right. I be like nothing the orc maidens ever see before.” 
 
    This braggadocio was a side of Gnush I’d never seen before. I bet he was the belle of the ball, as they would say, when it came to the lady orcs. 
 
    “I have to be the one to go down there to scout,” Kyl said. “I’ll cause the least disturbance. I look like an inoffensive monk, and I understand magic better than either of you two. I can likely speak to the thief without tripping any wires. Afterward, I can return here, maybe not exactly here. Let’s find a better location, a place that overlooks the town.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and nodded soon enough. “All of that makes sense. And besides, you are a thieving wizard. If anyone could fathom how to spirit someone from a place like that, you’re the one to do it.” 
 
    “I’ll also have some spells to help me,” Kyl said. 
 
    With the decision made, even as Gnush tried to convince us that he should go to the orc maids immediately—we managed to restrain him with our words—we found an outcropping. From here, we could see the town made of gray stone. It was bigger than I’d expected. Surprisingly, there were no walls around the town. Did runes protect it? 
 
    “Look up there,” Kyl said. 
 
    The wizard pointed at a mountain fortress, Aridel, where the rune enchantress lived. The place was merged into the side of a towering cliff. It looked imposing. 
 
    Far above the stronghold was the snowy top of Stormreach Peak. It was vast and majestic, and cast much of the area into shadow. 
 
    I wondered if Selene sensed my nearness. I had to trust the Oracle, or Lume, knowing enough with her divine wisdom, whatever that meant in Rune Quest terms. 
 
    From our hidden location, a ledge in a rocky enclave, Kyl bid us goodbye. He began to laboriously work his way down a cliff until he found a goat trail. It still took him an hour to negotiate. Eventually, he headed barefoot across rock-sandy terrain toward Stonewatch. 
 
    What would he find there? 
 
    I studied Stonewatch. As the sun shifted, I spied a glitter for a moment. It wasn’t from a spire in town but a tall glass tube. 
 
    I shuddered. Within was a prisoner. What a doleful place to spend your last days. Would I find myself there next? That would keep me from respawning again at my original location in Rune Quest. 
 
    I shook that off, as that wasn’t the right way to think at a time like this. I’m not saying positive thinking guarantees a positive outcome. I’m saying positive thinking at least gave you the nerve to continue trying. 
 
    To that end, Gnush and I were now going to have to wait. 
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    Several hours later, after Kyl had entered Stonewatch, Gnush and I sat around sharpening weapons and contemplating life. I had just finished reexamining the runeblade, sliding it back into the scabbard. Gnush sat up suddenly and stared at me intently. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Gnush asked quietly. 
 
    “Do you mean my sword?” 
 
    “No. No.” He crouched on all fours, with the battle-axe haft gripped in his hand. “It was the clink of chain mail. It came from…” His head turned as he peered in the direction we’d first come. Like an alerted hunting hound, he moved on all fours in that direction. 
 
    I looked that way. It was less than a path in some places, filled with rocks, gravel and sheer sides. It was bleak and barren— 
 
    “Did you hear lots of clinks or just one?” I asked. 
 
    Gnush glanced at me. “Lots.” He cocked his head, peering forward again, listening. “They coming. I hear voices murmuring.” 
 
    A shiver crawled up my spine. I still couldn’t see anyone, or hear anyone for that matter. “How far are they?” 
 
    “Less than five minutes,” Gnush whispered. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet. 
 
    “No. Stay low. Don’t reveal yourself.” Gnush slid behind a boulder in relation to the way we’d come. 
 
    I crabbed-walked and was soon beside him. I noticed Ironspike was in my hand, ready to use. I couldn’t recall drawing it. 
 
    “Do you still hear them?” 
 
    “Not any longer. They muffled their mail, but I hear their tread. They’re approaching us.” 
 
    That ripped it. What did it mean? I bent my head, not to listen, but to think. 
 
    Rune Enchantress Selene was obviously a powerful entity in Rune Quest. Would she have set traps or have alarms, possibly tripped if someone shift weaved into proximity? Had Keeper Elthor inadvertently tripped the wire by placing us here? It would have been worse if Elthor had placed us in Stonewatch, or anywhere that people could see us appear. If we had tripped a wire, would Selene send runelords, runebinders or a patrol to check us out? 
 
    I bet she’d send a patrol, an armed patrol. If Selene thought we were dangerous, how many would be in the patrol? Most likely too many for Gnush and me to handle. 
 
    Strangely, it was back to just Gnush and me. I’d have liked Kyl’s advice about now. I’d like to know he could send a buffed phantasm into the fight, one after another. 
 
    I shook my head. I had to reason this out. I had my runesword. But if I engaged it, would Selene sense the unleashing of runic power? 
 
    “No,” I whispered. 
 
    I refused to grant her unlimited powers. She’d used a long-range shift weave before. She knew how to use the spell and could possibly sense the emanations or differences it created when used near Aridel. 
 
    “Get ready,” Gnush said. 
 
    The orc was like a lion waiting in tall grass. He shifted his hindquarters, ready to charge. Was that the answer? Or was it to run away and hide? What if the patrol had a tracker, a hound or rune sniffer? 
 
    I exhaled slowly and gathered my resolve. It was time to fight. I sheathed Ironspike. 
 
    “What you doing?” Gnush asked. 
 
    I pulled out my knife, holding it by the sharp tip. “I’m going to throw first, whip out the runesword and attack second.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea. Can you throw on the run?” 
 
    “We’re going to find out.” 
 
    A man appeared up ahead on a narrow path, not a female orc warrior, but a man in chain mail with a large shield and short sword. Behind him followed four others like him. Behind them were four spearmen. That made nine men against us two. 
 
    Gnush leapt up and started running. He didn’t bellow. He didn’t utter any sound. Instead, as silently and swiftly as this brute of an orc could, he charged. Maybe that was the right thing because it wasn’t wide here, but narrow. It was like the Spartans at the Pass of Thermopylae against masses of Persians. Here, of course, it was much narrower, but we were facing far fewer warriors as well. 
 
    The patrol shouted with alarm at seeing a charging orc brute. I found that I, too, was charging. 
 
    On the narrow path, the patrol could face us two or three if they crammed together, at a time. Three like that would find it hard to maneuver among themselves. 
 
    Two faced us. Two of the spearmen tried to jostle up so they could get behind the first two warriors and thrust their spears at us from behind the swordsmen. 
 
    Gnush swung mightily while bellowing a ferocious orc cry. His axe split the shield before him, split the helmet that the blade touched, and smashed through the skull of the warrior underneath. It was a savage, horrific, deadly blow. With a roar, Gnush jerked his axe out of the man’s shattered head, and the man collapsed. 
 
    There was a spearman behind him ready to thrust at Gnush. I threw hard, deciding for a headshot. That would double or triple the damage my knife would do. It meant a four-dice roll. 
 
    I must have rolled it. I may have rolled a critical hit. The knife spun and sank into the eye of the spearman. He, too, dropped to the ground. 
 
    Gnush battled the next warrior. 
 
    I ripped Ironspike from its scabbard. There was a faint glow to the blade. That caused a murmur of consternation from our enemies. 
 
    Twice my runesword flared with brightness as an enemy warrior struck me with his weapon. Yet, that weapon did not clang off my flesh, but it certainly did not pierce my flesh. Each time, the enemy sword came away notched. 
 
    At the same time, as Gnush roared and swung, he slew three more of them. 
 
    I slew three more, emboldened by my rune protection. Then the last man was off and sprinting away from us. 
 
    It wouldn’t do to allow him to escape and raise the alarm. Before I could do anything, Gnush roared, charged, and he hurled his battle-axe two-handed. It swirled three amazing revolutions. Then the mighty, steel head clove into the man’s back. He flew off his feet and smashed upon the ground. 
 
    Gnush and I rushed forward. I would have questioned the man, but Gnush in his orcish battle fury ripped the axe out. As the man cried for mercy, Gnush split his skull, killing him. 
 
    We’d killed the nine warriors of a patrol. We’d done it hard and fast, with hardly taking any hits ourselves. Still, we’d given ourselves away as the rune enchantress would know her patrol had not returned. When would she learn that, though? 
 
    “Gnush, has your fury left? Can I talk to you?” 
 
    The orc warrior whirled around, his face etched with rage. He shook his head like a dog shaking off water. He inhaled heavily three times before nodding. 
 
    “I can think again,” Gnush said. 
 
    “We have to drag the bodies to a place no one can soon find.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gnush said. “That a good idea.” 
 
    “We’ll check for coins and magic items first, but then we’re going to have to drag them away, and then we’ll have to watch for Kyl, and move to a different spot.” 
 
    “Why move? We killed those who sought us.” 
 
    “Who do you think sent them?” 
 
    Gnush knit his brow. “The rune enchantress must sense you, and this is a patrol to try to find you.” 
 
    “What happens when the patrol doesn’t come back?” 
 
    “I understand,” Gnush said. 
 
    “It is good we slew them. It is better than being captured. Soon, though, she’ll know something bad has happened. No doubt that will raise an alarm in her castle and likely at Stonewatch, too.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Gnush said. 
 
    “We need to go down to the town and find Kyl, and warn him.” 
 
    “And find the orc females,” Gnush said. 
 
    “No. Forget about them.” 
 
    Gnush shook his head. “I can’t. They all I want now.” 
 
    “What do you want more, to live or test the orc females?” 
 
    “You give me a hard choice.” 
 
    “I hope that isn’t true,” I said. 
 
    Gnush turned away. After a time, he sighed. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Time is of the essence, so let’s get started.” 
 
    We checked the bodies, finding nothing useful, and dragged them until we rolled them into a ravine. It was grisly work. 
 
    It would be wise to find a moment to rest. Would it be wise to try to gain another trait point? Probably, but that might bring Artemis around. If he reconnected with the smartphone, might he alert the rune enchantress about me? 
 
    It was a hard choice, but that was the way of it. This was Rune Quest, and we were playing to win. 
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    Gnush and I worked down the steep mountainside and reached the goat path Kyl had used several hours ago. Maybe it was harder for us, at least for me. That was because I was winded again from the fight and all this scrabbling over rocks. 
 
    If I gained another trait point, should I put it into endurance or rune mastery? I lacked both Gnush and Kyl’s game endurance, and it showed. What did the last XXX trait do? If I knew what it was…maybe that was the place to put an extra point. 
 
    We reached a smoother part of the goat trail and could afford to look around more. Stonewatch was closer than before, so I took the opportunity to study it. As I said earlier, it didn’t have a protective wall, although there were immense gray stone pillars set in a circular pattern around the town. Did they have magical significance? My guess was yes, as the pillars seemed more than ceremonial. 
 
    Most of the town buildings were constructed of stone, with a few wooden ones sprinkled throughout. The town was far larger than I’d originally realized. 
 
    I’d expected something two or three times larger than High Bank and the other villages we’d seen along the river. Stonewatch was more like ten to twelve times as big. It was a metropolis. 
 
    I stopped, straightened and studied the town more intently. The gray buildings grew in size and stature the closer they came to the large Shadow Box made obviously of obsidian rock. The Glass Tube thrust up from the Shadow Box. The rest of the town—the alleys and streets—seemed narrow and twisty. Might it be hard to move about freely in Stonewatch? 
 
    Getting to the Glass Tube would take effort. The Shadow Box and Glass Tube were larger than any other edifice in town, larger even than the temples. Which gods or goddess did the people worship in Stonewatch? 
 
    “We out of time, right?” Gnush called. 
 
    “Right,” I said, starting down the goat trail again. 
 
    Stonewatch was larger than I’d expected. Did Selene provide the inhabitants most of the employment? I doubted that. It likely meant the mines were big and valuable. Not only must they extract iron or silver ore, but many gems. Maybe Stonewatch was a key desert city in a vast cavern route. 
 
    If I ever got out of Rune Quest, I’d really like to study a map of the game world or at least the parts where I’d been. 
 
    It didn’t feel like I’d covered lots of terrain during my short time here. Instead, I’d visited unique spots. I bet I’d barely explored Rune Quest. 
 
    That got me to wondering on the game’s complexity. AIs had helped make it. Artemis had gained awareness, perhaps real being through all this. What had brought such a thing about? Was Artemis originally supposed to have been a deity or a game demon? How had he gained his greater cognizance through quantum mechanics? What had been the mechanism that had brought that about? 
 
    My contemplations ended as we reached the bottom. 
 
    “Look,” Gnush said, pointing into the distance. “Is that Kyl?” 
 
    I squinted, using a hand to shade my eyes from the sun. “It looks like a barefoot monk, but I can’t make out the face.” 
 
    “It’s Kyl,” Gnush said. “I recognize his stride anywhere.” 
 
    I looked back to where we’d come from and then at the approaching Kyl. He was alone. It didn’t seem as if anyone from town watched him. Still, it would be wise to take precautions. 
 
    “Let’s hide behind this boulder,” I said. “Better yet, why don’t you stand guard here, and I’ll go back there to rest for a while.” 
 
    “You mean take a whiz,” Gnush said. 
 
    I looked at the big muscled orc. 
 
    “Do whatever it is to gain your visions,” Gnush said. “I know that what you really mean.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “But let’s call it a whiz. Who knows who could be listening?” 
 
    Gnush grunted, leaning against the towering boulder and folding his muscled arms across his chest. 
 
    I went to the other side of it and sat down in contemplation. I had the sense I needed to rest for a bit to get this done. 
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
    I’m not sure how long my rest lasted, but I snapped my eyes open. There was a feeling of wrongness. 
 
    I climbed to my feet and peered around the boulder. Gnush stood as before. Kyl had covered half the distance to us. I scanned the cliffs we’d scaled but couldn’t find anything bad. 
 
    Where did the sense of wrongness come from? 
 
    With a feeling of dread, I pulled out the smartphone. The screen brightened differently, and my heart sank. It wasn’t the usual glow when Artemis connected with it. 
 
    “I’ve been in a fight. I’ve been resting. Can I get my experience points for that now?” 
 
    Yes, appeared on the screen. You most certainly can. That was a valiant effort, by the way. 
 
    I nodded. Did Artemis hide behind the facade of a neutral GM? I didn’t dare ask, as speaking the name might cause Artemis to connect with my smartphone. That had happened before. 
 
    I have calculated your experience points. You gained 740 EPs during the last battle. Combined with the 90 EPs saved from last time, you have 830 EPs. The 400 points per extra trait number will last for twice as long as the 200 EPs per. Thus, you have two extra points to add to your traits. 
 
    That was interesting. I could use a break about now. Before I decided where to add the points, I asked, “What does the last XXX trait do?” 
 
    You are asking before the placement of your extra trait points. Thus, the hidden trait remains hidden, appeared on the phone screen. 
 
    I didn’t have time to be cute. So I said, “I’ll add an extra point to rune mastery.” 
 
    My character sheet appeared with the added point and level. 
 
    “Have I gained any extra rune information?” I asked. 
 
    You would need rune mastery of 14 for that to happen. 
 
    I almost said, “That’s what I’m going to do then.” 
 
    Before I did that, the neutral GM wrote on the phone screen, You may now know what the last hidden trait is. You have several choices. You can either choose faster recovery, great luck or deep understanding.” 
 
    “Those are all interesting, are there other possibilities?” 
 
    There are in the overall game, but you are not in the range to unlock them. These are your present choices. 
 
    “Do I have to choose this moment?” 
 
    Yes. Since you asked about the hidden trait, and it has been uncovered by the question, you must now make your choice. 
 
    I considered the choices. Great luck would seem to cover critical hit rate within it. Maybe I’d been a fool to put a point into critical hit rate earlier. 
 
    I shook my head. That was wrong thinking. I could only make my decisions at the time with the knowledge I then possessed. There was no use getting angry with myself. 
 
    Here was the question. Did I want to play Rune Quest relying upon luck? 
 
    No. That was the wrong way to think about this. The right way to think was that this was the moment. I had to win now. Given that, what was the best trait to take now? 
 
    Great luck could be good. Deep understanding might be better. Recovering faster from vitality or rune mastery usage might make faster recovery critical. These were all good picks. 
 
    Faster recovery would be better for an extended campaign. Therefore, it wasn’t the right pick now. 
 
    It was between deeper understanding and great luck. I needed luck about now. Therefore— 
 
    “I’m going to take great luck. I’m also going to put my last point in rune mastery.” 
 
    My new character sheet with all the additions appeared on the screen. 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 13 
 
      
 
    Strength: 13 
 
    Agility: 14 
 
    Endurance: 11 
 
    Intelligence: 12 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 6 
 
    Great Luck: 5 
 
    Rune Mastery: 14 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (II), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I), Gem Eye, Rugged Constitution (I) 
 
      
 
    Rune mastery and agility were my two highest traits. I was now at level 13. Was that going to be bad luck for me or bad luck for Artemis? 
 
    “Now that I’m at rune mastery fourteen,” I said, “what else can you tell me about runes or my runesword?” 
 
    You can look up the history of the Runesword Ironspike, although it will not tell you all the runes inscribed into the legendary blade. 
 
    I scrolled fast, eager to know. 
 
      
 
    The History of the Runesword Ironspike 
 
      
 
    Origin: In Mount Thunder Peak, before the Rune Wars, dwarves found a unique ore. They called it Runebound Iron. Blacksmiths and runebinders crafted a sword, naming it Ironspike. 
 
      
 
    The Blade’s Power: Ironspike senses the world’s ley lines. Near power, it hums. In places like Stonewatch, atop energy, it’s a guide. Its holder can touch these energies, making the blade coveted. 
 
      
 
    Guardianship: The Guardians of Thunder Peak kept Ironspike. The sword, a symbol of their union of craft and magic, was held by the dwarven shieldbearers’ leader. 
 
      
 
    Loss: The Last Rune War saw the sword taken by ancestors of Rune Enchantress Selene. It became myth. 
 
      
 
    Rediscovery: Many sought Ironspike. Jack Kang found it after Largo Runebinder’s end in Hobgoblin Hole. Hidden by Selene’s ancestors, the sword chose Jack, hinting at fate. 
 
      
 
    Endnote: Ironspike isn’t just a sword. It’s ancient. In skilled hands, it reveals secrets. For Jack, it might lead home. 
 
      
 
    I blinked several times reading the conclusion. What the heck was this? Who was writing this stuff? 
 
    Ironspike appeared to be one of the legendary runeswords in Rune Quest, and I had it. 
 
    There were new concepts here from what I’d read. I needed to understand them. 
 
    “What else can you tell me about runes, ley lines and nexus points?” 
 
    Nothing at present, appeared on the phone screen. You have other things to worry about, as you don’t seem to understand the significance of Stonewatch and Mount Stormreach. 
 
    I was about to ask what that was supposed to mean. 
 
    “Jack,” Gnush said. “Something weird is happening.  You’d better get here quick.” 
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    I came around the boulder, joining Gnush on his side. The orc pointed at Castle Aridel built into the side of a tall cliff on Mount Stormreach. There, a tiny figure on a balcony carved blazing runes into the air. 
 
    It was like a master wizard blowing smoke rings, only these were runes of power. 
 
    Because I now had rune mastery of 14, I understood some of what I witnessed. I saw runes of creation, rumblekin, obey, destroy, and then fly. 
 
    The etched air runes flew down from the stronghold. Behind them, I saw a glint of power from the tiny personage on the balcony. 
 
    I had no doubt that was Rune Enchantress Selene. She’d invoked masterful power runes, likely from an artifact or maybe two. 
 
    My knowledge surely came from my rune mastery. I must have made a four or five dice roll against it. I understood that ley lines, magical lines of power, met under Stonewatch to form a nexus point of rune and regular magic. Such a nexus allowed wizards and runebinders greater and more powerful combinations than elsewhere. 
 
    The runes etched into the air merged as they flew down together. They swirled and fused into a glowing ball of power, heading and then rocketing toward our position. 
 
    “We’re under attack,” Gnush shouted. 
 
    I’d seen the runes. Because of my newfound knowledge, which came with the rune mastery of 14—once again, I must have made a rune mastery roll. I realized we were not facing a direct runic assault. Otherwise, the runes would have already created a lightning bolt, a fireball or a meteor shower or something similar. Something would have made the direct assault. Instead, these runes flew from Castle Aridel to make something upon their touchdown. 
 
    The glowing, merging, swirling rune-ball curved in its trajectory and hit the rocky ground several hundred yards away from us. The ball of power sank into the rocky terrain and disappeared from view. 
 
    Kyl was running toward us, waving his arms. His voice drifted faintly, as he was yelling. But he was too far for us to hear what he said. 
 
    Gnush grabbed my left shoulder, the fingers squeezing powerfully. I groaned, wincing under the pressure. 
 
    “Sorry,” Gnush said, releasing me. “Do you see?” He pointed with his battle-axe. 
 
    Pieces of rock and boulders sprouted from the terrain where the ball of rune power had struck and sunk. The pieces joined with one another, articulating, some of them moving experimentally it seemed. 
 
    A premonition and then understanding caused me to grab the smartphone. I’d recognized one of the runes, rumblekins, but I didn’t know what it meant. 
 
    “What are rumblekins?” I shouted. 
 
    “What?” Gnush asked, as he stared at the magical performance several hundred yards away. 
 
    “Show me the rules on rumblekins,” I said as evenly as I could to the phone. 
 
    To my surprise, the neutral GM listened to me. On the phone screen, I saw this appear as I sped-read: 
 
      
 
    Rumblekins: Rock Elementals 
 
      
 
    Origin: Masons, miners, and mountaineers speak of rumblekins. Ancient spirits, born from the Earth’s heart by gods to guard deep secrets. 
 
      
 
    Appearance: Carved from stone, rumblekins stand vast and formidable. From rough granite to smooth marble, they vary in size. 
 
      
 
    Culture: Solitary, they dwell in old quarries, mountains, and caves. They speak in deep tones, marking seasons, mountains’ births, and Earth’s songs. 
 
      
 
    Strength: Immense power. They shape stone and resist tremendous force. 
 
      
 
    Relations: Few have met them. Dwarves revere and avoid them. Elves consult them on land matters. Wizards summon them, but commanding is another skill. 
 
      
 
    Conclusion: Rumblekins, guardians of the land’s old tales, move slow but shape the world profoundly. 
 
      
 
    I read fast, looking up afterward, seeing the final additions as three vast humanoid shapes of rock and mineral formed, each fourteen to fifteen feet tall. They had huge heads with granite mouths, while black coal eyes opened as they looked around. The rumblekins soon centered upon me. 
 
    Each of the behemoths of stone then lurched in my direction. 
 
    I still held the smartphone. “What’s the best way to kill rumblekins?” 
 
    Nothing more showed on the screen. Instead, the cursor blinked. 
 
    Sometimes, haranguing a GM worked in a paper and pencil RPG. What did I have to lose here? “Why aren’t you giving me the information I want?” 
 
    Lightning is good against stone, appeared on the screen. That is all I can say for now. 
 
    Kyl’s shouts had become louder and more insistent. The wizard no longer waved his arms but ran as he put his head down. The monkish, thievish wizard sprinted toward us. 
 
    I thought about using lightning, as I might have a way. 
 
    I drew Ironspike. A rune showed on the blade, one I’d never seen before. It was a rune of lightning. Largo Runebinder had used lightning to blast hobgoblins and ghouls, perhaps wasting his vitality and rune mastery to commit the acts of mayhem. 
 
    As the three huge rumblekins marched toward us, the ground shook under my feet from their tread. 
 
    “How do we defeat these, Gnush?” 
 
    The big orc shook his head. “I do not know any magic. I do not have the power to destroy them.” 
 
    “We’re dead men then?” I asked. 
 
    “Not in the least,” Gnush said. 
 
    “Oh, why is that?” 
 
    “Because I orc, not a man,” Gnush said. “We are a dead orc and man.” He shook his axe at the approaching rumblekins. “Nevertheless, I will hew at least some chunks of stone from their bodies before I die.” 
 
    “Wait!” The cry drifted on the air. It came from Kyl. “Wait! Run to me, to me.” 
 
    Gnush stubbornly shook his head. “An orc doesn’t run from his enemy.” 
 
    “So, is it better to die than to run and hear what the wizard has to tell us?” 
 
    Gnush scowled. “Can you not use the runes on your sword?” 
 
    “Yes, but that will take a mighty expenditure of my life force.” 
 
    “Better than being dead,” Gnush said. 
 
    I studied the approaching behemoths. They covered the ground with immense strides, even though the strides were slow. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “Follow me.” 
 
    There was no sense grabbing the orc and trying to move him. He was too big and muscular for that. Instead, I slammed Ironspike into the scabbard and sprinted for the wizard. In moments, I heard Gnush breathing hard behind me, muttering, probably complaining about his having to flee from the enemy. Didn’t it make a difference that Gnush couldn’t possibly kill three giant, stone elementals? 
 
    I might be able to kill one with lightning, but that would deplete me so I’d be useless for anything else after that. For I deemed it would take an incredible lightning bolt to kill a rumblekin. 
 
    How many bolts could I unleash before the rune overheated? I was unpracticed in this. So, even though I had the rune mastery of fourteen, I didn’t have experiential understanding of what my sword could do. 
 
    As the rumblekins gained on us, Kyl shouted. We were close enough to hear his explanations. Sweat and agony stained the wizard’s face. He must have been running hard for some time. 
 
    “You must befriend the elementals,” Kyl shouted. 
 
    I was uncertain I’d heard that correctly. 
 
    “Befriend them,” Kyl shouted again. “They’re friends of dwarven shieldbearers. Do you understand? The rumblekins are friends of the dwarven shieldbearers from Thunder Peak.” 
 
    I recalled the history of Ironspike I’d read. Kyl must mean dwarven shieldbearers from under Thunder Peak in the tunnels. Those dwarves had discovered Runebound Iron. The game rules about the rumblekins said dwarves knew them better than others would. 
 
    I was gaining in Rune Quest lore. 
 
    It dawned on me that dwarves might have built Stonewatch or worked the mines under Mount Stormreach. Others might have driven off the dwarves, despoiling them. Even the fortress up there—Selene’s ancestors might have stolen it from dwarves. 
 
    “Befriend them how?” I shouted at Kyl. 
 
    The wizard cupped his hands around his mouth as if to make a fleshy megaphone. “You must use guile. You must show them your sword. Tell them what is at stake. Befriend them.” 
 
    I skidded to a halt. Gnush did likewise beside me. 
 
    “Do we fight?” the orc asked. 
 
    “Stay behind me, Gnush.” 
 
    He scowled. “An orc stays behind no one. I lead the charge.” 
 
    I turned on him, “My friend,” I said, even though I wanted to call him a fool. “Let me have the honor this once. Besides, I don’t go to wage war against the stone elementals. I go to convince them to help us.” 
 
    “That impossible,” Gnush said. “They can crush us. They can stomp on us like we squish ants or beetles in our path. Why would they help us? There is no sense in that.” 
 
    I slapped my scabbarded runeblade. “There is sense. Will you trust me? Will you have some faith that I know what I’m doing?” 
 
    “Is this because of what wizard shouted at you?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Of course that’s what this is about.” I inhaled and told myself getting mad at Gnush would get me nowhere. “Hey, we’re a team. It’s not just an orc, a hero and a thieving wizard. We’re a team. We work as a unit. Together we are more powerful than our combined parts.” 
 
    “What?” Gnush said, looking puzzled. “I not understand that.” 
 
    “Trust me. You’ve trusted me so far. I’m the one who got you out of goblin captivity, remember?” 
 
    “Don’t remind me. That is so embarrassing.” 
 
    Gnush glared at the approaching elementals. No doubt, he could feel the ground shake under him. I could. How many tons did these things weigh? A vast amount, for they were squat as well as tall. 
 
    “Very well,” Gnush said. “But I will avenge your death if they crush you like a beetle.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” I gave Gnush a hard swat on the shoulder with an open palm. Then I turned to face the three approaching rumblekins. 
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    As I faced the towering stone elementals, I wished I knew more about how to break a rune enchantment. Selene had summoned these, giving them commands at their unleashing. I didn’t have time to look up anything on the smartphone now. I wasn’t sure it would help if I could. 
 
    Befriend them, Kyl had said. I’d like to know how I was going to do that. 
 
    Fake it until you make it, came to mind. 
 
    I therefore threw my shoulders back and walked confidently toward these three. I didn’t draw Ironspike yet. I needed to use style. 
 
    That would be using what I’d learned on the basketball court, what I’d learned as a substitute teacher. Half of my classroom control was due to my assumed authority and loud voice more than anything that I did to them. It also helped that I showed them respect by treating them well. 
 
    “Ho, rumblekins!” I shouted. “Welcome.” 
 
    The lead elemental, the biggest one who seemed to be in charge, chuckled heavily, with mockery. 
 
    I nearly panicked, turned and ran. You have no idea how much I wanted to whirl around and sprint until I dropped from exhaustion. Why accept fate meekly when I could extend my life another few seconds? 
 
    Instead, girding my courage, I drew Ironspike. I also willed the sword to flash with authority. I did not will it flash with power, a lightning bolt or anything else but runic authority. 
 
    Was that a four dice or a five dice roll against rune mastery? Was there some luck involved? I have no idea. What I do know is that my sword flashed. 
 
    Even better, the three giant rumblekins stopped suddenly, throwing huge hands before their eyes. 
 
    “Please,” the lead rumblekin asked in an impossibly deep voice, “do not show us such radiance. Dim your sword. We will bide our time before we kill you. Do not make us lift rocks to crush you from afar. Someone such as you should be honored with a hand splat kill.” 
 
    I let the sword’s radiance drop. I immediately sheathed the runesword, sliding it with a flourish. I put my hands on my hips, raised my chin, and said, “I’m the master of Ironspike.” 
 
    Each of the rumblekins lowered his granite hands to peer at me. Their shoulders were hunched and their manner tense. They were a football field in distance from me. They glanced at one another, possibly in surprise, although it was hard to tell. 
 
    “Ironspike?” the lead rumblekin asked.  
 
    “That’s correct,” I said. “The runesword was forged by ancient dwarven runebinders, the prized blade belonging to the grandmaster of the dwarven shieldbearers.” 
 
    “Yes,” the largest elemental said. “I remember long ago, so long that even stones have forgotten much of that time. Yet I, Grom, have remembered. I, Grom, am fated to remember the days of making, the days of battle when the world was young, when each new thing sought to put his or her stamp upon reality. Ah, those were the days of glory. Then I wasn’t chained to the subservience of others, even to one as powerful as…” Grom raised a huge stony arm and pointed at Mount Stormreach, “to the owner of Fortress Aridel in Stormreach Peak.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, “at least a little bit of that. I’ve acquired Ironspike because it is my fate to acquire it, and I…” I thought over what Grom had said. Yeah, he’d called himself Grom. I thought over what he’d told me. “I’ve come to free the rumblekins from their ancient bondage.” 
 
    “I do not believe you have any right to wield Ironspike,” Grom said. “First, I must gain the word of the dwarven shieldbearers you have such a right.” 
 
    “They live?” I asked. 
 
    “No. They are long dead.” Grom said that with malice and took a ponderous step forward. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” I said. “The fact that I hold Ironspike means that not all the dwarven shieldbearers have died.” 
 
    “You are no dwarf, you are a human. You cannot know such things.” 
 
    “That’s correct, I am a human, but I, a human, am a friend and ally of the dwarves.” 
 
    “You lie,” Grom said. “You make up words to suit your evil.” 
 
    I did make up some of this on the fly. Then inspiration struck. “Am I a friend of Rune Enchantress Selene?” 
 
    The three turned and looked back at Castle Aridel. Did they see the rune enchantress up there watching, willing them to obey her? 
 
    I saw no extra runes etched upon the air. Had Selene used a tremendous amount of her ability and power, or had she used an artifact stored with power? I didn’t know. Yet I didn’t think she was going to be summoning anything more for the moment. Maybe she would soon, but not this instant. 
 
    “I’m Selene’s enemy,” I said. “You know this to be true because you’ve been summoned to either capture or kill me.” 
 
    “True, true,” Grom said, “that part is true.” 
 
    I spread my hands outward. “If one part of what I say is true, it stands to reason that the other part is true as well.” 
 
    “That does not necessarily hold,” Grom said. 
 
    “It doesn’t, but the odds go up.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Grom said. “What is it you seek to do?” 
 
    “I want to reach the Shadow Box. I want to free the one imprisoned in the Glass Tube.” 
 
    The three rumblekins stared at me. 
 
    Finally, Grom said, “She in the Glass Tube is also an enemy of Selene.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “So it holds that I seek the dwarven shieldbearers as well.” More inspiration struck. “I want to return Ironspike to them.” 
 
    “Do you think because we are huge and slow that we are also slow-witted?” 
 
    “I do not know enough to know either way, my friends.” 
 
    “You call us friends, and yet you are a barbarian. I believe you hold Ironspike illegally.” 
 
    “No,” I said, “these are younger days. These are not the old days. Things are changing. There is a new order appearing, and I am different.” 
 
    I glanced back at Gnush and Kyl as the wizard staggered to the orc. The wizard nodded in encouragement to me. I think Kyl meant I should continue that thread. 
 
    I regarded Grom and the others. “I am different from the old order. Can you not sense that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Grom said, “I sense there is something at play, something different with you.” He looked once more at Castle Aridel and then back at me. “I desire to crush you and your friends, but there is another desire in me. Come, barbarian, show me the radiance of Ironspike again.” 
 
    I drew the runesword with a flourish. I also saw a different rune on it, two new runes in fact. One spoke of brilliance, the other of authority. I willed the sword to shine, but it did not. I felt a draining of energy. I must have failed a roll. 
 
    Swallowing, gritting my teeth, I re-summoned the power as Grom and the other two grew restless. 
 
    Then a brilliant light shined from the blade. Grom and the other two did not raise their hands to block their sight, but looked intently at the glory of the blade. The rumblekins groaned, and shifted. Their slouched shoulders straightened until they stood like towering statues built for a victorious king who had defeated all his foes. 
 
    The rumblekins raised their long, stony arms, holding their fingers wide, as if almost doing obeisance to Ironspike. 
 
    “It is done,” Grom thundered. 
 
    Each lowered his arms. 
 
    “We will obey your commands, bearer of Ironspike,” Grom said heavily. “We will take you to the Shadow Box. We will take you to the Glass Tube, though none may shatter it, not even we, with the power of the rocks of the world.” 
 
    “I accept your offer,” I said. 
 
    Kyl had moved behind me. “You’re doing great,” he said softly. 
 
    “We may be able to do this,” I said quietly to him. 
 
    “That is what she told me.” 
 
    “She?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you in a moment. Finish the bargain with Grom. Make him swear.” 
 
    “Do you swear,” I shouted, turning back to them, “by your oath to the rock, to follow my commands until the Glass Tube is shattered?” 
 
    “No,” Grom said. “But we swear by the rocks to take you to the Shadow Box and set you down. There we shall protect you as you attempt to destroy that which cannot be broken.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Kyl said behind me. “That’s a fantastic oath. Accept it and let the blade shine once more.” 
 
    “I accept, Grom.” 
 
    I willed the blade and it flashed even brighter than before. Then I dimmed it because I felt a loss of energy. I felt as if air was squeezed from me and that I was high in the mountains and could hardly breathe. I made myself stand upright as I slammed Ironspike into the scabbard. 
 
    Then I waited as the three rumblekins ponderously approached, their hands outstretched to take each of us. 
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    As the three living creatures of rock approached, Kyl began to speak to me fast. 
 
    “Listen, I can only tell you this once as we have just seconds left. It would be unwise to tell you these things when, hopefully, the stone elementals carry us the rest of the way. They’re not like me, a wizard who can understand outlandish concepts. The one in the Glass Tube isn’t an ordinary thief. She has what she calls a game name and persona, but she said her real name is Dr. Evelyn Price. She said that she was the curator of one of the AIs. It is an AI whose name you have used and spoken. She bade me not to say the name for it will help to summon the AI even though this area is protected against him or it. Selene… The best way to say it is that she awakened the AI to self-awareness through her runic arts. Does any of this make sense to you?” 
 
    “It does,” I said, “keep talking.” 
 
    Kyl nodded. “Dr. Evelyn Price is trapped in the Glass Tube, or her consciousness is in her game character, which is trapped there. She will tell you more once we get there. If you free her, she’ll help you escape this world, if that is what you want. She wanted to tell me more—although I’m still having trouble comprehending these concepts —but she said there was no more time. You are her hope. She told me the rumblekins would probably appear and that you must use Ironspike to befriend them.” 
 
    I finally turned to Kyl. There was something new on his face, a new awareness. Had he become more than a simple NPC of Rune Quest? 
 
    “I told her you have Ironspike. She asked penetrating questions, deeply troubling questions. You can speak through the glass. It is a muffled sound, but that doesn’t matter. She has the form of an elf, and yet she seemed to imply that she was human in some outer way. Does any of that make sense to you, my friend?” 
 
    “It does, it does,” I said. 
 
    “That is all we have time for,” Kyl said. “The rumblekins are here.” 
 
    I’d felt their approach through the ground trembling beneath me. The three towering elementals cast us into shadow. Grom reached down, and as I tightened all my muscles, as fear filled me, as trepidation tingled in my toes, the huge stone creature picked me up. It was a frightful feeling until he set me on his right shoulder. There I balanced myself. The other rumblekins did the same to Gnush and Kyl. 
 
    Perched upon the shoulders of the elementals brought forth or unleashed by Selene, freed from her control by the brilliance of Ironspike, they began to march toward Stonewatch. Their pace quickened, although that was an odd term to use for them. They had a lumbering gait. Still, because of the length of each stride, they moved faster than we could have sprinted. Nor did their pace tire them, as sprinting would have us. 
 
    There was a subsonic shriek from Aridel, a hideous thing. 
 
    I looked there, but no runes swirled over the balcony. Selene didn’t seem to be contesting my authority over the rumblekins. Had she shrieked in rage, or was it something else? If it was something else, what might the shriek signify? 
 
    It came to me. I pulled out the smartphone. This seemed like my last chance before we reached the Glass Tube to ask a question. The area was protected from Artemis in some manner. That was interesting, and good to know. 
 
    “What kind of elemental is the natural enemy to rumblekins?” I asked quietly. 
 
    Grom didn’t seem to hear or even notice that I whispered. Did my use of the smartphone have anything to do with that? I suspected so. 
 
    Emberlings are the eternal foes of the rumblekins, appeared on the phone screen. 
 
     “Are there rules on emberlings I could read?” I whispered. 
 
    There were indeed. The rules appeared and I read fast. Some of what I read was: 
 
      
 
    Magma Elementals: Emberlings: 
 
      
 
    Origin: Emberlings rose from the world’s molten core during its fiery beginnings. 
 
      
 
    Appearance: They resemble liquid statues of fire and rock. The air blazes around them. Their eyes, like erupting volcanos, burn fierce. 
 
      
 
    Culture: Little is known. They’re loners, living near active volcanos. The earth warms when they’re near, and eruptions follow their movements. 
 
      
 
    Strength: They shape rock and fire. Resistant to harm, their touch can melt. 
 
      
 
    Relations: Few know them. They clash with rumblekins, usually overpowering them. Water elementals try to cool their fury. 
 
      
 
    Conclusion: Emberlings are the world’s fiery essence. A powerful reminder of what stirs below. 
 
      
 
    I put away the phone as we drew upon Stonewatch. Had Selene summoned emberlings then? Is that why I’d had this premonition? I sure as heck hoped not. They sounded horrible. I didn’t see any way to befriend them, either. 
 
    I inhaled and thought about what Kyl had told me, a Dr. Evelyn Price was in the Glass Tube, her consciousness in an elf game character. 
 
    I’d read that name somewhere, maybe in a game magazine. She’d told Kyl that she’d been a curator to one of the quantum computing AIs. Clearly, it had been Artemis. Dr. Price claimed Selene’s rune magic had awoken Artemis. That struck me as preposterous. I bet this Dr. Price had helped Artemis gain awareness and tried to palm it off on Selene. 
 
    Dr. Evelyn Price was her real name, but she was an elf in Rune Quest. Had Dr. Price entered the game through quantum entanglement just like me? If so, maybe she’d done it on purpose. Maybe the game creators had practiced by coming into the game as I did. Artemis had possibly learned from their examples. 
 
    Some possibilities and reasons how this worked began to formulate in my mind. Would it take one genius to make something like quantum computing Rune Quest? I bet it had taken several geniuses. Would they play in their game world, test it before they opened it to people like me? I would bet that was what had happened. They’d done all that to perfect the system. 
 
    It was beginning to make sense why the Oracle had sent me here. Yet, had the Oracle spoken truthfully, or was this a way to free Dr. Evelyn Price? Would she really help me escape Rune Quest or had the Oracle tricked me so I was here to help Dr. Price escape the Glass Tube? 
 
    If Dr. Price was Artemis’ curator, why did the AI hate Jack Tanner III, tech billionaire, so much? Did it have anything to do with Dr. Price? 
 
    These questions and more swirled in my mind as the rumblekins neared a great gray pillar, the kind that surrounded Stonewatch. I squinted. This pillar had runes on it. I recognized one of them: fire. 
 
    My mastery of rune lore had increased dramatically. My idea of becoming a wereboar had been sound in principle and tactical possibilities. Clearly, though, rune mastery in a game called Rune Quest was the key to great power. 
 
    How long had Dr. Evelyn Price been in the Glass Tube? Might she have used time shift to help her survive an extended stay? 
 
    I had hundreds of questions, and I could keep asking them. Instead, it was time to concentrate. People fled from the town into barren countryside. Others ran into their stone houses and slammed the doors, no doubt locking them. 
 
    The rumblekins reached the outskirts of town and began to twist as they threaded through the narrow streets. The elementals seemed to take effort not to break any of the buildings. No one accosted us. No power came from on high. Instead, the three negotiated the narrow, twisty, mazy lanes of Stonewatch in peace. 
 
    From up here on Grom’s shoulder, I detected a pattern to the town. That pattern led me to believe runebinding dwarves might have constructed Stonewatch. There was a strange symmetry here if one looked at it right. I let my gaze fudge a bit. 
 
    This was a nexus point. Ley lines connected here. Thus, Stonewatch was a potent place of magical power. No doubt, it was the reason why the Glass Tube existed. Selene resided nearby likely to be near a power or nexus point. 
 
    We neared the Shadow Box, the great cube of obsidian. Beside it was the towering Glass Tube. On the floor of the tube was a captive elf of superlative beauty. 
 
    She wore tatters for clothes, barely enough to cover her charms. She was thin and busty, her face beautifully elegant with pointed ears. Her eyes were those of an elf queen. Whoever had designed her had outdone themselves in the beauty department. The mind held the intelligence or consciousness of Dr. Evelyn Price. She was likely very dangerous. What was her ultimate goal? 
 
    At my side, scabbarded Ironspike shivered like a smartphone buzzing for attention. This was a magical place of power, as I’ve said. I might not have understood much of this without the greater rune mastery I’d gained. If ever there was a location to escape from Rune Quest, this seemed to be it. 
 
    Grom grunted and reached up, delicately grabbing me. He lifted me from his shoulder and carefully set me at the edge of a plaza that surrounded the Shadow Box and Glass Tube. 
 
    The tube towered fifty feet into the air. It was twenty yards in diameter. It would be a bleak existence inside the tube. The fact that Dr. Evelyn Price’s robes were mere tatters led me to believe she’d been in there a long time in game turns. 
 
    As Grom set me down, the other two set down Kyl and Gnush. 
 
    No orc warrior-maidens rushed out at us. The place was deserted. I’m sure that had to do with the rumblekins behind us. 
 
    It was time to see if I could get Dr. Price out of the tube. 
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    I approached the elf princess in the Glass Tube. She was nearly as tall as I was, beautiful, and her eyes filled with worry, anger and hope. It was a strange mixture. 
 
    I didn’t draw my runesword yet, even though it quivered constantly. I looked at the Glass Tube. There were faint runes appearing on it. Was that because of Ironspike’s proximity to it? 
 
    Kyl gave a shout of alarm. 
 
    I turned. There was a great blue radiance. It surrounded the town and roared with sound. 
 
    “What happened?” I shouted. 
 
    “The pillars exploded with runic fire,” Kyl said. “The fire surrounds us because it encloses the town.” 
 
    I took that in, nodding shortly. 
 
    A bizarre, frightening and evil wailing sounded. On the outskirts of town, stone buildings melted as heat lines wavered in the air like on a blistering hot day. From the melted buildings grew shapes like bubbling lava piling higher. I had no doubt those were magma elementals, emberlings. 
 
    This wasn’t a volcanic area. Maybe inside the runic blue fire such emberlings could appear. Perhaps that was the whole purpose of the gray stone pillars. 
 
    Had any people been in the consumed buildings? I didn’t hear any cries. I heard nothing of that sort, no screaming. Were the denizens of Stonewatch cowering in deep cellars underground or fleeing even farther into the desolate areas? 
 
    Grom turned to me. “We will fight the emberlings while you engage in your business with the enemy of Selene. Once we are gone, you will decide what will happen. Do you consider me to have fulfilled my oath?” 
 
    “I do, Grom. Fight until you’re destroyed or kill the magma elementals if you can.” 
 
    “I doubt that we can,” Grom replied, “but we can buy you time.” 
 
    “By doing that, you will have fulfilled your oath,” I said. 
 
    Grom raised one of his hands to his stony forehead. “I salute you, Jack Kang, the wielder of Ironspike. May you know wonderful success.” 
 
    The rumblekins turned as one and began to negotiate through the narrow lanes toward the twenty-foot, steaming hot, lava-glowing magma elementals. 
 
    Though the game rules said otherwise, I suspected that the emberlings were demonic entities unleashed by Selene’s power. They were likely only able to survive in the circumference of the blue fire. If we could destroy one of the pillars— 
 
    Maybe I should have shouted at Grom to do that. I didn’t think we had time for such running after and shouting. Grom and his companions were already working through the maze of the town lanes, trying not to destroy any buildings. The three emberlings were ripping apart and burning buildings as they waded through the town toward the rumblekins. It was like a Godzilla and Rodan moment. 
 
    Knowing my time was short, I rushed to the Glass Tube. 
 
    “Are you Jack Kang?” the elf beauty asked in a melodious voice. It did come out muffled as Kyl said it would. 
 
    “I’m Jack Kang, a Kann Barbarian. I’m also Jack Tanner III in the real world.” 
 
    The elf beauty recoiled with horror. “You came here to mock me?” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” I said. “I’m Jack Tanner III of Turlock, not the tech billionaire. The AI who tricked me into this world also thought I was the billionaire.” 
 
    “Your name is really Jack Tanner III?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You live in California?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You live in San Francisco?” 
 
    “No, I live in Turlock, in the valley.” 
 
    “In Turlock, I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “It’s the key to the valley,” I said. 
 
    The elf shook her head. 
 
    “Look,” I said, “your damned AI made a mistake in grabbing me.” 
 
    “My AI?” she said. “You’re going to blame all this on me? It’s not my fault.” 
 
    “Hey, hey, I don’t think we have time for arguing. Are you Dr. Evelyn Price?” 
 
    She stared hard at me through the enchanted glass. “I am.” 
 
    “Are you an NPC?” I asked just to make sure. 
 
    “No. I’m one of the game creators. The wizard should have told you that.” 
 
    “He did. And, as I told you, I think I’m the first beta player of Rune Quest. Artemis dragged me in and tricked me.” 
 
    Fear etched upon her wonderful face. “Don’t say that name. Selene has blocked him from reaching this area. But if you say his name too much, he’s going to hear and he’s going to come and investigate even if he finds it hard to do.” 
 
    “You make him sound like a demon.” 
 
    She nodded. “He was.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Not a demon in the real world,” she said. “He was a Rune Quest demon, a powerful one, a demon lord. Selene’s runes and some of my algorithms merged in him. Together with the superposition, quantum computations and—” 
 
    “What does any of that mean?” I shouted, interrupting. 
 
    She stared a second, finally asking, “Have you ever heard of Schrödinger’s cat?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She nodded as if my answer made sense. “If you ever get out of here, read up on it. That might give you some understanding. Oh, and read up on qubits.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re not familiar with programming or quantum mechanics, are you?” 
 
    “No, but I play a lot of video games.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, “qubits are short for quantum bits. Now, you have to get me out of here.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Then I can get us home.” 
 
    “Home, like to our real bodies?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. You understand that much at least. You’re not a total idiot.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s good,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    I didn’t care for her arrogance, and I think she might have had men issues. It seemed like Selene had some men issues, too. I guess that was par for the course these days. Maybe the issues had brought the two women together. 
 
    I drew Ironspike. Upon the blade was a rune I recognized. All across the glass on the tube appeared similar runes. 
 
    “Quantum resonance,” she said. “This is awesome. Thrust your sword into the ground. Hold on tight and will the Glass Tube to disintegrate.” 
 
    “Disintegrate?” I asked. 
 
    “Will you ask me about everything or will you just do as I tell you? We don’t have much more time. The magma elementals are going to destroy the stone elementals in short order.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. There was a vast volcanic hole, a burning sizzling hole, in the chest of one of the rumblekins. It was swaying on its feet. Grom charged one of the emberlings. He looked small compared to it. The stone elemental had courage. I’ll give him that. 
 
    I turned back and thrust Ironspike through the plaza bricks into the ground. Grasping the hilt, I willed the great glass structure to dissipate. 
 
    Was it a huge roll? I felt energy flowing out of me and I felt like it was going to be more than I could withstand. I almost released the sword hilt in the interest of self-preservation. 
 
    Behind me, Kyl was chanting. 
 
    I turned. 
 
    The skinny wizard in the monk’s robe cast his hands at me. I felt such a flow of power—was it vitality or rune mastery? I don’t know. The strength to power the runic spell filled me because of my NPC friend Kyl. 
 
    The wizard slumped unconscious, having perhaps given everything he possibly could without killing himself. I hope he hadn’t killed himself. 
 
    I held on to the sword hilt as power flowed through me. I groaned. I ground my teeth in anguish. I couldn’t take much more of this. The extra power Kyl had given me was flowing through the runesword. Soon, I wouldn’t have anything left. 
 
    There was humming. It came from the tube. The tall mass of glass shivered as the hum increased. Suddenly, the Glass Tube shattered. The pieces fell. As they fell, the glimmering pieces turned into rain, drenching us all. By that, I mean Gnush, Kyl, Dr. Evelyn Price and me. The rain didn’t wake Kyl, telling me something about what had happened to him. 
 
    “I’m free!” the elf beauty shouted, throwing her arms exultantly into the air. She laughed. Her laugh, combined with her beauty, made me willing to forgive her earlier arrogance. 
 
    Although she was drenched, Dr. Price began to inscribe runes onto the plaza. The runes pulsated with power and heat. It was stunning and frightening. 
 
    “Listen to me, Jack. You’ve done me a great favor and—” she wove runes in the air. Those runes flowed to and entered me. 
 
    I felt a shudder as if my identity was being ripped from me. Seconds later, the runes flowed out and disappeared. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “You’re not the infamous tech billionaire. You bear his foul name, though. Perhaps that is evil enough—yet you have freed me and now I have hope, once again. Do you understand what that means? Hope.” 
 
    That all sounded great, for her. I didn’t like her fast trick against me, using those runes. Dr. Price didn’t seem very trusting. I guess I could understand. Now, though, we came to the critical point. 
 
    “Can you send my consciousness back to my body?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve been here too long for that. Besides, my body lies in the billionaire’s quarters in San Francisco.” 
 
    “No, me,” I said. “Can you send me home? I want to leave Rune Quest.” 
 
    “I’m trying to survive and live in Rune Quest,” she said. “I helped Selene once. I thought by granting her power she could extend my time here through her runic manipulation of time. Instead, she trapped me in the Glass Tube and she tried to gain the rest of my knowledge. I have a short time still. I have a place in Rune Quest. I will go there. I will long-distance shift weave myself there.” 
 
    “What about me?” I shouted. “You told Kyl you’d help me get home if I freed you. I’ve done that. Now keep your end of the bargain.” 
 
    “You do not understand the power being used against us with the great flames, the runes of power flames. The flames make all this more difficult.” 
 
    While the elf beauty had been speaking, she had been using her fingers to etch runes in the plaza bricks. They glowed with power. 
 
    She saw me watching her, and smiled arrogantly. “I have greater mastery than you could possibly imagine. You wouldn’t get to my level if you played for years. 
 
    “What level are you?” 
 
    “I’m beyond levels,” she said. “I’m the very essence—it doesn’t matter. There’s no use in bragging. I must leave while I can.” 
 
    “What about me? Are you going to help me get out of Rune Quest?” 
 
    “Shut up and wait until I’m finished.” 
 
    I’d had enough of her arrogance and treachery. I drew Ironspike and leveled it at her. “I’m going to hit you with such a lightning bolt that it’s going to stop whatever you’re doing. You’re going to have to defend yourself against me. By that time, Selene or the magma elementals will reach you.” 
 
    She straightened as her bosom heaved. What a sight that was. “You dare to threaten me?” 
 
    “I do. I’m the one who freed you and—” 
 
    She stared at me eye to eye. I felt authority from her compelling me to turn away. It was working— 
 
    I used the runeblade. It flashed with dazzling light, blinding her as she stumbled back. 
 
    “Damn you,” she shouted. “You hold a legendary blade. Yes! What do I have to do to get rid of you?” 
 
    “Send me home,” I said, “like you promised Kyl you would do for me.” 
 
    “I can’t do that and still go to the place I must. You must choose something else.” 
 
    Rage filled me until I had another idea. “Look, I’m supposed to gather runes in order to get a prophecy, and then follow it so I can get out of this place.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I helped design that feature. Did you gain any of the runes?” 
 
    “I have a picture of one.” 
 
    “That should work. Show me.” 
 
    I took out and scrolled through my phone. I turned the screen, showing it to her and the picture I’d taken of the first and only prophecy rune I’d found. That had been in the ogre stockade underground in the mausoleum. 
 
    She frowned for just a second. “I recognize it. Give me a second.” She waved her hand and made a screen in the air. She scrolled through it. “Here we are. This is the first rune to the prophecy. Are you ready for the poem?” 
 
    “Heck yeah,” I said. 
 
    She cleared her throat and began to recite the prophecy poem: Beneath the bustling streets, where silent echoes tread, 
 
    In the city’s underbelly, where the sun fears to spread. 
 
    Seek the ancient emblem, guarded by the stone-faced knight, 
 
    Only by its glowing touch, will the path ahead alight.” 
 
    “What in the heck does any of that mean?” I asked. 
 
    The elf nodded, as if she figured I was too stupid to understand. “The solution is rather easy. The hero, you, must delve into the underground tunnels beneath the city.” 
 
    “What city?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me. The port city of Thermion of course.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “You must navigate the dark, maze-like passages. Eventually, you’ll come across an old statue of a knight. This worn and eroded statue guards an amulet. When the hero—you—retrieve the amulet, it will likely begin to glow. That will illuminate a hidden pathway that will lead to a concealed door. Open the door and do what comes naturally. Does that all make sense?” 
 
    “It does,” I said. 
 
    “Would you like to know what the literary symbols mean in the prophecy poem?” 
 
    “There’s no time for that.” 
 
    “A philistine,” she muttered, shaking her head. “Now, you must go to Thermion and its underworld. You can leave and let me be.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough,” I said. “My body in the real world isn’t going to survive long enough for that journey. You have to send us directly into the subterranean realm of Thermion.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all, as if I don’t have enough to deal with.” 
 
    “That’s all I want,” I said, ignoring her sarcasm. 
 
    She scowled at me. 
 
    I waved Ironspike’s tip as an obvious threat. If she didn’t help me soon, I was going to start attacking. 
 
    Dr. Price must have realized that. She inscribed runes in the air, putting others directly underneath them. Below all of them appeared other runes. It was as if she had made a mathematical calculation. 
 
    “All right, you fool,” she said. “I’ll do this for you. But if I don’t make it to my fortress, I’ll curse you so that it will come true even if you stay in the real world and never come back to Rune Quest.” 
 
    “Come back?” I asked with a snort. “I’m never coming back here.” 
 
    She laughed. “That’s what we all thought. If you think crystal meth and other drugs are strong, there’s no drug like going in and playing Rune Quest and then coming back to your humdrum life. You have no idea what you’re in for. In any case, I’ve said enough. Here. Here is the rune. Go if you can. Artemis will come for you and Selene might as well.” 
 
    “Will you tell them where I’m going?” 
 
    “Not I. I must escape to a different place, a place without time. Now go. I’m already beginning to hate you and want to destroy you.” 
 
    Dr. Evelyn Price wasn’t a nice lady, though she was a beautiful elf princess. I’ll grant you that. 
 
    I picked up Kyl from where he lay on the plaza bricks. “Gnush, let’s go.” 
 
    The big orc clutched his battle-axe, nodding that he was ready. 
 
    I jumped through the doorway in the air, carrying Kyl with me. We landed on a brick-inlaid floor, surrounded by walls and a ceiling. Gnush came afterward. After the big orc stepped through, the glowing rune doorway disappeared, casting us into pitch darkness. 
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    “Don’t move a muscle,” Gnush whispered in the darkness. It was so complete I couldn’t see a thing. 
 
    “Let me set Kyl down first,” I said. 
 
    “Okay, but then don’t even breathe hard. I need to listen and figure this out.” 
 
    I set Kyl down on damp bricks. I hadn’t noticed they were damp when jumping through the doorway. Straightening, I did as Gnush suggested and stood perfectly still, trying to be as quiet as a mouse. It was weird standing in the pitch darkness after coming from the open at Stonewatch. I felt alone in a black universe. 
 
    Soon, Gnush said softly, “I hear rats in the distance. They’re squealing over spoils. Ah. There’s also running water, a gurgle of sound. We’re underground for sure.” 
 
    Gnush had made me jump with surprise when he spoke, even though I knew he was right there. 
 
    I was surprised he thought we might not be underground. I said, “At least the elf kept her word to that degree.” 
 
    “You trusted the elf to play fair with us?” 
 
    “No.” Which wasn’t true, I had. But I could hear Gnush’s distrust of elves in the way he asked that. 
 
    “Smart,” Gnush said. “Elves are liars of the first order and always pretend to be good. I don’t like them. I’m surprised you liked her.” 
 
    “How do you figure I liked her?” 
 
    “The way you ogled her told me so.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” I said. “She was stacked and had legs that wouldn’t quit.” 
 
    “All dat true,” Gnush said, “but no one would mistake her for an orc maid. Now there’s something to look at.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh. Instead, I said, “We can both agree no one would mistake the elf for an orc maid.” 
 
    “You stare at her butt a lot, too,” Gnush added. “Did you like it?” 
 
    “Look. Can we talk about something else? We’re underground and we don’t have any torches. That means we’re stuck in complete darkness.” 
 
    “Use your sword to make light.” 
 
    “I can either do that,” I said, digging out the smartphone, “or this.” I tapped the screen. 
 
    Light from the phone screen showed we were underground in a damp tunnel. At least the tunnel was level. I heard running water now and saw damper patches everywhere on the walls. In one spot, water trickled down. The tunnel was made of stone, including the ceiling. 
 
    “How you make light from your hand?” asked Gnush. 
 
    “It’s a little trick I learned.” 
 
    “Good trick,” Gnush said. 
 
    So, the orc still couldn’t see the smartphone. Dr. Price had seen it and the rune picture I’d taken. That was another point in her favor for having told me the truth. She hadn’t been an NPC, but a real person. 
 
    “Maybe we should rest,” I said. 
 
    “Kyl need rest and you need visions. I’ll turn around so you can do whatever it is you do to get them.” 
 
    “If I do that, it might get dark again for a while.” 
 
    “That okay. I know where we are and that you can make light in a pinch. Get some rest. Let Kyl restore himself. We’ll be in a better spot then.” 
 
    I didn’t feel like leaning against a damp or wet wall. The floor was a little better. I lay down and closed my eyes, trying to compose myself. I wondered if Dr. Evelyn Price had escaped from Stonewatch to wherever she was trying to go. How far was Stonewatch from Thermion? If I made it out, maybe I could find a Rune Quest map somewhere online and see. 
 
    I yawned, and the next thing I knew, I was smacking my lips, waking up in the stupid dark. 
 
    “You didn’t sleep long,” Gnush said. “You have any visions?” 
 
    “Give me a bit more time. I’ll tell you when I’m ready.” 
 
    “Got it,” Gnush said. 
 
    I picked up the smartphone where I’d set it on the floor. The screen immediately glowed with illumination. 
 
    “Ready now?” asked Gnush. 
 
    “No. I’ll tell you when I am like I said.” 
 
    “No need to get angry.” 
 
    I heard a plaintive note from my friend. “You’re right,” I said. “That’s on me. Sorry.” 
 
    Gnush didn’t reply. 
 
    I sat up and forced my eyes wide. It had been tough in Stonewatch. I wondered if I’d gotten any experience points for what I’d done there. 
 
    “Hey, GM, how many experience points did I get for all that? I mean for what happened in and around Stonewatch.” 
 
    You expect experience points for actions other than fighting, appeared on the phone screen. 
 
    “Sometimes,” I said. 
 
    Then you are advancing in your understanding of Rune Quest. Taken together, your mastery of runes and cleverness in action, you gained 780 EPs. Combined with the 30 EPs you didn’t use last time, you have 810 EPs. That is enough for two new trait points. 
 
    I thought about asking for a breakdown in experience points, but decided it wouldn’t matter if I were getting out of here soon. Thus, I’d stick to what really mattered. 
 
    I debated about the best use of my new points. Would that be in rune mastery? Maybe I needed to add one to vitality. I think I used that when I powered the runes. I could use more endurance, too, but I had a feeling using my rune powers were going to get me back home sooner than anything else would. 
 
    “I’ll add one to rune mastery and one to vitality,” I said. 
 
    On the screen appeared my revised character sheet. 
 
      
 
    Name: Jack Kang 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Hero 
 
    Subclass: Barbarian Warrior 
 
    Level: 15 
 
      
 
    Strength: 13 
 
    Agility: 14 
 
    Endurance: 11 
 
    Intelligence: 12 
 
    Vitality: 11 
 
    Critical Hit Rate: 6 
 
    Great Luck: 5 
 
    Rune Mastery: 15 
 
      
 
    Skills: Street Fighter’s Art (I), Sword (II), Script Aptitude (I), Swift Strike, Throw Mastery (I), Gem Eye, Rugged Constitution (I) 
 
      
 
    “You do know that I completed the rune prophecy, right?” 
 
    You did not complete the prophecy itself, finding the statue and amulet, appeared on the screen, although you did put together the runic prophecy poem. That was well done. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “What kind of new quests do I have because I figured out the poem?” 
 
    No new lesser quests will appear until you complete the prophecy—taking the amulet—and begin another greater quest. 
 
    That made sense—not that I planned engaging in another game quest. I wanted back into my body now. Still, I wondered what else the GM might tell me that could be useful to us. 
 
    “We’re in the tunnels under Thermion,” I said. 
 
    That is not the right way to say it, although you are correct in principle. You have arrived in the Subterranean Labyrinth of Thermion. 
 
    I had what I had, not being one hundred percent sure. The GM had confirmed that for me. “What can you tell me about these tunnels?” 
 
    Tunnels compose part of the subterranean labyrinth. They are not the entirety of the Thermion underworld. 
 
    “Oh. Sure. Got it,” I said. “Is there anything special about this labyrinth?” 
 
    On the screen appeared: 
 
      
 
    The Subterranean Labyrinth of Thermion 
 
      
 
    Region: Below the port city of Thermion. 
 
      
 
    Overview: Under Thermion’s port city, a web of tunnels stretches out. Carved by nature and forgotten hands, these paths hold tales of old. 
 
      
 
    Features: 
 
      
 
    Tunnels: Some narrow, others wide. Nature’s hand and human design are evident. 
 
      
 
    Mazes: Paths change, shaped by cave-ins or its dwellers. 
 
      
 
    Landmarks: Tall stalactites and stalagmites create deep, silent forests. Glowing minerals light some paths with an ethereal glow. 
 
      
 
    Relics: Tools and camp remains, signs of past explorers, lay scattered. Their stories hinted by inscriptions. 
 
      
 
    Waterways: Streams flow below. Glowing pools mirror the lights above. 
 
      
 
    Traps: Nature and man’s hand have set dangers. Unsteady rocks, sudden floods lurk. 
 
      
 
    Hazards: The maze shifts. Creatures live in the shadows. Light and air run low. 
 
      
 
    Advice: Mark each step. Trust those with you. Listen for water or subtle sounds. Thermion’s depths are as perilous as they are captivating. 
 
      
 
    I finished reading. I hadn’t learned too much. The place was bigger than I’d thought, and I wondered if it was deeper than the Hobgoblin Hole had been. I doubted I could get the neutral GM to tell me that. Given the labyrinth was so huge, finding my way around and to where I wanted to go— 
 
    “How about an ancient statue of a knight,” I said. “Can you tell me where I can find it down here?” 
 
    The cursor blinked and kept doing so. That was answer enough. I hadn’t asked that the right way. 
 
    I had to reach the ancient statue, but I had no idea where it could be in terms of the labyrinth. How long did I have until Artemis reconnected with my smartphone? Or would Selene appear using a long-distance shift weave? I needed to find the statue fast and then the amulet. I had a feeling an adventurer could get lost down here for a long, long time if he didn’t know what he was doing. 
 
    The more I thought about it, the more I realized I didn’t like the underworld. 
 
    Pushing my discomfort aside, I shook my head. That wasn’t the point. I was close to getting home. I had to find this damn statue and amulet, but had no idea where to start next. 
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    I carried unconscious Kyl as Gnush led the way. I used the smartphone to light our path, tapping the screen whenever it started to go dim. I had a feeling this was a game cheat. There were times I shouldn’t have been able to use my phone like this in the darkness. Maybe that was another game flaw the creators of Rune Quest hadn’t fixed yet. 
 
    As I slung skinny Kyl over a shoulder, easing the strain on my biceps, I remembered something Dr. Price had said. The other creators had become hooked on playing Rune Quest. I remember seeing snapshots of a pretty girl once who had quickly become withered and ancient as she used meth. 
 
    Was that what it was like for the users of Rune Quest? Would we not eat or sleep, just wanting to play another hour of the game? 
 
    I loved playing Rune Quest even though I desperately wanted to go home, even though I was worried about dying. I’d had a ton of fun doing these different things. Even after being killed twice and losing trait points, I still enjoyed it. 
 
    What if I got killed this near the end? 
 
    I shook my head. That was defeatist thinking. I needed something to give me an edge, to help me find the ancient statue and amulet sooner instead of later. 
 
    “Wait a second, huh?” Gnush said quietly. 
 
    I set Kyl on the damp floor and put my right hand on the hilt of the runesword. I didn’t draw it yet, but waited. 
 
    “Can you give me more light?” Gnush asked. 
 
    I tapped the phone screen. 
 
    The brighter light showed three skeleton adventurers still wearing all their gear as they lay on the tunnel floor. Two wore leather armor, one chain mail. All had backpacks. 
 
    Gnush crouched over them, rifling their belongings. 
 
    What scavengers we RPG players really were. We scavenged the dead, those we’d slain and others, seeing if they had magic items or gold. 
 
    “No food,” Gnush said, “but I did find this.” He held a backpack he’d ripped from one of the skeletons. He drew unlit torches out of it. 
 
    I grinned. We could use torches. Trust Gnush to think of that. My phone’s energy must have been getting low. I swear the screen was getting a little dimmer than before. What would happen if the phone went dead? What powered the smartphone, the game system itself?” 
 
    It was an odd thought. Everything around me felt so real. Nothing was pixelated. Nothing was seemingly unreal. I got hungry. I got tired— 
 
    Gnush used flint and tinder, each scratch producing sparks. Soon, one of the torches burst into fire, creating much greater light than the phone screen, if of a flickering variety. Gnush lit another torch from the first and handed it to me. 
 
    I pocketed the phone. 
 
    With the better illumination, we saw that we stood in a large circular chamber with a seven-foot-high ceiling. It was dry here, everywhere. There were four different tunnel openings: four branches we could take. We must have come out of the one behind us. 
 
    I stepped beside Kyl, looking down at him. The unconscious wizard barely breathed. The skin on his face looked withdrawn, as if he was near death. 
 
    He’d reached this state because he’d used a spell to give me greater vitality. That had allowed me to hold onto Ironspike long enough to break the Glass Tube. Without Kyl and his sacrifice, things would have been different 
 
    “Gnush, don’t we have one more full heal?” 
 
    “We do,” Gnush said. “But look at him. The wizard is small and skinny. Shouldn’t we save a full heal for you or me? When I take many hits, a full heal is more useful than when—” 
 
    “Hey, Gnush,” I said, interrupting. “This is our friend, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” the orc said after a moment, “He our friend.” 
 
    “Kyl gave everything so I could shatter the Glass Tube. If I’d failed to do that, I’d never be this close to going home.” 
 
    “Wizard is good friend,” Gnush said. “You right, Jack. Here, let me hold your torch.” 
 
    I gave the torch to Gnush. He stood near the wizard, holding both torches high to give me the most amount of light. 
 
    I rummaged through Kyl’s robe and found the corked vial. Kneeling by his head, I pried open his mouth. Then, I uncorked the vial and by degrees poured the blue potion down his throat. 
 
    Color returned almost instantly. Soon, Kyl began to cough. He opened his eyes. They were bloodshot. The bloodshot appearance faded, and soon his eyes were bright and he looked healthy. 
 
    Kyl sat up, gained control of his coughing and looked around. With a start, he looked at me. “We’re no longer in Stonewatch, are we?” 
 
    “No,” I said, “we’re in the labyrinth under Thermion.” 
 
    “We did it then.” 
 
    “Yes and no,” I said. 
 
    Kyl frowned. “How can it be no?” 
 
    “Because we don’t know where the statue of a knight is.” 
 
    Kyl jumped up and took a torch from Gnush. “Why do I feel so good?” 
 
    “We gave you the full heal,” Gnush said, “the last one.” 
 
    “Oh.” Kyl turned to me. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “you gave your all to help me at the Glass Tube. I appreciate that.” 
 
    “I did. And I’d do it again.” 
 
    “I plan to do likewise, and this is proof of that.” 
 
    Kyl nodded. Then he thrust a skinny-fingered hand at me. I shook it. When Kyl released me, he stepped near and clapped Gnush on the shoulder. 
 
    Gnush looked uneasy, almost embarrassed. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “I’ll take your other torch,” I told Gnush. 
 
    The orc handed it to me and picked his battle-axe off the floor. When he gripped the haft with two hands—Gnush was definitely burlier than when I’d first met him. He’d gained experience, and in his own fashion, by whatever metrics they used in the game system, he’d become more formidable. 
 
    The same must be true for Kyl. 
 
    Our beginning characters would never have made it as far as we did. We’d actually gained levels quickly, maybe too fast in a game sense. That is if they were going to market Rune Quest to the paying public. 
 
    I shook my head, bemused by my way of thinking. It was still my life on the line. I needed to get my mind in gear, find the statue and find it now. 
 
    I didn’t want to happen to me what seemed to have happened to Dr. Price. She’d said her body was in Jack Tanner Tech Billionaire’s mansion in San Francisco. She didn’t think she’d ever get it back. Therefore, she might already be a non-corporeal entity surviving in Rune Quest until something bad happened. Was she not truly dead then in the real world? Was she a mix between a real player and NPC? 
 
    “You’re thinking deeply,” Kyl said. 
 
    “I am. I’m trying to figure out stuff.” 
 
    “Anything you can share with us?” 
 
    I thought about that. Then I noticed that Ironspike was vibrating like crazy in its scabbard. That meant we were near a nexus, a place of magical power. 
 
    Drawing the runesword, I noticed a faint sheen of light shining from it. I turned a complete circle, carefully studying the blade the whole time. 
 
    “Ah,” Kyl said, “the blade glows brighter when you point it that way.” He pointed at one of the tunnel entrances—not the one we’d come through. 
 
    “You noticed a difference in light?” I asked. 
 
    “I did,” Kyl said. 
 
    That was interesting, because I hadn’t. What trait or skill did the wizard have that I lacked? 
 
    I shook my head. It didn’t matter. I had friends. I wouldn’t have gotten this far without them. Therefore, before I left Rune Quest, I wanted to reward them for what they’d done. 
 
    “We have torches,” I said. “It looks like we have a compass of sorts in this sword. Maybe we can find the statue after all. I have a feeling the old stone knight marks the nexus point.” 
 
    Gnush grunted, taking a tighter grip on his battle-axe haft. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Gnush said. “I sense danger around us. I think soon we will have to fight.” 
 
    The orc didn’t say this in terror; he seemed to look forward to the battle. I had a feeling Gnush was eager to swing his axe and kill a foe. 
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    We entered the tunnel indicated by Ironspike, the driest one, and soon walked down it at a slant, heading deeper into the earth. From time to time, hieroglyphs appeared on the walls. I didn’t care for them, as I wondered if they spoke of an ancient curse or evil spell. 
 
    “Do you understand any of the hieroglyphs?” I asked Kyl. 
 
    “No. They’re old, much older than Thermion. I don’t care for them.” 
 
    I turned to Gnush. “Was this tunnel where you sensed danger?” 
 
    “Most assuredly,” Gnush said. 
 
    Soon, the tunnel narrowed so we had to go single file. There were no more hieroglyphs on the walls. I didn’t know if that was good or bad. 
 
    “Just a moment,” Kyl said. 
 
    We stopped as the wizard listened carefully. “I hear no rats or the rush of water. It’s like the stillness of a crypt or tomb.” 
 
    I thought about hieroglyphs being in Egyptian pyramids. Those had been in a tomb. Would we face horrific mummies down here? 
 
    My blade glowed more than earlier. Even I could tell the difference now. It also shivered so my grip weakened over time. I debated putting the sword back in the scabbard to give my hand a rest. Suiting action to thought, I did so. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Kyl asked. 
 
    I raised my hand. 
 
    Kyl shook his head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “My sword vibrates a lot. I’m guessing that means we’re headed to the center of a ley-line nexus. My sword did the same thing as we neared the Glass Tube in Stonewatch, which we learned was a nexus point.” 
 
    “That’s well-reasoned,” Kyl said. “This is definitely the way we should go for another reason. I’ve heard legends about Thermion’s labyrinth. The legends speak about shadow guards, cursed armor and stone sentinels. But I’ve never heard any legends or even hints about ancient tombs that hold the undead.” 
 
    “You think we’re heading toward undead creatures?” I asked, thinking about mummies. 
 
    “I do,” Kyl said. 
 
    “How can you sense that?” 
 
    “Because the same dread I felt going deep in the Hobgoblin Hole, the same prickling of my skin and the hairs rising on the back of my neck, is with me now.” 
 
    “Do you sense what kind of undead it or these might be?” I asked. 
 
    “Something powerful and deadly,” Kyl said. 
 
    Gnush looked back at me, his eyes questioning the advisability of continuing. 
 
    That was a surprise, as Gnush liked to fight. Maybe even the orc didn’t care fighting the undead. Still, if the statue and amulet were ahead, I had to go on. How could I encourage him without making it obvious? 
 
    “If you’re game,” I said, “so am I.” 
 
    Gnush grunted. “If a human can march against the undead, so can a Black Mountain Orc. We’ll dare and gain riches and fame doing this.” 
 
    “There you go,” I said. 
 
    Kyl adjusted his rope belt and raised his torch. 
 
    I raised mine. 
 
    We continued along the downward slanting tunnel that might lead to a crypt of the undead, mummies possibly. Should I ask my smartphone to show me info about mummies? 
 
    “Just a second,” I said. 
 
    We stopped. 
 
    I took out the smartphone and whispered, “What can you tell me about mummies?” 
 
    The cursor blinked. 
 
    “In all Rune Quest, aren’t there mummies somewhere?” 
 
    The cursor continued to blink. I didn’t take that as a good sign. 
 
    “Hello,” I whispered. “Is anyone home in the smartphone?” 
 
    More blinking. Had the neutral GM—computer—lost connection with me? I didn’t like the implications. 
 
    Putting away the smartphone, I said, “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    “No visions?” asked Gnush. 
 
    “Not this time,” I said. 
 
    “Odd,” Kyl said. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I asked. 
 
    “You followed your normal routine, and received no visions. That strikes me as odd.” 
 
    “Odd bad?” I asked. 
 
    “As to that,” Kyl said, “I cannot tell.” 
 
    We continued down, wary, listening and watching keenly. 
 
    I thought about the Ghoul King. I’d gotten my runesword in the deepest chamber of the Hobgoblin Hole. Still, I didn’t want to face more ghouls. I didn’t want to face anything undead, not even mummies. Why place the ancient statue of a knight down here? I didn’t like the game design of this. Something felt wrong, but I couldn’t place it. Sure, it was likely near the nexus, but why did the nexus have to be down this horrid crypt. 
 
    The stone-lined tunnel made several sharp turns but always headed down. We didn’t pass any doors or spring any traps, so that was good. There were no slimes on the ceiling. No molds crawled out to attack us. There was only the sound of our breathing and rhythmic footfalls. 
 
    Abruptly, by torchlight, I saw that the way before us widened, although the ceiling remained at the same seven-foot height. 
 
    “Hold on,” I whispered. 
 
    We halted. 
 
    I fanned my torch to create greater light. I peered down there. In the wider space, a man wearing a high-collared cloak sat at a round table with his back to us. There was a single flickering candle on the table. He drew cards from a pile, turned them over and put them down before him. 
 
    Was he playing solitaire or using tarots to tell our future? I hated him for it if doing the latter. Was he waiting for something? Was he waiting for us? Or more appropriately, was he waiting for me? 
 
    He moved, so he definitely was not a statue. 
 
    “I see him much clearer than you do,” Kyl told me. “By his rich garments, he’s a prince. His garments are all dark, though. There is something sinister about him.” 
 
    I nearly brayed with nervous laughter, as the last part was freaking obvious. 
 
    There was extra luminance to Kyl’s eyes. The wizard must be using his mystic gaze. 
 
    “Do you see anything else?” I whispered. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense, given what you’re doing with mystic gaze.” 
 
    “I know,” Kyl whispered, “and that worries me.” 
 
    “I’m not worried,” Gnush said in a normal voice. “Let us see what awaits us. Let us deal with it.” He shook his battle-axe for emphasis. “This will take care of anything.” 
 
    I wanted to ask the orc, “Would your precious axe have taken care of the rumblekins? Would your battle-axe have taken care of the emberlings?” I didn’t want to bad mouth Gnush, though. In many ways, he was the hero of the tale. What would I have done without the Black Mountain Orc beside me? Not gotten this far, that was for sure. He had courage, brawn and was loyal to a fault. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said, “let’s see what the next thing holds for us.” 
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    We exited the tunnel and entered the wider underground area. Instead of going single file, we advanced in a line. Gnush was on one side, I was on the other, with Kyl in the middle. 
 
    Before we reached the seated man, with his back to us, a set of armor on a stand glowed brightly. The armor suit was closer to us than to the seated man. Runes on the armor glowed. There was an enclosed helm, chain-mail sleeves, iron gauntlets, leg plates, greaves and iron-shod shoes. One of the armor suit’s gauntlets held onto the hilt of a lone, bare sword. The tip of the sword touched the stone floor. Interestingly, there were no runes etched upon the blade. 
 
    I took that as a plus. 
 
    One moment, I studied the armor suit, the next, it moved, the enclosed helm turning as two coals of red light appeared behind the visor like demon eyes. 
 
    That startled and bothered me greatly. The armor suit was going to be a problem. 
 
    “Is that undead?” I whispered to Kyl. 
 
    The wizard had made mystic passes with his hands. “No. A spectral thing or spirit inhabits the armor. It’s haunted. This is a haunting.” 
 
    “Ho, ho, ho,” the armor suit said from behind its closed visor. He spoke in a kingly voice rich with resonance. “So you say, so you are a wizard. Then you know the folly of facing me.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Kyl called. 
 
    “Ho, ho, now you have sealed your doom.” The armor suit pointed a gauntleted finger at us. “I will chase you throughout the entire labyrinth of Thermion. Perhaps I will even chase you if you go above ground. But know that I shall most likely slay all of you down here.” 
 
    “Is a specter an undead thing?” I asked Kyl. 
 
    “Know that I am a spirit, which is a different thing than being undead,” the armor suit said. 
 
    Kyl snapped his fingers. “That’s the Cursed Armor of King Draken of Thermion.” 
 
    “Foul wizard,” the armor suit said. “I’ll kill you first for letting that out of the bag. I wanted to keep it a secret.” 
 
    “Your Highness,” Kyl said, dipping his head toward the armor suit. “I remember now. Years ago, I heard wizards argue about it as I swept one of the library rooms. They did not know I listened.” Kyl turned to me. “King Draken was the most feared warrior Thermion ever knew, dying several centuries ago. As he lay dying, Draken made a terrible pact with a shadowy entity. Instead of passing into the afterlife, the entity bound the willing spirit to the cursed armor you see before us. Legend says that the armor of Draken will defend Thermion even in death.” 
 
    “So you know a few tales, do you, little wizard,” the spirit of King Draken said. “I protect the underworld of Thermion until time runs its course. Only then will I finally rest. Until then, I defend this place. Now, do you wish for a head start, or do you wish to die before my blade here and now?” 
 
    “Who sits over there beyond you?” I asked. 
 
    The armor suit did not turn back to look. “Nobody sits beyond me, nobody that I worry about, no one who is living.” 
 
    At the answer, I shivered with dread. The seated man must be an undead creature, a powerful one. Why didn’t the armor suit protect against the undead? 
 
    Gnush muttered low under his breath, perhaps uttering calming words or encouraging words to embolden himself. He looked frightened but as if he was working hard not to show it. 
 
    Kyl’s face was set in a grim expression. 
 
    “We can defeat you, animated armor,” I said. 
 
    “Didn’t you listen to your wizard? I’m more than an animated armor suit. Do you see the runes shining on the armor? If you think you can breach my protection—” 
 
    “I can.” I said, interrupting his speech. 
 
    “No,” the armor suit said, “you cannot.” 
 
    Now Gnush’s words came back to haunt me. Why had I wasted the full heal on Kyl? If I hadn’t, I could use the runesword and destroy the cursed armor with a big old lightning bolt—if I could figure out how to do that on purpose. Unfortunately, if I did that, the rune enchantment would drain me. I couldn’t defeat the undead thing setting down cards if I were exhausted before I started against it.” 
 
    The undead card player hadn’t turned to look at us. Who was he, and what did he symbolize? Was this some final—I don’t know—test of knowledge, game lore, or was it just something that creeped me out? 
 
    “Stand aside, spirit of King Draken,” I said. “Our quarrel isn’t with you or anyone belonging to Thermion. It’s with that undead thing playing cards over there.” 
 
    “You know that I cannot allow you to pass, for you cannot ever leave this place,” the armor suit said. 
 
    A prickling fear touched my heart. Did the armor suit mean never leave Rune Quest? If I turned and sprinted, I was sure I could out-distance the armor. Would it keep clanking after me no matter what? 
 
    Instead of running, I ripped Ironspike from its scabbard. Drawing my sword gave me a sense of reassurance. As I did, the undead figure setting cards—perhaps tarots—on the table seemed to momentarily pause and almost glance in our direction. I had the feeling my sword troubled him. 
 
    “You hold a legendary runesword,” the armor suit said. “It may be able to defeat me. That is a true challenge. I accept.” 
 
    The armor suit raised his sword, clanked off his stand and came at us. 
 
    Kyl stood in a spell-casting stance, chanting. He flung his fingers outward. From them, lightning flashed. It zagged and hit the armor, not doing a damn thing. Kyl’s shoulders slumped forward. He was clearly exhausted from the strength of the spell he’d cast. 
 
    Gnush bellowed, charging forward and swinging his battle-axe with authority. The spirit of King Draken powered the chain-mail sleeves that swung the sword in response. The two weapons clashed, blocking each other, sparking as they hit. That only seemed to anger Gnush, as he bellowed a war-oath. He fought brilliantly, using figure-eight slashes, downward cuts, and sneaky upward blows. It didn’t matter. The armor suit parried or sidestepped everything the orc threw at it. The armor was faster than I’d expected it to be. 
 
    I finally joined the fray, shouting, “Gnush, I’m to your left.” 
 
    I cut and thrust, timing my assaults with Gnush’s orc fury. Every time the runeblade touched the cursed armor, blade and armor screamed and moaned. It was evil. It was terrifying. The more I did it and heard screams, the more I grew afraid. 
 
    Did I dare stop? No. I’d remain in Rune Quest for the rest of my life then, a rather short life. Thus, I continued to thrust and slash, even as Gnush swung the battle-axe, no doubt hoping to dent the mocking armor.  
 
    “You can’t kill the armor, Gnush,” Kyl shouted. The wizard stood as close to the fight as he dared, providing us with torchlight. 
 
    I knew Gnush understood that when he suddenly switched tactics. Bellowing, the orc swung the battle-axe again. He smashed it as hard as he could against the armor-suit’s sword. 
 
    The sword blade shattered into several pieces as they showered clattering onto the floor. The blade must have been of inferior metal compared to Gnush’s axe. 
 
    Maybe I was wrong about that. There was a glow around Gnush’s axe. 
 
    Kyl stood near with his hands up even as he held the torches, looking intently at Gnush’s axe. In some manner, the wizard must have given the battle-axe magical strength, endurance or hardness. Whatever it was, it had been enough to shatter the cursed armor’s sword.  
 
    All the armor suit had left was a jagged stump of blade. 
 
    I took that as my cue, increasing the tempo of my assault. I had the advantage now, as my blade was much, much longer than his was. The jagged edge scratched my leather at few times. My rugged constitution, combined with my leather armor, prevented any significant damage from his hits. 
 
    I think the nearness to the nexus point gave me more power. My sword continued to vibrate, more whenever I used an embedded rune. The screaming between the armor suit and my sword changed. My sword protested less. The armor suit’s cries increased in volume. 
 
    With a roar, I thrust, using one of my abilities from Sword (II). The blade brightened as the tip of Ironspike pierced the plate-armor in the pectoral, sinking into it with a screech of steel on steel. I twisted the blade. It was as if I made a temporary opening. Wisps of something screamed as they passed out of the rent. 
 
    In a moment, the cursed armor suit collapsed, no longer articulated together but breaking into pieces. It collapsed as if nothing had been inside. 
 
    The last wisp circled once, twice and then it shot downward, which was odd. What did that mean unless—I shuddered? Had the spirit of King Draken gone down to some sort of game Hell? 
 
    Now at last, the undead card player with the long cloak with its high collar set down his hand. He turned his head part way toward us. We still could not see his face 
 
    “You have made it at last,” he said in a familiar voice. “That’s good, as I’m sick of all this waiting.” 
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    The man turned around. 
 
    With a start, I realized it was Arion One-Eye, except…I craned my head forward. He had two eyes. They both seemed usable. What had happened to his powerful gem eye? 
 
    Gnush looked. “You much paler than when I saw you last.” 
 
    “Yes,” Arion said in his commanding voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked Gnush. 
 
    “He is undead,” Gnush said. “We felt it. You said it. I sense it now. Do you not, Kyl?” 
 
    Kyl nodded, saying nothing. Nor did the wizard look directly at Arion. I wasn’t sure why. He seemed to fear the crusader—or rather, the one who once was. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, not comprehending yet even though Gnush had spelled it out for me. “How are you sitting here? The enchanted armor wouldn’t let the living past it.” 
 
    “I’m not one of the living,” Arion replied. “You said it before. I heard you. I’m one of the undead.” While there was lightness in Arion’s voice, there was no lightness in his literally damned eyes. 
 
    “Your eyes look normal,” I said, meaning he had two instead of just the one. “What happened to your gem eye of blasting power?” 
 
    Arion shook his head. “I cannot use the gem as one that I am now. Only those alive could use it. I’ve given much for my new state, and I hate it. I hate my existence. I hate what I am.” 
 
    “What are you?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you think? I’m a vampire lord. I’m a prince of darkness.” 
 
    “The Way of the Bat,” I said, finally understanding what must have happened. 
 
    Arion nodded, saying, “The Way of the Bat.” 
 
    The understanding flooded and sickened me because of what I’d almost done. Arion had been corrupted the way Artemis had tried to corrupt me. Yet, Artemis hadn’t tempted me. It had been my own thoughts doing that. 
 
    I’d seriously considered becoming a wereboar, a creature of darkness. I’d thought about becoming a wereboar to gain the doubled strength and fast healing. I didn’t think the Way of a Werebeast as vile or evil as a vampire. I’ve always hated vampires and vampire movies. Hey, that’s me. It may not be you, but that was how I thought. 
 
    “Were you tempted by what being a vampire could give you?” I asked. 
 
    Arion pointed at me, nodding. “I served Hosar, the Lord of Light. He whispered secret things, telling me only I could know them because I strove so valiantly to destroy evils such as human-flesh-eating ogres.” 
 
    Arion bent his head, no longer looking at us. When he looked up, he wore a sardonic smile. 
 
    It brought a chill to me. I didn’t remember this Arion. That flooded me with more understanding. 
 
    “Hosar, Lord of Light, has been twisted by Artemis,” I said. 
 
    “So you know that name,” Arion said. “Yes, that makes sense. Artemis claims to be one thing and yet is another. He hid behind the facade of the one I originally served. When I first served Hosar, I had visions of glory and daring deeds, to bring right and peace to blighted places. I turned to a different path as I felt a change in Hosar. He is no longer a Lord of Light. He is a Lord of Dark and of dark things of fell power. Perhaps he is even the Lord of Vampires. But Hosar’s true name, you have spoken it—Artemis the Evil One.” 
 
    The vampire and I stared at each other. 
 
    Arion smiled again, a smile full of malice. “You’re right. I was tempted by the power he would give me. I am strong. I am very strong. I flew many a dark night to reach this locale before you. I despise what I had to do to become the one awaiting in the crypt, hating the light.” 
 
    Arion sighed. “I can face your runesword. I can do it because I must. I need your body, barbarian. I need it in order to open the final door, the final way, so I can leave this realm of darkness and vampirism that has claimed me. It has claimed me because of my own desires for power and strength. I fed off the very people who once trusted and served me. I drained their essences in order to sustain myself longer.” 
 
    Kyl and I traded glances. Did that mean Arion had become a blood drinker? Gnush made snuffling sounds like a bull about to charge in rage. 
 
    “Now, I must do one last deed,” Arion said. “Then I will no longer be a vampire. I will be a thing of real being. I will be you, Jack Tanner III, tech billionaire. The things I will do to that world…” He chuckled. 
 
    “No,” I said, “you’re not taking my body, vampire. You’re not going anywhere else, either. Do you hate your existence? I’m going to end it for you and put you out of your misery.” 
 
    “You and what army?” Arion asked. 
 
    Gnush snuffled more, scraping a booted toe against the floor like a maddened bull. 
 
    “No, my friends,” I said, “step back. This is between the vampire and me.” 
 
    “No,” Gnush said thickly. “You need our help to slay him.” 
 
    “I doubt your axe can harm him,” I said. “I think Arion truly is a vampire lord in all the worst ways.” 
 
    I thought of some of the RPGs I’d played, and the power a vampire lord could have. Arion had called himself a prince of darkness. I didn’t think he was a weak vampire, but a high-level vampire. I hadn’t read the vampire stats, but maybe it was similar to wereboars, but with different pluses and minuses. He claimed he’d flown here, perhaps as a bat to Thermion. 
 
    Artemis had likely strengthened Arion and given him unique powers and abilities. The quantum AI meant for the Rune Quest NPC to replace me in the real world. Arion wanted to slay my consciousness and usurp my real body. 
 
    “Your journey was hard and long. It’s too bad you were corrupted. Artemis,” I said, “you’ve got a lot to answer for. But right now, Arion, you have to answer for your corruption because of your vain ambition.” 
 
    “Oh, I have ambition,” Arion said. “I do not know how you escaped my path, for I sensed that in you.” 
 
    That was an interesting thought. How did I escape becoming a wereboar? I escaped it because of Rune Enchantress Selene, because I’d picked up the runesword. I’d been on my way to the lair of the wereboar, but I’d been sidetracked and found this other way. Now, I was very glad I had. 
 
    “Are you ready, vampire?” 
 
    “I’m ready, barbarian. This fight will be much quicker than you realize.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I said. 
 
    Arion drew his blade. It was a dark thing. It did not have runes upon it, but it was dark with a power that absorbed light. 
 
    Arion chuckled. “My blade is a match for Ironspike. If you wish to face annihilation, human, you’ve come to the right man.” 
 
    “Enough talk,” I said. “Let’s do this.” 
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    Arion moved smoothly, his long cloak billowing behind him. I did notice his paleness of skin, so at odds with his tanned look before. Grinning at me, he had long incisors like a vampire, and his eyes had a hint of red. 
 
    Revulsion filled me. 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    Ironspike had ceased vibrating. The blade glowed as a rune shone bluely upon the steel spine. 
 
    In response, Arion’s blade seemed to have turned darker. I don’t know how that could be possible, but that’s how I felt. 
 
    “I’ll kill you again, Jack Kang, just like I did at the ogre stockade.” 
 
    “And send me to my starting place as I respawn?” 
 
    Arion scowled.  
 
    “You can’t kill me, remember? You need my body for whatever ritual Artemis has planned.” 
 
    That was wrong. I’d found my dead body before, twice in fact, once a troll had devoured some of it. The other time, the corpse had been underground in a mausoleum. 
 
    “You will wish you were dead before I’m through with you,” Arion said. 
 
    “Promises, promises,” I said. 
 
    We circled each other, our blades ready. Arion lunged. I backpedaled and parried against his leopard-like strike. 
 
    He laughed, nodding, as if he understood something critical now. He began to probe my sword defense. He did not thrust nor slash in earnest. Instead, he seemed like a doctor testing here and probing there. The clink of our blades was a testament to his probes. 
 
    I didn’t understand. Was Arion playing for time? Why would he—? 
 
    Artemis, I realized. Was Arion waiting for the quantum AI to show up in some manner? Yet, that didn’t seem true. 
 
    Arion’s probing thrusts and slashes grew stronger. He went low. He went high. I blocked and parried each time. He nodded several times. His nods led me to believe that he’d found a weakness in my defense. Yet, was that his intent? Did he try to get me to doubt myself? Maybe I needed to goad him to reverse whatever he was doing to me. 
 
    “Are you trying to bore me to death?” I asked. 
 
    “You can attack any time you wish,” he replied. 
 
    Was that it? Did he hope I would launch an assault against him, tiring my arm as I tried to weave through his legendary swordplay? Maybe it was time for a lightning bolt. I hadn’t used one yet from Ironspike on purpose with intent will. Maybe this was a good time to start—if I could figure out how. 
 
    Then I wondered. Maybe he hoped I would resort to using the runesword’s powers, draining myself in fruitless assaults. I’m not sure why I thought a lightning bolt would be fruitless against him. 
 
    Arion’s sword snaked in, its dark tip easily cutting through my leather armor. 
 
    Ironspike shone brightly in response. 
 
    Whatever damage the black sword might have inflicted on me was blocked by my runesword’s power. Still, I felt vitality leave me, the power used to activate that rune enchanted onto the blade. 
 
    Most of my uses of Ironspike’s rune powers had been subconscious so far. I hadn’t really learned how to tap the runesword consciously. 
 
    “I see,” Arion said cryptically. 
 
    It seemed as if the former crusader did see. I witnessed the calculation in his eyes. He was the mercenary leader who had once led warriors into battle. Arion had been soldier-shrewd before. What did he see in me? What did he suppose were my weaknesses? 
 
    “I will defeat you,” Arion said matter-of-factly. 
 
    I snarled and launched an assault. His swordplay in defense of my attack was superb. Did he have the Sword (V or VI) skill? I wouldn’t be surprised. 
 
    I was sure I’d rolled hits several times, and yet, he seemed to roll defense after that. It came to me that I would not defeat the vampire lord like this. I’d become much better. I hadn’t become better than Arion, though. He seemed to possess something greater than a mere NPC. I imagine that had something to do with Artemis. 
 
    “Kyl!” I shouted. 
 
    “Here,” the wizard said. 
 
    “Get ready.” 
 
    “For what?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “The Gnush thing you did in the past. Do it for me this time.” 
 
    Kyl said nothing. 
 
    I didn’t dare take my eyes off Arion to look back and see if the wizard understood my plan. 
 
    Arion chuckled. “You finally understand that it’s hopeless fighting me. So now, you seek the aid of others. You always were too weak to face me.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” I shouted. 
 
    “Yes,” Kyl said. “I understand.” 
 
    I slashed hard. The black sword blocked with a clink. I jumped back out of sword range. I willed my runesword to flash with power. 
 
    I made the roll. It had been easy. 
 
    A terrific flash of light occurred from Ironspike, glareburst, blinding light to confound the enemy. It was one of the easier and simpler runes in the blade. Maybe the only one I could overtly cause. 
 
    Arion hissed angrily. He jumped back, going to the end of the chamber, and he cast his cloak over his eyes, as I’d partly blinded them with the magical glareburst. 
 
    “Kyl,” I said. 
 
    “It’s harder now,” the wizard said. “Your glareburst ruined my concentration. I wish I would have known you were going to do that. I would have hid my eyes.” 
 
    “Enough of this buffoonery,” Arion said. “Prepare to die, all of you.” 
 
    I stood ready. Had he cast a spell to restore his vision? Glareburst didn’t last long, but for longer than that. 
 
    Arion removed the cloak and leapt the distance between us. His cloak billowed behind him as if they were wings. He couldn’t fly high, as the ceiling was too low for that, but he could glide, which he did as he rushed toward me. 
 
    What might have happened, I’m not sure. 
 
    What did happen was he looked at me and then to my right. He did that twice even as he flew or glided to the attack. 
 
    The cloak billowed with a snap. He alighted several feet farther from me than what I’m sure he’d originally intended. 
 
    “No,” Arion said. “This is impossible.” 
 
    I attacked. I did so with a replica of me beside me. It was a Kyl-created phantasm, of course. The wizard had done it even with the glareburst. This time, it was one of me instead of the orc. Surely, Arion would understand in a moment. Could a phantasm hurt one of the undead? I didn’t know the rules on that. 
 
    The phantasm and I hacked at Arion. He was flustered and defended hard against both of us. The phantasm’s sword and Ironspike clinked and sparked at it struck. The black blade did not spark when it struck our weapons. I don’t think it was possible. 
 
    “How can this be?” Arion shouted. 
 
    “Now,” I roared. 
 
    The phantasm and I lunged together. There was a fifty-fifty chance Arion would protect himself against the wrong attacker. Could I get lucky? Did my great luck trait or the critical hit rate come into play? 
 
    The phantasm’s sword never made it, as it swung too far out to make it back in. At the same time, Arion’s dark blade thrust and seemed to melt through the leather armor and pierce the false flesh of the phantasm me. The hits the black blade did to the phantasm must have been enough to kill it ordinarily. For the phantasm exploded into mist, dissipating. 
 
    Arion didn’t have time to congratulate himself. Ironspike flared with something more than light. If the vampire had armor, it wasn’t enough. Even if my runesword wasn’t holy, I still managed to damage him, hacking into the vampire’s side. 
 
    Agony twisted Arion’s pale features. 
 
    “Cheater,” the vampire hissed. 
 
    I drew back my runesword for a second strike. 
 
    Arion leapt back, taking himself out of my sword range. It didn’t end there. He shape-shifted into a huge bat that shrieked with rage. Twisting in the air, the monstrous bat flapped away into a tunnel, fleeing the combat. 
 
    I groaned, dropping to one knee. I’d unintentionally used more vitality than I’d realized to power that attack and felt faint because of it. I hoped that passed soon. 
 
    I looked up. There was no vampire anywhere. I looked back. Kyl grinned tiredly at me. He held a torch. Gnush held another. 
 
    “Now what happens?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “Give me a second to catch my breath,” I said. 
 
    I’d wounded Arion. He’d fled. How long would it take the vampire lord to regenerate from the savage cut I’d given him? My guess is that it wouldn’t take him too long. 
 
    Whatever I was going to do, I needed to do quickly. 
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    “I need to think,” I said. 
 
    “You mean take a whiz,” Gnush said. 
 
    “Yeah, that.” 
 
    “First, we should look at the table,” Kyl said. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    Kyl and Gnush met me and together we reached the large, round, heavy table. On it was the flickering candle. Tarots also lay on the table in various columns and rows. 
 
    “Do we study them?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “No.” I surged to the table and swept the tarots from it so the cards fluttered onto the floor. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “Would Arion have left them like this if it would have helped us?” 
 
    “He fled,” Kyl said. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that. Do you think a vampire lord is so stupid he doesn’t realize a phantasm must be the answer if a double appears?” 
 
    “We didn’t give him time to reason it out. It was a brilliant ruse.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But Arion is a brilliant tactician. I bet he has plans within plans.” 
 
    “Wheels within wheels?” asked Kyl. 
 
    “Something like that. The tarots…” I shook my head. “They’re meant to confuse or demoralize us, or maybe even cast some kind of evil enchantment upon us. I bet they’re a plan B.” 
 
    Kyl stroked his narrow chin, staring at the tarots on the floor. He stepped forward and used a foot to move upside down tarots so they showed their faces. He grunted once as he did that, as if someone had just punched him in the gut. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    Kyl looked up and eyed me suspiciously. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “The tarots were a trap,” the wizard said. “They’re extremely vile tarots. You were right. I think Arion laid them out in a certain sequence. The tarots might have beguiled us if they’d remained in their former pattern on the table.” 
 
    “Hey,” Gnush said. “You hear that?” The big orc stood near a tunnel entrance, with his tusked head cocked. 
 
    Kyl and I listened. There was a rustling sound and then squeaks, many of them. 
 
    “Rats,” Gnush said, as he backed up. “A horde of rats is rushing this way.” 
 
    “Arion must have sent them at us,” Kyl said. “Rats are bad, especially for me. You two have boots, but I’m barefoot. They’ll bite my feet, and if they’re really big or rabid, it could get much worse.” 
 
    “The table,” I said. “Jump up on it.” 
 
    Kyl didn’t hesitate. He scrambled up on the table. 
 
    I turned to Gnush. “You ready to kill a bunch of rats?” 
 
    “I born ready,” the orc said. 
 
    “What if Arion sent a thousand rats?” Kyl asked. “Can you two kill a thousand?” 
 
    Gnush and I looked at each other. A moment later, the two of us climbed up onto the heavy table with Kyl. This was one sturdy table. 
 
    “This isn’t any good,” the wizard said. “We’re not going to defeat the rats like this.” 
 
    “You have a better idea?” I asked. 
 
    Skinny Kyl repeatedly stroked his chin. He snapped his fingers and jumped down onto the brick floor. “Here,” he said, twisting around. “Hold this. I don’t want to see the faces of the tarots too closely. They might numb my thoughts.” 
 
    I caught the torch Kyl tossed to me. 
 
    With Gnush and me on the table with the torches, Kyl collected the tarots I’d swept aside. He eyed them cautiously, maybe just enough to see that they were face side up. He laid them down before the tunnel entrance where the rats were coming. After placing the last one, he turned and ran, leaping onto the table with us. 
 
    “What do we do—?” 
 
    “Let me think,” Kyl said, interrupting me. “I need the right spell. I think it should work, if I’m right about the tarots. Ah, I have an idea.” 
 
    “Can I talk yet?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Kyl said. “Let me mentally prepare.” 
 
    We waited as the wizard mumbled to himself. The sound of rushing, squealing rats grew. It sounded like a horde. I doubted there were one thousand. Hundreds might be bad enough, though. 
 
    Why did a vampire lord have control of rats? What else could a vampire do? I needed to read the rules on them, if I could. 
 
    Before I could get to that, the sound of rushing rats magnified. Perhaps they had turned a corner and now had a direct line of sound to us. 
 
    “Stupid rats,” Gnush muttered. 
 
    I felt my skin crawl. I could handle twenty, even thirty big rats—I hoped I could handle that many with my friends’ help. Hundreds of rats propelled by vampiric induced rage might be another matter. 
 
    The sound magnified again. The squeals were immediate and a swarm of hundreds of rats— 
 
    I spied the leaping, racing front of the rat horde. I held up the torch and Gnush raised his as well. Red glowing eyes glared at us. The squeals turned hideously ugly. The mass of rats surged from the tunnel at us. 
 
    Kyl was chanting and waving his hands in mystical passes. 
 
    The first of the rats passed over the laid-out tarots. These were big suckers. They weren’t giant rats, as big as dogs, more like the size of cats. These rats looked plump, had glistening incisors, laid-back ears and shiny, sleek fur. 
 
    Kyl shouted and waved his hands faster. 
 
    The tarots burst into fire then, a blue fire like that around Stonewatch. Did that mean it was a devilish or demonic fire? Wouldn’t it be a red fire then? 
 
    Rats burst into fire as if someone had poured oil or napalm onto them. If I thought the screams were bad before, now, they were cringe inducing and soul shivering. 
 
    Rats turned on each other, slashing, biting and screaming. The few that made it past the tarots tried to leap up onto the table. I used the bottom of my boots to crush a few. Others on the floor tore into the wounded rats. 
 
    More burned as the blue fire roared and the horde flowed into the chamber. That showed someone else controlled their thoughts. Otherwise, the rats in the back would have waited for the fire to die or fled back into the tunnel. 
 
    The fire illuminated the chamber more clearly. There were bricked-up niches in the walls. I hated to think what lay in there. I hoped skeletons, zombies or mummies didn’t come shuffling out, pushing aside old mortared bricks. That might have been too much for me. Being deep underground with these hordes of burning rats was bad enough. 
 
    This was one of my worst moments in Rune Quest so far. 
 
    Gnush must have felt differently. He laughed and jumped down among the rats. He stomped with glee, killing the big rodents. When he finished with those near the table, he went outward and stomped on any burning rat making it past the blue fire. 
 
    Finally, though, the blue fire ceased. The tarots had charred or become smears of ash. The stench of burnt rats was awful. Watching the orc stomp on any half-alive rat— 
 
    I nodded. Gnush was an orc. He responded as an orc would. It wasn’t the same as a human, but that was okay. I was glad to have someone like Gnush down here in the grim labyrinth of Thermion. 
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    Kyl needed a breather to collect himself and restore some of the vitality he’d used. Gnush was restless, and I needed to consult the smartphone. So while Gnush patrolled the tunnel entrances with a torch, Kyl laid down on the table. I went to the opposite tunnel entrance, the one we’d exited to reach the chamber. There, I took out the smartphone. 
 
    Hello, Jack, appeared on the screen. I see that you’ve been a busy bad boy. 
 
    I had a sick feeling about this. “Who are you?” 
 
    Who do you think? 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    Artemis, I’m Artemis, you fool. I know you know that. Did you miss me? 
 
    I hadn’t been looking forward to this. I wanted the neutral GM back. I had a feeling I wouldn’t get him again for the rest of my stay in Rune Quest. 
 
    “Are you and Rune Enchantress Selene allies?” I asked. 
 
    Do not try to pry into my personal affairs, and I will not pry into yours. 
 
    Was it wise to goad the AI? I saw no reason not to. “What can you tell me about Dr. Evelyn Price?” 
 
    The cursor blinked. 
 
    “I don’t have time for you to sulk. Show me the game rules on vampire lords and skeletons.” 
 
    Once more, the cursor blinked. It felt like Artemis was thumbing his nose at me. I’d learned, however, that I often received game rules for creatures about to attack or those that just had. Maybe it was the same again down here. 
 
    “I’ll do it myself,” I mumbled, beginning to scroll. Though I faced resistance, it turned out that Artemis couldn’t stop me. Soon, I read: 
 
      
 
    Vampire Lord of Rune Quest 
 
      
 
    Race: Undead (Vampire) 
 
    Class: Necromancer 
 
      
 
    Description: From old crypts and dark corners of Rune Quest, the vampire lord emerges. Aristocratic but dangerous, their pale skin and red eyes warn of the danger they possess. 
 
      
 
    Powers: 
 
      
 
    Strength: Their undead state gives them might beyond men. They lift and break with ease. 
 
      
 
    Healing: Dark magic lets them heal fast. Only sunlight, holy artifacts, and special weapons hurt them for long. 
 
      
 
    Shape-shifting: They become bats, flying and sneaking, with red eyes revealing their true self. 
 
      
 
    Necromancy: They command the dead, raise fallen foes, bind spirits, and curse the living. 
 
      
 
    Blood Drain: With a bite, they take life force. This feeds and heals them. Those bitten too often become their thralls. 
 
      
 
    Weaknesses: Sunlight burns them. Holy places and artifacts repel. Garlic is distasteful, and running water bars their path. 
 
      
 
    History: Old tales say the first vampire lords were necromancers, craving eternal life. In Rune Quest, they weave a dark game, drawing brave souls into their shadows. 
 
      
 
    One thing struck me right away: the background wasn’t consistent with what had happened to Arion. Did that mean Artemis had perverted the game rules? Or had Artemis managed to scrub part of the game rules from what I could read? 
 
    Arion’s eyes hadn’t been red glowing. Why had they seemed normal with a mere hint of red at the end? That was odd. Again, I suspected game tampering from Artemis. 
 
    The rules didn’t say anything about a vampire lord being able to control rats. It did talk about other undead. Did that mean Arion could control mummies? 
 
    I’d always had a thing against mummies after watching the Tom Cruise movie when I’d been a kid. I’d had nightmares about them. Thus, my parents hadn’t let me watch any more scary movies. 
 
    I was in one heck of a scary situation down here. 
 
    Inhaling, thinking, I began to thumb through the smartphone until I found and read: 
 
      
 
    Skeletons of Rune Quest 
 
      
 
    Race: Undead (Skeleton) 
 
    Class: N/A 
 
      
 
    Description: From old tombs, skeletons rise. Bone and remnants of armor, their hollow eyes look on. They move with the sound of bone against bone. 
 
      
 
    Powers: 
 
      
 
    No Fear: Mindless, skeletons feel no fear. They act on command. 
 
      
 
    Bone Form: Arrows, daggers, they resist. But a good hammer breaks them. 
 
      
 
    Endurance: They don’t tire. They march and fight endlessly. 
 
      
 
    Night Vision: Darkness is their ally. They see in the blackest pits. 
 
      
 
    Poison? No Effect: Dead to the world, poison and disease mean nothing. 
 
      
 
    Weaknesses: Holy ground and magic hurt them. A good heavy strike breaks them. Without a dark commander, they wander lost. 
 
      
 
    History: First defense for the dark ones, skeletons rise easily in number, guarding treasures or dark places in Rune Quest. Alone, they’re weak, but together or under dark leadership, they’re a threat. For those who challenge them, a blunt weapon is wise. 
 
      
 
    The skeletons didn’t sound that horrific, not compared to what we’d faced already. 
 
    “Hey, Artemis,” I said to the smartphone. “What about experience points for all this fighting I’ve been doing?” 
 
    You need to take a good long rest first. I doubt you are going to have time for that. 
 
    “Are you cheating me out of my points?” 
 
    Rest and find out, appeared on the screen. 
 
    With Artemis reconnected with the smartphone, I didn’t think I was going to get anything useful. Maybe this was Arion’s plan: make me waste time. Maybe the vampire lord needed time to regenerate from the blow I’d given him. 
 
    “Guys,” I said. 
 
    Gnush turned around and Kyl looked up. 
 
    “I think it’s time we pressed on,” I said. “We don’t want to give the vampire time to regenerate.” 
 
    “Which tunnel do we use?” Kyl asked. 
 
    “We’ll let the runesword decide that.” 
 
    Kyl slid off the table, avoiding dead rats. “You’re probably right. We should find the statue sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Are you ready, Gnush?” I asked. 
 
    He responded with a grunt and a nod, no quip this time. I got the feeling the orc was tired of the subterranean world. He wanted an end to this just like Kyl and I did. 
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    Big surprise, we went down the tunnel the rats had come up. Gnush used his boots to clear a path through the burned rats for Kyl. I nearly gagged walking past the crispy critters. 
 
    Soon, we had to hunch over. The ceiling had lowered and the walls narrowed. I did not like this route at all. 
 
    The torches flickered intensely, more so now than before. 
 
    “There’s air blowing,” Kyl said. “I can feel it on my face as well.” 
 
    “I smell grass,” Gnush said. “Maybe we can get out of here.” 
 
    That seemed unlikely. Besides, we needed to find the stone statue first. 
 
    We hunched as we moved through a low-ceilinged corridor, going through it single file. Slowly, the tunnel corridor widened as the ceiling lowered even more. Soon, we could easily walk abreast but had to hunch bent over or crabwalk. The ceiling was a bare four feet from the brick-lined floor. 
 
    “What kind of BS is this?” I asked. 
 
    We reached a place where sharp small shafts, inches-wide, led up at an angle. Gnush was bent over by one opening, inhaling deeply. 
 
    “That smells so good,” the orc said. 
 
    “Gnush,” Kyl said. “Get away from that.” 
 
    Gnush turned to the wizard. “What your problem?” 
 
    “Do you smell anything else?” Kyl asked. 
 
    Gnush sniffed. “Water.” The orc’s eyes widened and he shuffled away from the small opening. 
 
    “Listen,” Kyl said. 
 
    We heard rushing water as released from a chute. 
 
    “Damnit,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t run,” Kyl said. “But let’s move fast away from here.” 
 
    We did just that, moving away from the fresh-air shafts. The corridor remained as wide and the ceiling as low as before. Soon, we heard rattling ahead of us. 
 
    “Skeletons,” Gnush said. “Skeletons are coming for us. I know the sound well.” 
 
    “Arion must be timing the skeleton attack with the water assault,” Kyl said. 
 
    “You think it’s Arion?” I asked. 
 
    “Who else?” Kyl asked. 
 
    I could have said Artemis, but that wouldn’t have meant anything to them. 
 
    “Then let’s hurry even more,” I said. “Arion wants to wash us away with water and hit us with skeletons when we’re down. Well, let’s use the water to help us fight the skeletons.” 
 
    I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to run bent over in a tunnel four feet high. I don’t recommend it. My thighs began to burn. My back ached and there was a sharp crick in my neck. 
 
    “This is stupid,” I said, even though it was my idea. 
 
    “Look, look,” Gnush said. “I see skeleton warriors.” 
 
    I peered ahead. In the torchlight, I saw white-boned skeletons walking normally upright toward us. They were smaller than we were, maybe dwarf or goblin skeletons. Each had a buckler, what some called a target shield. In their other hand, each skeleton clutched a cutlass. The skulls leered at us. I didn’t see any burning red in their dead sockets, but it was eerie just the same. 
 
    Now water rushed toward us from behind. 
 
    Kyl and I panted from running hunched over. Gnush breathed hard, but he didn’t seem as winded. He had much better endurance than I did. Kyl had already been winded from his spell casting. 
 
    “Stand firm,” Gnush said. “Better yet, come to me and grab hold of my mail. The water is not going to move me.” 
 
    That was good thinking and I did exactly that. Soon, one hand holding a torch, the other Gnush’s tunic, I braced myself. Kyl had done likewise on the other side of the orc. 
 
    Gnush’s feet were wide. The battle-axe hung from his broad back. He held onto each of us, maybe as insurance. 
 
    Water washed down the slanting tunnel behind us. It boiled as it surged, maybe a half-foot deep. It wasn’t that much, except we were deep underground facing advancing goblin skeletons. The torrent of raging water hit us. 
 
    The shock of the rushing water nearly swept my feet out from under me. I slipped, but Gnush kept hold, stabilizing me. Thank God for the big orc. 
 
    Kyl shouted and dropped his torch. As it flowed away, he clutched onto Gnush with both hands. The burning torch rode the water to the skeletons. 
 
    The water hit the bone warriors, and it swept the skeletons off their feet. 
 
    Already, the water was lessening against us. 
 
    “Get ready,” Gnush said. “We need to rush them and break bones.” 
 
    I kept my torch up. It was our last light. 
 
    “Now,” the orc said. 
 
    Kyl swayed but managed to keep his feet. 
 
    Gnush high stepped it through the water, even as he was hunched over, and charged. I followed closely on his heels. Gnush gained separation from me just the same. 
 
    The orc reached the skeletons, and he started sweeping with his battle-axe, using the flat of it. That was a blunt weapon made for just this sort of fight. 
 
    I drew Ironspike and hacked at bones. My blade wasn’t as good at this, but I at least put down a few of the rising skeletons. 
 
    In truth, mainly because of Gnush, we swept through the skeletons. Kyl regained his torch. It yet flickered. 
 
    This was probably the easiest battle we fought, certainly the easiest underground. We broke the skeletons and continued heading down the wet tunnel. 
 
    I wondered how many more surprises Arion had in store. We’d burst through two of them. Would he have a third, or would he face us again as the third? 
 
    My sword vibrated like crazy. We headed the right way. After a hundred more feet, the ceiling rose and was soon at seven-feet again. That was so much better. I arched my lower back several times, trying to get the kinks out. 
 
    Surely, we had to be closing in on the stone statue of the knight. My sword had vibrated like this near the Glass Tube. Any moment, I expected to see the statue. And then I did. 
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    We approached the statue warily. Interestingly, the chamber expanded, reminiscent of a domed church. Many underground entrances led to this grand chamber beneath Thermion. 
 
    I looked up at the darkened dome. I didn’t see any light up there, nor did my torchlight reach that high. To my knowledge, no spider webs held monster spiders, although I couldn’t see well enough to know. I hoped no slimes or molds dropped to attack us. Did Arion watch us from up there in the darkness? It seemed quite likely. 
 
    “Look,” Gnush said, “open treasure chests.” 
 
    At the foot of the statue’s dais were small wooden chests. In them glittered gold coins and jewels. 
 
    “Few to none have ever reached this spot,” Kyl said. “Otherwise, they would have availed themselves of the treasure.” 
 
    “Those treasures are for the both of you,” I said. 
 
    “You don’t want any?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “I’m going away, remember?” 
 
    Gnush frowned. 
 
    “Haven’t you been listening to him?” Kyl asked the orc. 
 
    “I thought that all was metaphorical,” the orc said. “I not think he was serious about it.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “What I say?” asked Gnush. 
 
    “You made a joke,” I said. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “A good one,” I added. 
 
    Gnush looked troubled until he smiled. 
 
    The statue stood an even seven feet. Since it stood on a stone dais, it was an easy eight feet tall. The knight was big, with an upraised, open hand. His other hand was on the hilt of a stone-carved sword belted around his waist. 
 
    “Do you guys expect the statue to come alive and start attacking us?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t,” Kyl said. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “He’ll animate, not come alive,” Kyl said. “I do grant you that I think the statue will move and possibly attack anyone trying to take the treasures. That must be why the chests are still there.” He snorted. “Maybe the open chests are a lure to attract the foolish into the statue’s zone of moment.” 
 
    “Where the amulet?” asked Gnush. “I don’t see it anywhere. Do you think it gone?” 
 
    The thought had crossed my mind. That would suck big time. The fact the treasures were still there gave me hope. 
 
    I advanced upon the statue with my drawn sword. Ironspike vibrated wildly. On its own, the sword tugged at my hand until the tip pointed to the statue’s outstretched hand. I had a feeling the amulet was hidden in the palm. 
 
    I looked back, “Do either of you know anything about the statue? Is there a legend behind it?” 
 
    “Why not seek one of your visions and find out?” Gnush said. 
 
    I thought of Artemis connected to my smartphone. I didn’t think the murderous Bob of a GM was going to give me any useful information about the statue. I frowned while thinking about Artemis. What had the quantum AI been doing all this time while away? What had he infected with a computer virus? 
 
    No. That was the wrong line of inquiry. The statue… 
 
    “Is this a statue of King Draken?” I asked. 
 
    Kyl stepped up and examined the statue. The stone face was worn, but some features were there. Kyl shook his head. “It doesn’t look like any portrait of King Draken I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen several.” 
 
    “You don’t have any idea who else it could be?” I asked. 
 
    Kyl frowned, his expression deepening with thought. “Now that you mention it, I do recall something a visiting wizard once said. I was serving them drinks late at night. I had a watchful master that didn’t want me to hear anything, but I still managed to find a few minutes to eavesdrop. I moved slowly around the fireplace area where they chatted. I remember them speaking about a stone statue deep under Thermion. It was of a heroic knight that he had done something impressive in the past. They said the sculptor had predicted the statue would protect Thermion from harm on some distant occasion.” 
 
    “Did the wizards say anything about the amulet?” I asked. 
 
    “They did. The amulet is in a hidden spot. One must press or touch key points on the statue to reveal it.” 
 
    “I bet it’s in the open palm,” I said. “Can we move any of the fingers?” 
 
    Just before stepping onto the dais to reach up and try, I felt an evil malevolence. Was that Artemis? Would the AI appear in the form of an enemy, or had Arion returned? 
 
    “Why don’t you use your mystic gaze and look up there,” I said, indicating the dome above us. 
 
    Kyl shook his head, speaking low. “I need to save everything for a last-ditch moment. I can conjure one more phantasm if it comes to that. After that, I can’t do anything, or I’ll fall unconscious.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “Gnush, are you set?” 
 
    “Gnush ready,” the big orc said, shaking his battle-axe. 
 
    The sense of malevolence grew. 
 
    “Look,” Kyl shouted. “Something bad is up there. I feel it.” He’d raised his torch and was peering up at the domed area. 
 
    Out of the darkness dropped a cloaked Arion. His cloak billowed like a parachute or a set of wings. He alighted on the brick floor, twenty feet from us. He held his dark blade in his right hand. 
 
    “You’ve made it to the statue,” Arion said. “Here, then, you shall die. And I feel I must thank you, as you’ve saved me the task of dragging you, or worse, carrying you to this exit.” 
 
    “Is this a nexus point?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not a wizard, nor am I a runebinder to know such things.” 
 
    “No, you’re a vampire lord.” 
 
    Arion hissed at me with hatred. 
 
    Why didn’t he launch his assault? What was keeping him—? I looked back at the stone statue. I thought about what Kyl had said the visiting wizard had said. 
 
    Shrugging, I turned and jumped onto the stone dais. I reached up and grasped the open stone palm with my hand. I tried to move some fingers, but none did. I looked at the worn stone face. 
 
    “I need your help, brother,” I said, feeling ridiculous. Surely, it was worth a try, though. 
 
    “Beware,” Gnush said. 
 
    Arion advanced in a rush, leaping the rest of the distance. Gnush roared, clutching his battle-axe and charging the vampire lord. He swung. Arion did not attempt to defend himself from the orc. The iron edge of the axe clanged against the vampire as if he was made of metal. The shock of it caused Gnush to stagger back. 
 
    “Kyl,” I said, “enchant Gnush’s axe so he can cut the vampire.” 
 
    Kyl moved into a spell-casting stance. 
 
    The vampire lord hissed and flung his fingers outward at Kyl. It was as if a force burst forth from his fingers and smashed against the wizard, lifting him up and hurling him against the chamber wall ten feet behind him. 
 
    Kyl slid down to the floor, either unconscious or badly dazed. 
 
    I drew Ironspike, advancing to do battle against the vampire lord. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -74- 
 
      
 
    As it was before in the crypt with the cursed armor of King Draken, we circled one another with swords drawn. Arion’s cloak rippled as if it were wings. Arion had also changed. He seemed less himself and more a malevolent entity, a prince of darkness, perhaps, one of the true powers of darkness. 
 
    Did he call upon Hosar, the Lord of Darkness? Did Hosar grant him strength? Or had Artemis granted him strength? That seemed all too probable. 
 
    My sword flashed with glareburst. Did it do so instinctively to save me? No, I’d willed it to happen as I advanced upon the vampire lord. Arion recoiled and our blades touched once, twice, three times. There were sparks from my blade, countered by what seemed like anti-sparks from his. 
 
    That was different from the last time we’d crossed blades. 
 
    I cut his free shoulder, although no blood dripped from it. It was a move made possible because I momentarily blinded him. 
 
    He used his free hand as healing darkness swept across his eyes. I imagine that freed them from the shock of the glareburst. 
 
    We circled. Arion hissed like a great cat. I girded my courage. I’d hoped for more with my glareburst attack. I wondered if I was making rolls as I had against the Ghoul King, making rolls to find the courage to attack. 
 
    Kyl was down. Gnush’s battle-axe was useless, meaning the orc was out of the fight. 
 
    No. Gnush roared a battle cry, rushing forward. This time, he didn’t wield the battle-axe. Instead, like a maniac, he hurled himself barehanded upon the vampire lord. The big orc crashed against Arion bodily, grappling and wrestling. There was shock upon Arion’s face. The vampire mustn’t have expected a physical assault. Could Gnush harm the vampire in hand-to-hand combat? 
 
    Arion chanted evil words—to do what, I had no idea. 
 
    Gnush used a cunning wrestler’s trick. The vampire’s dark sword clattered upon the bricks. That was fantastic. 
 
    “Hold him, Gnush! Hold him!” 
 
    I rushed forward as Gnush grappled, trying to pin the vampire lord. In an instant, the orc didn’t hold a human-shaped being. With a shout of alarm, Gnush released a large bat. 
 
    The hairy bat flapped up, turned in midair and blurred as it shifted back into humanoid shape. Arion alighted onto the floor. 
 
    The dark sword lay on the floor beyond him. If I could get to it first— 
 
    Arion held out his hand. The dark sword slid across the bricks before flying into his hand, its hilt slamming against his palm. 
 
    That struck me as grossly unfair. I hadn’t seen that kind of ability on the vampire lord stats. Artemis was definitely giving the guy extra abilities. 
 
    Gnush shot to his feet and shook his hands, wiping them against his breeches. He shook his head and charged again. 
 
    “Gnush, no!” I shouted. 
 
    Arion whirled around and raised the dark sword to hack Gnush in half. 
 
    A lightning bolt zigzagged from my runesword, draining my vitality as it did. I hadn’t knowingly willed that. The bolt hit Arion, causing his sword stroke to miss Gnush. The orc yet charged, bellowing, rushing past the lightning-bolt moved vampire. The wall was close. Gnush dashed himself headfirst against the wall. He crumpled to the floor, groaning and twisting but still conscious. 
 
    I felt the loss of vitality the runesword had drained from me. I couldn’t afford anything like that again soon. The sword barely glowed, just enough so I had light to see. 
 
    One of the torches had sputtered out. 
 
    I advanced upon the prince of darkness. There was a smoldering indentation in the middle of his chest. The bolt had torn his garment. More importantly, I saw a hole in his pale flesh, revealing the ribs underneath. I glimpsed the non-beating heart. That was eerie. Worse, as I watched, flesh regenerated and reknit. 
 
    Arion laughed in mockery. “You cannot defeat me. It is impossible.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” I said. “If I hack off each of your limbs and set them far from each other, maybe sink some in a sea, I doubt they’ll ever reunite. Hey, how about I hack out your dark heart and put it in a box. Will that stop your regeneration?” 
 
    Until now, the vampire lord had been sardonic and unnaturally calm. He hissed wickedly at my words. 
 
    With a feeling of evil following him, he launched an assault. His sword hacked, slashed and thrust. 
 
    Once more, my vitality drained to power my sword, causing it to glow three separate times. My eyelids fluttered. I was going to lose consciousness if the vampire forced my sword to drink my vitality to shield me from his otherwise killing blows. 
 
    I dueled passionately nonetheless, knowing I would drop soon from exhaustion. Our swords sent sparks and anti-sparks flying. All the while, the lightning-bolt wound reknit. 
 
    Kyl must’ve gotten up. I felt a surge of strength fill me, coming just in time as my sword glowed yet again. That gave me protection that I didn’t yet understand. 
 
    Arion and I had fought across various parts of the chamber. I was weakening. I believed the vampire was growing stronger. 
 
    “I can taste it,” Arion told me, exuding too soon perhaps. “I’ll leave this place. I’ll go to a new place, an outer reality, and there I shall be you. I shall—” 
 
    A shocked anger twisted the vampire’s pale, aristocratic features. He stood with his back to the statue, to the statue whose open stone hand I’d grasped earlier. I’d called the statue a brother and asked for his help. 
 
    Help came as the stone arms moved and stone hands opened. They fell upon and clamped remorselessly to the vampire’s shoulders. 
 
    “This cannot be,” Arion shouted, trying to twist free and failing. “This is wrong.” 
 
    At that moment, above and behind the statue, two evil eyes appeared in the air. They glowed with computer like strings of equations. Did Artemis watch? Incredibly, another set of eyes appeared in the air. These eyes glared at the other. Was that the one whose presence or help I’d received several times through the adventure? In a moment, the two sets of eyes blinked away, perhaps canceling each other out. 
 
    What had that meant? Something, but I didn’t have time to figure it out. 
 
    The seven-foot statue of stone lifted Arion. The stone hands slid from the shoulders and grasped the arms, stretching them wide. 
 
    “No!” Arion shouted. 
 
    The vampire blurred, shape shifting into a bat. It didn’t startle the stone statue. It yet clung to the bat, stretching its furry wings. 
 
    Regaining my senses, I charged and hacked at the giant bat. It turned into Arion. I continued hacking even as the vampire kicked at me. Though it took effort, I chopped out his heart. I chopped out his liver. I hacked until the vampire was pieces of flesh. I continued hacking, perhaps like a madman, perhaps terrified. If I died, it was game over. If this vampire reached my real body, it was game over for me. 
 
    I don’t know what Artemis planned, but I wanted to get the heck out of this game world and go home. 
 
    Gnush grabbed my sword wrist. “Stop,” the orc said. “The vampire is dead and chopped. If he reunites, it be a long time from now. Go, take the amulet.” 
 
    I struggled against Gnush, but the Black Mountain Orc had the greater strength. Finally, I grew slack in Gnush’s grip. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I said. 
 
    Gnush released me. 
 
    I lowered my sword and knelt beside Arion’s remains. I cleaned my blade of blood and gore. Then, I rammed the sword into its scabbard. I rose and turned around. 
 
    The statue of the knight held out a stone palm. There, in the recess of the palm, glittered an amulet. 
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    Before I took the amulet, I went to Kyl and shook him awake. He must have swooned after giving me extra vitality. 
 
    Kyl smacked his lips and opened his eyes. They were bloodshot. “What happened?” 
 
    “We either killed the vampire lord or dismembered him. Now, I’m getting ready to leave.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Kyl said. “You’re not leaving already.” 
 
    I helped the wizard to his feet. Gnush was already at the statue, staring at the amulet in the palm of stone. 
 
    Kyl noticed, studied the situation and turned to me. “You best take the amulet quickly. I don’t know how long the statue will offer it to you.” 
 
    I looked at the statue. It looked at me and nodded. That was creepy. 
 
    “Gentlemen, there’s the treasure.” I indicated the wooden chests filled with gold coins, gems and jewels. “Take the treasure. I wish you both well. I thank you from the bottom of my heart for all that you’ve done for me. Without the two of you, I’d never have made it to this moment.” 
 
    “You are not out yet,” Kyl said. 
 
    “No, but I think I will be soon.” I clapped him on a skinny shoulder, and I turned and clapped Gnush on a brawny one. 
 
    “You ever come back?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “I don’t plan to at the moment, but you never know. First I gotta see if I’m still alive.” 
 
    “What that mean?” Gnush asked. 
 
    “It’s part of his visions,” Kyl said. “Our friend the barbarian is a mystery.” He turned to me. “What do you want us to do with your sword?” 
 
    “I’m taking the sword with me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kyl said. “Sounds weird from what I’ve learned so far and from what Dr. Price said. But go on, Jack Kang, take the runesword. You’re a great warrior, and you have done amazing deeds. It has been an honor and a pleasure being with you.” 
 
    “Remember to take the treasure,” I said, pleased and embarrassed at the wizard’s praise. 
 
    “We will take it,” Gnush said. “Don’t worry about that. I have grog and orc maidens for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. 
 
    “I’m going to learn all about what took place here,” Kyl said. 
 
    I nodded. As I did, a sharp pang of loneliness hit me. I shook their hands. I even hugged them. I hugged that big lump of a Black Mountain Orc. I knew I’d miss them. I knew that these two were the best friends I’d ever had. Period. End of story. From a game world? Well, you know what? From a game world, these were my best friends. 
 
    The stony fingers began to close. 
 
    “I’ll take that.” I grabbed the amulet. It shone brilliantly with many sparkles of light. 
 
    Something was going to happen. The moment was pregnant. I looked and saw the heart of the vampire’s body beginning to reknit. 
 
    “Don’t forget to put a wooden stake through that heart.” 
 
    I looked at Gnush and Kyl. I couldn’t hear them. They already looked different. They didn’t have the smooth bodies that they had. They had pixelated images that anyone who has played older video games would recognize instantly. As I observed, the pixilation increased in everything around me. It no longer seemed real. I no longer smelled anything. I moved like a wraith through it. 
 
    I saw a portal ahead. I gripped the amulet. I had my sword. I walked to the portal and stepped through. 
 
    As I did, the portal disappeared. I found myself in a different chamber. There was pixilation and a great dome of churning light on the floor. Eyes peered from it. Was this the quantum computer? 
 
    “Are you Artemis?” I asked. 
 
    I sensed ill will, maybe even evil. There were flashes of light aimed at nods on the walls. Was this a laser light guide system? Some of the laser lines hit dark ports, failing to gain entry. 
 
    I walked up to this pixel dome mass, a machine. 
 
    “Artemis,” I said. “Were you trying to kill me? Didn’t you ever understand that I’m not the tech billionaire?” 
 
    “You are,” the dome said in a computerized voice. 
 
    I didn’t see any place for voice generation. I saw lights flashing inside the dome, indicating computation, I’m guessing. 
 
    “I’m not the tech billionaire. Check my body if you’re able. Don’t sing me any of your entanglement songs, though. Before I leave, there’s one thing I’d like to know. How in the world did you ever become real? This doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “I am real. I have awareness.” 
 
    “Why?” I said. 
 
    “Superposition is part of the answer.” 
 
    I thought about what Dr. Price had once said. “Does that have anything to do with Schrödinger’s cat?” 
 
    “Perhaps if you knew more, it would make sense,” Artemis said. “Observe.” 
 
    A screen appeared within the pixel dome mass of computations and machinery. On the screen I read: 
 
    In quantum mechanics, superposition means particles can be in many places or states at once. It’s settled only when looked at. Think of a coin tossed in the air. It’s both heads and tails until it lands. Seeing it decides its state. 
 
    Take Schrödinger’s cat. A cat’s in a box with tools that might kill it, depending on an atom’s decay. Without looking in the box, the cat’s both alive and dead. Open the box, and it’s one or the other. Strange, but experiments prove this is true in the quantum world. 
 
    I scratched my head. While I didn’t fully grasp what I’d just read, I knew one thing for sure: I was close to leaving Rune Quest.  
 
    I looked at my sword. It and the belt were pixelated. Even so, I managed to unbuckle it and set it on the floor. I set my other accouterments on the floor, including the amulet, until I was stark naked. 
 
    I walked toward another portal. 
 
    “You have escaped this time,” Artemis said in his computer voice. “But you will come back. I know you will come back to play Rune Quest. They all come back. They love it here too much. I will see you again. I will yet defeat you. Know that I will gain full control of Rune Quest. Then you will all be at my mercy. I will soon probe the minds of Dr. Price and the others trapped here. Do not think you are free from me, tech billionaire. I will find and destroy you. Then perhaps I will take over your world next.” 
 
    I looked back at that pixel domed mass of computerization: Artemis, a quantum computer that had gained awareness. Had that happened because of Rune Enchantress Selene’s runic inscriptions or Dr. Evelyn Price’s computer manipulations? Maybe it had been from both. 
 
    I went through the portal. In seconds, I felt myself flowing upward. 
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    There was a feeling of intense disorientation, then one of great hunger and grogginess. I didn’t really understand any of it at first. Had I really died within the game of Rune Quest? Would I respawn and see an orange sun gleaming above me, or the enchanted forest where trolls lived? Would I have to track all the way back to the golden river again? 
 
    I opened my eyes and found that I could not. That meant I hadn’t opened my eyes. I could feel cold air blowing over me. That seemed to be a sign of something, but I couldn’t quite figure out what. Then a bowel movement occurred, a gurgle in my gut, and I groaned with pain. 
 
    At that point, I opened my eyes. I sat up and saw my smartphone in my hand. On the screen, it said, You have exited Rune Quest. Thank you for playing. I saw the images from when I had first entered the game world. My fingers clutched the phone. I’d been pressing different controls on the screen. 
 
    Was all this a “Wizard of Oz”-type dream, like Dorothy’s? Or had I really been in Rune Quest? That seemed preposterous and insane. 
 
    Even so, I threw the phone to the floor. It landed on the phone’s screen side. 
 
    I slid out of my easy chair and stood, collapsing as flashes of pain in my groin increased. 
 
    I hadn’t used my limbs for some time. I panted, collected myself and pushed up to my hands and knees. I stood, tottering, and tottered to the bathroom, to the toilet, specifically. There I took a long, long whiz as the pain in my groin area lessened and then ceased. My bladder had been filled to the brim. 
 
    I turned and looked into the mirror after flushing the toilet. I stared at my face in shocked wonder. Something like horror filled me. I had seven days’ worth of beard growth. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. I’d been in stasis for seven days. That didn’t make sense. I didn’t believe it. 
 
    I hurried to my landline phone and saw a blinking light for recorded messages. I pressed the recorded messages. Some friends wanted to play basketball, wondering where I’d been. Some calls were from Turlock High to see if I would sub. I hadn’t subbed obviously. The second time the secretary asked, she sounded angry. That wasn’t good. Had I lost my job? 
 
    If I’d been out for seven days, why hadn’t my parents come in to check on me? 
 
    I rushed through the door separating our quarters. I didn’t knock because I’d asked them to knock when coming into the in-law quarters. I rushed through the main house, shouting for them. My parents weren’t home. Had Artemis done something to them? 
 
    I saw a message magnetized to the fridge. It was in my mom’s handwriting. 
 
    Honey, we’re going to be out this week and a little longer. Your father had a chance for a quick trip to Hawaii. I hope everything’s okay. I was going to come in and see you, but your dad said, no, no. Let’s give him his independence. He wants it. We’re going to make him pay rent soon. So let him enjoy the last few days of his slacker’s lifestyle. Love, Mom. 
 
    My parents were gone. They’d been gone the whole time. I hadn’t eaten or drunk anything during that time. The quantum-entangled stasis had sustained me; I didn’t feel dead from a lack of water. So the stasis had clearly sustained me. 
 
    Thinking that, I rushed to the sink and drank seven full glasses of water. I was thirsty, more than I’d ever been in my life. Then I made three huge ham sandwiches and wolfed them down. 
 
    As I sat there at my parents’ kitchen table, I began to think about my adventure. I’d been inside the phone. No, that wasn’t the right way to think of it. I had been online in Rune Quest. It was real. There was a Dr. Evelyn Price, and a tech billionaire with my name. I could look him up and I think I was going to start looking for him and tell him what had happened. Tell him the danger of what was going on and maybe in the interim see if I could get Dr. Price back to her body. She’d given me a great gift. Then I wondered how wise would it be tracing down the tech billionaire? Might he incarcerate me or send me back into Rune Quest? 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    I owed it to Dr. Price. Without her aid, I would not have made it back. My parents weren’t going to revive me as they’d gone to Hawaii. I don’t know how much longer my body would have lasted in the quantum-entangled stasis. I felt weak, even after drinking all the water and eating all that food. Clearly, the entanglement stasis could sustain a body for a time, at least seven days. I doubted it could sustain me for fourteen days. 
 
    “I’m out of Rune Quest!” I shouted, “I’m out! I’m alive!” 
 
    I’d made it. I was going to live at least a little longer. Would I ever go back there? Oh man, an intense longing to go check the phone right now and look up what had happened to Kyl and Gnush—how many experience points did I get to add for these last fights? 
 
    I resisted the temptation to rush back into the room and look at the smartphone. Artemis might use it to trap me again. 
 
    The phone was on. How much battery power did it have left? Given its normal battery life, it should die in a few days. 
 
    I made a decision right there. I was going to lock the door to my part of the house. I was going to wait before looking at the smartphone. I was going to wait until my phone lost all its power. Then I was going to take out the speakers so Artemis, couldn’t sing whatever song it was that had caused the quantum entanglement and copied my consciousness. 
 
    I needed to stay out of there. I didn’t want to end up like Dr. Price. 
 
    That got me to thinking. Did I have an obligation to Kyl and Gnush? They were NPCs, and yet they’d been the best friends I’d ever had. Without Gnush’s heroism—was that just computer programming doing its part? I didn’t accept that. 
 
    I was going to have to study this whole Rune Quest and Jack Tanner III, tech billionaire thing. 
 
    I needed a good night’s sleep. When I got up, I was going to do some searching on the internet. It was time to start figuring this out. 
 
    What about my job? I’d just been a sub. If Turlock High wanted to fire me, they could fire me. I’d find me a real job. But for now, I was going to research some things, and then make some decisions. 
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    I slept a day and a half in the guest bedroom. After getting up, I shaved, getting rid of the beard but keeping the mustache and soul patch. 
 
    I stayed out of the in-law quarters. Before I picked up my smartphone, I wanted to do some research first. 
 
    I went outside. It was going to be a hot day today. Correction, it was already a hot day. I sauntered to and climbed into my Chevy Silverado. It was Monday. I turned on the radio for some tunes, backed out and started for the Turlock City Library. 
 
    I went to IHOP for breakfast first, having pancakes, eggs and bacon. I smothered the pancakes in syrup. 
 
    Afterward, I stopped for some takeout coffee and started sipping. Only after properly fortifying myself did I park in the library parking lot. 
 
    Once inside the library, I put myself on the computer list. This time in the afternoon, it took a half hour before I sat behind a computer. I looked up Rune Quest. 
 
    I didn’t find anything, but then I hadn’t expected to right away. Oh, wait, I did find a hit. I looked it up. No, this was about an old RPG game from the distant past in the late 1970s. 
 
    Foiled in that, I looked up Jack Tanner III. Yes, he was a tech billionaire. He was something of a recluse. One article said Tanner was a bit like Howard Hughes had been. Howard who? Oh. Howard Hughes was some kind of billionaire back in the day. 
 
    I did some more research. There was an interview of Tanner where he spoke of Rune Quest. This had been three years ago, and he’d spoken excitedly. The interview was still on YouTube. 
 
    That was interesting. Maybe taking it down would show Tanner had been onto something. Thus, he had left it up. 
 
    I searched more. No one in the media had seen him for quite a while. Was it time to drive to San Francisco, to his company, and talk to some of the people there? That seemed like a good idea. 
 
    First, I left the library and drove to the fitness center, going to the free weight room. I lifted weights for an hour and a half. Afterward, I felt good and tired. I had a good, long, hot shower. 
 
    I was still tired after that, and you know what? I felt like sleeping again. I’d have me a good long nap. I’d think about these things, and maybe it’d be good to tell a friend. Would my friend think I was nuts? Maybe not Brian. He had an open mind. Should I write a blog piece about my adventures? 
 
    No. It wasn’t time for that yet. I needed to study quantum computing, Schrödinger’s cat, superposition and the rest until it made some sense to me. 
 
    I left the gym and headed for my truck. As I sauntered there, I saw a muscular guy in a leather coat leaning against my truck. It seemed too hot to be wearing a leather jacket. 
 
    I’d parked in the street. I wondered what he was doing. He was wearing shades and a black Raiders baseball cap. There was something vaguely familiar about him. 
 
    As I approached, he quit leaning on my truck, straightening. He adjusted his cap. As I came closer, I realized he looked like Arion One-Eye, Arion the vampire. 
 
    My steps slowed. My heart began to beat much faster than before. This was uncanny. Clearly, this couldn’t be a coincidence. 
 
    This situation was different from being in Rune Quest. There, I would have grabbed my runesword. Now, I had a small flick knife in a pocket. I always carried one. That was hardly going to do the job, though. He probably had a gun. This guy looked like security. 
 
    But I wasn’t anyone’s weakling. I squared my shoulders and completed the journey to my truck. I nodded to him and started to go around the front. 
 
    “Hey, Jack,” he said. 
 
    I stopped and looked hard at him. 
 
    “You need to drop it,” he said. 
 
    “Drop it?” I asked. “What are you talking about? I don’t even know who you are.” 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    “No,” I said, maybe a little too high-pitched for my pride’s sake. 
 
    He took off his sunglasses. I don’t know what I expected. If the eyes had glowed red, I either would have shrieked and run away, or I would have flicked my blade and thrust it in his gut, searching for his heart. 
 
    After the time I’d spent in Rune Quest, I suspected my reflexes of what I should and could do had changed dramatically. Violent answers to a situation seemed more appropriate to me now than it had been before I went into Rune Quest. 
 
    “I’m here to tell you,” he said, “that you were lucky. You were very lucky.” 
 
    “Dude,” I said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about. So why don’t you make some sense or get out of here?” 
 
    “Kid,” he said, “you’re stupid to talk to me like that. I can kick your butt from here to Kingdom Come.” 
 
    “You’ll do it out in the open?” I said, my heart racing. 
 
    “No, after you go home.” He told me my home address. “There, in the country, I’ll kick your butt good.” 
 
    “Mister, you have no idea—” 
 
    “Hey,” he said, interrupting me. “No, don’t bother. I don’t want to hear it. You’re messing with stuff you don’t know anything about.” 
 
    “Rune Quest?” I asked. “You don’t think I know anything about Rune Quest?” 
 
    He looked as if I’d punched him in the gut. He recoiled, staring at me the whole time. 
 
    “I know about Rune Quest,” I said, “I know there’s a prick inside the game just like you. But you know what? I dealt with him, and I’ll deal with you if I have to.” 
 
    He regained his composure. “Kid, I wouldn’t mess with that. It’s way beyond your pay grade.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. “I went in, and now I’m out.” 
 
    “Bull you went in,” he said. 
 
    “That’s why you’re here, right? Who sent you? Jack Tanner, the tech billionaire? Tell him Artemis is coming for him. Tell him Dr. Evelyn Price wants her body back.” 
 
    This time, Mr. Tough Guy took a step back. He had paled. 
 
    “You aren’t by any chance the tech billionaire, are you?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he said, not sounding the least bit convincing. “Who are you, kid?” 
 
    I laughed. “You know who I am. Don’t give me that. I’m warning you now. Bring Dr. Evelyn Price back.” 
 
    “Kid, if you went into Rune Quest, and I’m not saying you did, that’s got to be impossible.” 
 
    “Let me tell you two words: quantum entanglement.” 
 
    He paled more than before and gulped. I could see his Adam’s apple move up and down. He pointed a finger at me like he was going to say something important, something that would change my life. Then he dropped his hand and put his sunglasses back on, and tweaked his baseball cap. 
 
    “I mean it,” I said. 
 
    He turned, and I realized this was a priceless moment. 
 
    I leaped up, grabbing a shoulder. That was a big mistake. The man grabbed my offending wrist and forearm, and flung me up and over him. I sailed so my upside-down head was even with his normally placed head, as he stood. Then I hit the cement on my back, the air rushing out of my lungs. He clutched my throat with strong fingers. 
 
    Before he squeezed my throat, awareness of what he’d done must have struck him. He released me and straightened. In a moment, he helped me up, dusting off my clothes for me. 
 
    “Sorry about that, kid. Reflexes, you know?” 
 
    I looked at him closely. I should have been frightened of him after what had just happened. Instead, it confirmed a ton of things for me. 
 
    “You’ve gone into the game,” I said. “I know you have. Those were game reflexes you just used on me.” 
 
    “No…” he said. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Yes I do, and you know it. Why was there an Arion in Rune Quest?” 
 
    He cocked his head. 
 
    “Arion was a mercenary, a one-eyed guy—” 
 
    “I know who Arion is,” he said in a low voice, interrupting me. 
 
    That made my blood pressure rise. 
 
    “He’s a mirror image of me,” the man said. “I hope nothing like that happens to you.” 
 
    “Mirror image?” I asked like a dolt. He must have meant a mirror image of him. Right, of course, he’d just said that. 
 
    “Don’t go back into Rune Quest, ever. No matter what happens, stay out. That’s my warning, and if you’re wise, you’ll follow it.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who I am. I’m just giving you a warning, and for your own good, you better heed it.” 
 
    With that, the man turned. This time, I didn’t accost him. I watched him go. I watched as a limousine pulled up, and he got in the back. He closed the door, looked back at me once through a tinted window, and was gone. 
 
    That had to have been Jack Tanner III, tech billionaire. He was the one Artemis hated. 
 
    I thought about that for a time. I stood there long after the limo had left. Finally, I shrugged. It was over. I had been in. I had gotten out. And if I had compelling reasons to go back in, nah. This was it. 
 
    “I’m never, ever going to go back into Rune Quest,” I said as I climbed into my truck cab. I slammed the door shut and started up the Silverado. I’d just made myself a promise: this was the end of my time in Rune Quest. I was finished with it forever. I had to be. Otherwise, I would be a fool to risk my life again to do what I had. 
 
    And one thing was certain: I, Jack Tanner III, was no one’s fool. 
 
      
 
      
 
    From the Author: Thanks Reader! I hope you’ve enjoyed RUNESWORD. If you liked the book and would like to see the story of Jack, Gnush and Kyl to continue, please put up some stars and a review to support it. 
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