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  What people are saying about Dungeon Party




  Every aficionado of D&D or other fantasy RPGs will enjoy Gastil’s inspired take on the genre. This big-hearted, imaginative satire brings all the thrills, chills, and feels of the best campaign you have ever neglected the obligations of life and work to play. Once you start reading Dungeon Party, you will not want to make your saving throw!




  Paul Witcover, author of The Watchman of Eternity




  In Dungeon Party, Gastil has woven a delightful, decadent, and often dark tale of loyalty, bravery, and friendship among some of society’s most socially dispossessed—fantasy role-playing gamers. It offers a celebration and critique of gaming culture, pointing to the power of games to both hurt and heal. Dungeon Party is about the stories we tell—to ourselves, to others, and to the communities we call home. With subtle nods to Tolkein, McCarthy, and Le Guin, Gastil moves us to consider what might happen when we stay in a game long enough with others. I recommend it to role-playing enthusiasts, pop culture fanatics, game scholars, or anyone who believes in the transformative power of play.




  Katie Salen, co-author of Rules of Play




  Nerdliness is finally having its moment, but Dungeon Party speaks to the timeless themes of friendship and bravery that transcend popular culture.




  Bruce Worden, author and illustrator of Woodstalk: 3 Days of Peace, Music, and Zombies




  Gastil toys with readers who can’t be sure what is and isn’t real until the last page. Dispensing with gamer stereotypes, Dungeon Party is intelligent, sly, but most of all fun.




  Jonathan Amsbary, Dungeons & Dragons veteran and author of Cyberblood
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  Dedicated to all those avatars who have fought and fallen in fantasy realms.




  You are (sort of) gone but (mostly) not forgotten.
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Prologue





  Two minutes before the accident, Karen leaned forward in the front passenger seat. She pulled bobby pins from her hair and clipped them to the collar of her nurse’s blouse. One fell from her hand and dropped beside the emergency brake. She flicked on the dome light and reached for it.




  “Your father and I have an idea,” Karen said. “This fall, maybe you and Randall could share an apartment near the university.”




  Alan winced at his mother’s awkward timing. This prospective roommate sat just inches away on the left side of the backseat. Alan already spent every weekend with Randall. Their shared passion for a role-playing game was the gravity that made them a binary star, but Alan felt the need to break free. Pursuing an adult life would require escaping their linked orbit.




  In the rear view mirror, Alan’s father smiled. “Whaddaya think? We’d help with rent.”




  “Sounds great,” Randall said and punched his seatmate. “That’s a generous offer.”




  Alan rubbed his shoulder and muttered, “I don’t know.”




  “What’s that, honey?” Karen turned around. Graying curls in her perm bounced gently, then settled into place.




  One minute before the accident, Alan cleared his throat. What he chose to say next would put the rest of his life in motion. He closed his eyes and replayed a scene from the afternoon. Randall shouted—"Just a game?” — and hurled a twelve-sided brass die at a sliding glass door. The impact left a chip Alan would have to buff out before his parents noticed.




  He knew what he had to do.




  “Before you say anything,” Alan began, “let me explain—”




  Alan braced himself for another punch.




  Instead, he heard a loud pop beneath his father’s Pontiac Sunfire.




  “Hold on!” Dad shouted.




  The car swung toward the median and climbed the concrete barrier separating the northbound and southbound lanes. A rear wheel came down before the front, and the Sunfire gave its passengers a tilt-a-whirl ride across Interstate 5.




  Headlights shone through the windshield. A brown station wagon barely missed head-on collision but brushed doors hard enough to reverse the Pontiac’s rotation. Somehow, Dad had left the driver’s seat.




  Karen screamed as the coupe spun off the freeway, up a grass embankment. When the Sunfire came to a stop, the station wagon that had hit them raced up the same steep incline, over a guardrail, and out of view.




  Karen pushed open the passenger door and ran back toward traffic.




  A moment ago, Randall roared obscenities. When they hit the wagon, his head whipped into the window frame. He’d fallen silent.




  Alan’s mouth hung open. He closed his lips to swallow. The metallic taste of blood crossed his tongue. He breathed in through his nostrils hot air scented by sweat and oil.




  To dispel a swirl of confusing images, Alan closed his eyes. Within the stillness of his mind, he saw the Sunfire’s sparkling finish. The week before, he’d helped Dad strip, sand, and paint it burnt orange. Red flames accented the hood and side panels. How cool it would have been to pull up to the 2001 Middle Mirth convention in this glowing fireball of a car. He and Randall would have emerged from it like rock stars, flipping crisp five dollar bills to his parents as tips.




  “Look at me!” Karen shouted.




  Alan found himself twisted in a seatbelt, his back pressed against Randall’s chest. He looked up through an open car door at his mother, her wet face framed by a darkening sky.




  Karen folded the front seat forward and ran her hands across Alan’s face, neck, and shoulders. As she worked, she repeated three times, “You’re gonna be all right.”




  Alan croaked, “It’s a trap!”




  His mouth felt dry. He wanted to explain why he couldn’t move into a shared apartment. Randall spent their first two years at San Diego State obsessed about role playing more than anything else. Now Randall wanted to recruit dedicated players who could turn their weekly game into a nightly one.




  Though his elbow stung, Alan lifted his arm to point toward the trunk, where investigators could find evidence of this plan. A pair of sleeping bags. Overnight duffels. Backpacks stuffed with snacks and rule books for an epic gaming binge. Hotel staff awaited their arrival in a basement ballroom that suited their community’s nocturnal habits and its limited means.




  “I’m reaching below you,” Karen said, “to check on Randall.”




  “He’s breathing,” Alan said.




  Karen stretched an arm past Alan and pressed two fingers into the folds of Randall’s neck. “Brachial pulse strong.”




  Alan squirmed to face Randall.




  “Don’t move!” Karen said.




  Alan half expected to see Randall shooting him the bird. Instead, he found his friend in repose. A bloodied cheek rested against a broken window. The sleeping giant’s girth might have prevented internal injuries, but this was no zombie makeup kit coloring his face.




  Karen lifted herself out of the car, then shut its windowless door. She put a hand on Alan’s shoulder but looked away.




  “There’s another car,” she said. “I’ve got to—”




  “Where’s Dad?”




  Karen remained impassive.




  “I’ll check the other car. Three passengers, maybe.”




  “But where’s —”




  “Keep an eye on Randall until paramedics arrive.”




  Alan reached to unfasten his seatbelt, but he stopped when Karen squeezed his shoulder.




  “Hold still!”




  Karen released her grip, bounded up the incline, and vanished over the guardrail.




  Mom didn’t understand. Holding still was what Alan feared most. Every hour of gameplay required three hours of preparation. Orchestrating a game world left little time for anything else.




  Alan stared at Randall and repeated—or maybe just remembered—the words that caused prized dice to fly across the living room. “What if we finished our degrees, then planned our next moves? What if we treated this convention like it was our last? After all, it’s just—”




  Reds and blues danced on the Sunfire’s windshield in synch with the wail of a siren. Alan wondered if the sound could wake the dead.




  On cue, Randall’s eyelids lifted.




  “We’re okay,” Alan said. “Gotta hold still. Help’s on the way.”




  Two paramedics hopped out of an ambulance. Within seconds they were inside the Sunfire and repeating Karen’s inspection. Their hands flew about the back seat until one of them cast a levitation spell that lifted Alan and Randall out of the car. Both lay on the grass, strapped onto matching plastic backboards.




  Alan felt unaccountably calm.




  “Look at the car,” he said. “It’s probably totaled, but the paint still looks amazing.”




  In reply came sobs. These soon became wails, unlike anything Alan had heard. A grizzly caught in a trap might howl like this if it knew its wounds were mortal. The sound was contagious. Alan commenced weeping.




  Minutes later, when Karen returned to his side, Alan beheld a changed woman. Blood encircling her lips made her look like Heath Ledger’s Joker. Karen wiped her arms on a blouse that had turned crimson. She glanced toward the ambulance and started to shake.




  “You’ll both be taking rides to Mercy,” she said.




  “Where’s Dad?”




  “His condition is — stable.”




  “Everybody’s okay?”




  “Not okay,” Randall said through coughs. “That wagon almost killed us!”




  “Yeah, what about them?” Alan said.




  “The boy’s critical,” Karen said. “He’s breathing again, but—”




  “He’ll be all right?” Alan said.




  “Nobody’s gonna be all right,” Randall said.




  “He’s about your age,” Karen said. “Got real strength, like your friend here.”




  Karen lay her head on Alan’s chest and resumed shaking.




  Alan wanted to hug her, but canvas straps held him fast.









 

  
Ten Years Later:
The First Weekend in June





  RANDALL




  “C’mon,” Randall said, “you’ve gotta get up.”




  Alan tried to stand but couldn’t put weight on his left foot.




  “I think I twisted my ankle,” Alan said.




  “They’re still coming. We’ve gotta move.”




  Alan pushed a wooden spear into the grass like a crutch. He managed to hop at a respectable clip. “What hit me?”




  “The ground.”




  They’d been ambushed amidst the park’s eucalyptus trees. Alan had fallen while dodging dozens of colored beanbags hurled by a clutch of enemy wizards. Randall resented the conceit of flying bags of rice. Nothing could represent the majesty of magic, but even for a live action role play, this was undignified. Mixed with the scent of anachronistic hotdogs on a nearby grill, the scene evoked a picnic more than a medieval melee.




  The seven teenagers dressed in matching green cloaks showed no such misgivings. Moving in a triangular formation, they closed quickly on Randall and his hobbled companion. The wizards seemed to have run out of spells because they now held short swords forged from plywood and silver duct tape. In spite of such motley origins, the weapons sparkled in the unrelenting sunshine.




  “Death to the invaders!” one shouted.




  Whether it meant victory or defeat, Randall welcomed the battle’s end. He’d only agreed to attend the Friday Festival because Alan’s too-helpful mom had bought them tickets and made their outfits as a surprise for her son’s thirty-second birthday. For Alan, she’d fashioned a leather jerkin and pants that made him look like a Burning Man initiate. She bestowed on Randall plate armor crafted from cardboard and aluminum foil.




  Credit Karen for getting at least one detail right. She’d used glossy black urethane paint on Randall’s enormous two-handed sword. This was the signature weapon of Boldheart, the character Randall had played for more than a decade in Dungeon Lords. That game relied on dice and statistics, which better suited Randall than actual swordplay.




  Alan hopped on one foot and pointed his spear at the encircling attackers.




  A wizard half Alan’s age covered her face. “What are you supposed to be? Is the Karate Kid’s older brother still living at home?”




  It was a fair burn on many levels. She had Alan’s current residence right. And he was not an imposing figure, with a thin moustache that refused to grow out and a stature well below the six-foot spear that wobbled in his grasp.




  Alan needed saving. Again.




  To focus his disdain into a berserker’s rage, Randall reviewed the day’s most ridiculous events: incompetent jugglers, adlibbed clerical blessings, a shameful vegan barbeque. Beating down these kids might salvage a wasted afternoon.




  “That does it.”




  Randall gripped his sword in both hands.




  “Who’ll be the first to taste my blade?”




  At six-two and three hundred fifty pounds, Randall made an impression. His shoulder-length brown hair flowed out the bottom of a helmet, which gave the unwashed mane some flair. Foil armor covered all but his neck and face, where he bore acne scars as rough as redwood.




  “Ye, gods,” said an elfin girl half Randall’s age. “This one’s as big as the Mountain. We needs enlist Brienne of Tarth to topple such a foe.”




  Randall resented the offhand Game of Thrones reference. He heard enough cheeky banter from Carlos, their regular roleplaying companion. Carlos’ absence made this outing tolerable, but just thinking about him induced a properly foul mood. Randall swung his wooden sword and shattered the tallest wizard’s weapon. The boy yelped in pain and tried to shake off the sting of the blow.




  A tap on Randall’s shoulder made him wheel around so fast he almost hit his comrade.




  “Careful,” Alan said. “You might hurt someone. Let’s just surrender.”




  The wizards nodded in unison.




  Randall spat into the grass.




  “None of you have a taste for battle. If you can’t stand the gore, get out of the genre.”




  Alan cringed.




  “What?” Randall demanded. “Death comes for us all! Am I right, or am I right?”




  “You’re right,” Alan said. “Righter than you know.”




  
ALAN




  Every weekend, Alan orchestrated dozens of deaths. But how long had it been since he’d killed someone important? The deceased rarely would be mourned, or even missed. Murder was commonplace at the living room table because the unforgiving rules of Dungeon Lords made survival itself a triumph. It felt different, though, when the victim was a friend. Whatever else Randall might be, he was certainly that.




  Worry manifested as an itch on top of Alan’s bald spot. He resisted the urge to scratch and instead rubbed the ankle he’d sprained during the previous day’s ill-fated frolic. Unfortunately, a quick foot rub couldn’t relieve the tension built up over four hours of nonstop role playing.




  To Alan’s left sat the source of his anxiety. Randall’s elbows rested on the vinyl surface of a rectangular folding table strewn with dice, graph paper, and medieval miniatures. Randall gripped a clipboard that held the official record sheet for his character. Its boxes and columns were filled with penciled text and pink eraser marks. This sacred piece of paper featured a hand-inked portrait of an armored knight holding an obsidian sword over one shoulder. A silver-tipped pen traced the outline of the warrior’s plate mail, which accommodated overdeveloped shoulders and thighs. Above the picture, Randall had written in calligraphy, “Boldheart.”




  “Your character’s in deep trouble,” Alan said. “I can’t even promise they’ll find him.”




  Randall pointed at Alan.




  “You’re doing this because of that fiasco in Balboa Park.”




  Alan waved off the accusation.




  “Of course not. You didn’t mean to break that kid’s hand. What’s happening to Boldheart right now is just bad luck.”




  “I’ll make my saving throw if I get another try. Just let me re-roll.”




  Ah, the infamous re-roll. When they were kids, taking a mulligan was standard. Alan had banned the practice during his freshman year of college on the same day he swore off video games. If console play taught one thing, it was that repeated do-overs drain dramatic tension.




  Even so, Randall expected special favors. This re-roll request was only the latest in a lifetime of unhelpful suggestions. When they’d first learned the game as kids, they made up rules to fill gaps in their knowledge. Once Alan mastered the game, he came to recognize Randall’s tweaks as transparently self-serving. Boldheart’s exceptional height should let him jump even farther. Two-handed swords should have the same defense modifier as shields. Law-abiding paladins should get extra spells. It never stopped.




  A line had to be drawn.




  “You know the rules,” Alan said. “When I call the others back in, you can’t say a word about what just happened. Their characters weren’t there, so they shouldn’t know.”




  “Don’t condescend. All I’m saying is, you’d better not kill Boldheart.”




  Alan exhaled. Randall and Boldheart had scaled mountains and trudged through swamps together in the Mythos. They’d stormed castles and cleared out catacombs. Losing Boldheart would be like losing a brother.




  “Look,” Alan said, “I can’t promise—“




  Randall stood and brandished his clipboard.




  Alan raised himself up, as if rising to Randall’s challenge. They pushed their chairs backward in the same moment. The gesture caught Alan off guard. His pulse quickened. With a high-stakes Dungeon Lords tournament just weeks away, he had to prevent any further escalation. Now more than ever, it was his job to cool Randall’s temper, not to stoke it.




  “Check out the divots in the carpet,” Alan said with a chuckle.




  Randall cast his eyes down at worn Berber. What Karen had once dubbed “eggplant” was now a mix of sun-bleached pinks and noncommittal browns.




  “We’ve worn permanent holes in there.”




  “Yeah,” Randall said. “I’d noticed. Figured it just needed a shampoo or something.”




  Randall set down his clipboard and touched the marks on the carpet with what looked like reverence. He slid his chair forward, and it almost clicked in place. Randall settled back into his chair and folded his hands in his lap, the lion tamed once more.




  Alan limped to the sliding glass doors that framed the backyard of the ranch-style house. A small chip in the glass lay between the faces of two men standing on the patio’s flagstones.




  It was always boys, then men who visited the house Alan shared with his mother. Few female gamers had crossed Alan’s path. Randall deemed unacceptable each of those who had accepted Alan’s invitation. The latest was a fellow college student who overheard Alan explaining the August tournament rules to Randall as they waited in line at a taco truck. Alan couldn’t recall the details of the encounter, except that the woman wore a t-shirt showing werewolves in business suits riding the Tube. It wasn’t romantic possibility that piqued Alan’s interest in her joining their group. He relished the prospect of the fresh storylines a female adventurer might inspire. Randall scuttled that opportunity with the rude dismissal, “Girls can’t handle the violence.” The more likely explanation was that Randall worried he’d feel self-conscious sweating through all-night gaming with female company.




  Whatever was lost that day, Alan had no right to complain. The two men standing on the back porch were the best players he’d ever known. When they’d first met, Carlos Morales was the one who needed Alan and Randall to get back on his feet. Since then, he’d run laps around Alan—a truth made literal the one time he dragged Alan to the track. Carlos was only a year younger than Alan but retained the build of a collegiate athlete. The best groomed of the bunch, Carlos’ black ponytail hung over a burgundy dress shirt.




  Carlos listened intently to the newest member of the group, Lance Langdon. At the tender age of twenty-five, Lance ranked as their junior member. Blond hair flopped above Lance’s sunglasses as he gestured wildly in the midst of some tale. Functionally blind since birth, Lance gained some swagger from his signature accessory, a pair of black Ray-Ban Wayfarers with mirrored lenses. Alan admired the ease with which Lance navigated a social world he couldn’t see. If the tales were to be believed, Lance kept busy with a rotation of suitors, though he’d never had a steady girlfriend in the two years they’d known him.




  The sunlight reflecting off Lance’s shades forced Alan to close his eyes. For a moment, Lance’s body was replaced by his Mythos counterpart, the Norse priest Lancelot, who shared his creator’s yellow mane but had a more stoic demeanor. Beside him, Carlos morphed into the rakish Santana, the bronzed sorcerer who smiled even in battle.




  Every weekend, those two characters and Boldheart would work together to overcome whatever challenge Alan threw at them in the Mythos. Alan spent so much time each week prepping for the next gaming session that these avatars occupied his mind as much as the real people who played them. The juxtaposition of real and imagined worlds could disorient Alan, but he’d become accustomed to his mind wandering between them.




  Alan slid open the patio door. “You’re on, gentlemen.”




  “Time to crack some heads,” Carlos said as he strode into the living room. He re-tied his ponytail and ran a fingertip over the water moccasin of scar tissue that ran from the top of his head to the bottom of his neck. Once the ritual was complete, Carlos spun his chair around and took a seat opposite Randall.




  Lance closed the glass door behind him as he entered. He tapped the floor with his cane until he found the back of a wooden chair beside Carlos.




  Alan sat down last, glad to get the weight off his ankle. He readjusted his cardboard game director’s screen, which served the dual purpose of concealing notes and providing reference tables on its inside panels.




  “Qué pasa?” Carlos asked. “I’ve seen brighter faces on burn patients. What’d Boldheart do this time?”




  “Surely,” Lance said, “‘tis nothing Lancelot’s holy might can’t set right.”




  “And no enemy,” Carlos said, “can defend itself against Santana’s arcane magic.”




  Across the back of Alan’s cardboard screen, a dragon still flew toward its mountain lair, years after Randall had inked it. Alan wished he could make a similar retreat. He’d become an insurance actuary because the job taught one how to hedge against death, if only in the aggregate. Perhaps he miscalculated the fate awaiting his friends’ beloved characters, but the estimated mortality probabilities looked grim.




  “What does Santana see?” Carlos said.




  “The same cavern walls where we left off,” Alan said. “Black as coal and sharp to the touch, they extend—”




  “What do we hear?” Lance said. “Or smell?”




  “Make a Perception check,” Alan said. “Both of you.”




  Carlos and Lance each picked up twenty-sided dice and rolled them. Carlos’ die clacked on the table until it settled with the top side showing a sixteen. Lance rolled a more wobbly die that featured deep braille insets and a microchip in its core. When his so-called “Precious” came to rest, it announced a three.




  “Lancelot doesn’t notice anything odd,” Alan said, “but Santana does.”




  Alan considered his next words carefully. He prepared for moments like this by reading the scenario guide and rehearsing the most likely encounters that would ensue. Describing scenes required improvisational skill and a kind of empathy. Alan never played a character of his own in the Mythos. Instead, he had to imagine what each of his friends’ avatars could see and feel.




  He had years of experience exercising his mind in precisely this way, but the stakes were now higher than ever. Alan had entered his gaming group into a Middle Mirth tournament unlike any ever held before. In eight weeks, they’d compete against three dozen rival teams for a chance to visit a genuine European castle.




  The destination held more meaning for Alan than any of his players, including Randall. The last decade that Alan had invested in their game represented a significant chunk of an adult life. Middle Mirth would be a referendum on this unpaid career. Alan knew his friends respected him as a gifted storyteller, but they owed him too much to serve as neutral arbiters.




  It remained a mystery who would judge the contest, but Alan expected one of the game’s creators would decide who “told the best story”. The rules were cryptic about the meaning of that phrase, but Alan suspected a Willie Wonka situation. A worthy game director might win more than an all-expenses-paid trip to Slovenia.




  If he wanted to touch the Golden Ticket, he needed to avoid the pitfalls of mediocre gaming. No dull descriptions for crucial settings. No predictable encounters with lifeless non-player characters.




  Alan’s principal worry was plotline discontinuity. His version of the Mythos was uniquely his own. The conventional Dungeon Lords playbook dropped players into a land resembling Lord of the Rings. The only differences were disjointed deviations from Tolkien that one could trace back to the mythology texts and genre novels the game’s creators had devoured in their youth. Alan’s vision of the Mythos included those same quirky conventions, but he subverted them in precise ways to startle his players with novel twists.




  In preparing today’s game, however, Alan hadn’t taken any precautions to protect his gaming group from itself. While tidying up the details of the Mythos, he noticed how disordered his trio of players had become. What should have been an exciting battle with this afternoon’s “boss monster” was becoming a more deadly encounter.




  Alan’s pulse quickened. Goosebumps dotted his forearms.




  “Lay it out for us,” Carlos said. “What does Santana see?”




  * * *




  Santana crouched against the rock wall. There was a faint light ahead, enough to see by. He set his torch in the dirt, extinguished it with his boot, and with both hands gripped the four-foot ironwood staff that fairies had carved centuries before his birth. Luminous engravings danced slowly around the staff in a spiral, seeming to float above its surface.




  Around a bend in the cavern, perhaps forty yards ahead, came indistinct words, followed by raspy breaths. And something else—the stink of rotting meat. More than merely foul, the stench was something Santana had never encountered. For one such as he, who lived for adventure, novelty was auspicious.




  The half-elven warrior priest kneeling beside Santana was more crusader than explorer. His quests were pious but also perilous, and they required him to wear a coat of chain-mail armor and hoist a teardrop shield. In loops on his belt hung the tools he used for smiting evil—the silver unicorn representing his god, Elahna, and a two-foot mace with a flanged iron head that could crush foes in a single swing. To hedge his odds before hand-to-hand combat, he also slung over his shoulders a light crossbow and a quiver of bolts. Beneath that, he sported medical supplies for those wounds he failed to heal through the divine power Elahna granted him.




  Lancelot opened the grated visor on his helmet and sniffed at the air.




  Santana nodded. “That malodorous scent may signal the host of these dank tunnels. I fear he found Boldheart before we could.”




  “Curse his haste,” Lancelot said. “He took leave of all good sense by rushing ahead.”




  Santana’s crimson cape fluttered as he moved forward in a defensive crouch. His bent spine began to throb, having never recovered from wounds earned years ago. How many times had Boldheart danced on the edge of his own grave? The thrill of each escape escalated as Santana’s sorcery grew stronger and their foes more formidable.




  “If we can forever banish Lord Cynoc’s accursed soul,” Lancelot said, “we will have achieved something none believed possible.”




  That was a familiar refrain. Lancelot had promised quests serving a greater purpose than adventure for its own sake. They had nothing more than treasure and tales to show for their most recent brushes with death, but something did feel different this time.




  “We shall see,” Santana said. He pulled a cinched wool pouch from the right sleeve of his tunic. “Prepare yourself.”




  “My abiding faith is all we require.”




  Lancelot fingered the unicorn on his belt, then eased out his mace instead.




  Santana motioned for Lancelot to follow. Their steps traced the edge of the cavern wall as it curved right. Soon they came upon a glowing lantern lying on its side.




  “That’s Boldheart’s,” Lancelot said.




  Santana pinched out the lantern’s wick and discerned another glow farther down the corridor. After creeping thirty meters toward the light, the dirt under their boots gave way to marble tiles. Two dozen rows of these led to a high-ceilinged chamber encircled by wall sconces, each holding a clutch of glowing embers.




  In the center of the room, motionless as a statue, stood a massive man with a two-handed sword raised to strike. Beside him floated something less substantial, a gray human shadow. The shadow unfastened the man’s armor, then pawed at his muscles like a breeder inspecting a horse.




  “Why does Boldheart not attack?” Lancelot said.




  “Frozen by a spell.”




  Lancelot braced the heels of his boots in the grout between the tiles. Santana raised his staff, which sharpened into a blade as he shook it.




  The shadow looked up from its work, as if sensing the presence of magic. Its cloudy shape coalesced into a walking corpse, which turned to face Santana. The creature pulled cavern air into its chest, then blew out a jet of ash that struck both sorcerer and priest.




  Lancelot leapt to attack but lost control of his limbs. The mace fell from his hand, and he dropped to the floor. Santana felt his own body numbing. With only an instant of volition remaining as he collapsed on top of Lancelot, Santana mouthed no entrar and squeezed his pouch. A puff of dust spread out from his hand to form a pink dome that surrounded their bodies.




  Their enemy approached. As it reached toward Santana, fire flared and singed its flesh. It withdrew and regarded Santana with lidless eyes.




  “Very well,” hissed the specter. “I may not extinguish your lives today, but I will have the pleasure soon enough. Look well upon me and remember this face. When the time comes, it shall be the last you ever see.”




  The corpse turned back toward the frozen swordsman. It embraced the figure, and the two became a single cloud, which drifted back the way Santana and Lancelot had come.




  * * *




  “I’ll watch the specter,” Carlos said. “Let’s see where he goes.”




  “Santana tries to crane his neck,” Alan said, “but he cannot move. Soon, he loses sight of the apparition. Nothing more comes into view until the paralysis wears off an hour later.”




  “What the frock?” Randall roared. “This is bullship!”




  Seventh Day Adventist parents had raised Randall on the God-fearing plains of Abilene, Texas. Among the many things they forbade was swearing, but their inventive son fashioned a compromise. By the time he arrived in San Diego, Alan met a boy who spewed coded curses that left unprepared listeners stupefied.




  Randall jerked himself out of his chair, and his belly caught on the edge of the maple table before him. The heavy tabletop lifted and tilted sideways. Pencils, dice, and potato chips slid to the floor. Carlos reached out to secure his papers, while Alan held down books and steadied his cardboard screen. Lance laughed and shouted, “Earthquake!” He covered his head and pretended to dive under the table.




  “False alarm,” Carlos said. “Just a low-grade tremor.”




  Randall glared at Carlos.




  “Boldheart is dying, and all you can do is make jokes?”




  “I thought it was a pretty good one,” Lance said.




  “That monster just made off with my body while you two were cuddling under Mary Kay’s pink fire beetle shell.”




  “You mean Santana’s No Vacancy Roach Motel?” Lance said. “Nothing gets in, nothing gets out.”




  “Only sound, light, and air can pass through it,” Carlos said. “That spell was all I could manage before Santana went limp.”




  Alan averted his gaze toward the floor and saw Lance check the Velcro fasteners on his shoes. As if readying for a quick exit, Lance extended his hand to touch his cane, which lay at his feet like a baton.




  Carlos glowered at Randall. They locked eyes and both stood up.




  Alan rubbed three fingers over his moustache hard enough to feel his front teeth. He sensed Carlos’ impatience—not just with Randall, but with everything. This standoff wasn’t helping. As a pediatric nurse, Carlos had real patients to mend and no patience for arguing over fictional deaths.




  “We were goners, just like you,” Carlos said.




  Randall sneered. “What we needed was a decent wizard in the battle.”




  “Doubtful,” Lance said. “Wizards can only read from spell books. A sorcerer doesn’t need a library card. I’d rather be like Carlos’ character and draw forth magical power with a simple gesture. Awfully handy, unless one’s frozen like a fish stick.”




  Randall raised himself to full height. “Frock this! I’m out.”




  “Hold on—” Alan raised a hand in protest.




  “I’m walking home, or something.” Randall gathered his clipboard and papers. He slid them into a fabric sleeve screen-printed with Gaelic script that read, “Boldheart”. This he stuffed into his backpack, which he hefted over a shoulder. After storming out of the living room and through the kitchen, he pushed open the screen door that led to the front steps. The door whacked shut on its metal frame, and Randall disappeared.




  No one moved, until Lance’s hands felt across the table in search of something. He tipped over an empty mug, which knocked his Precious to the floor. The die bounced off Carlos’ shoe, then settled onto one of its triangular sides. A robotic female voice said, “One.”









 

  
The Second Weekend in June





  CARLOS




  Carlos took his customary chair beside Lance at the maple living room table. Its mottled surface bore water rings and deep scratches around its edges. Like every piece of furniture in the house Alan shared with his mother, the table’s best years were in the past. If they ever sold the residence, stagers would have to remove everything in sight, repaint the walls, and recarpet the floors. Aside from that, Alan and his mom kept their three-bedroom house cleaner than Carlos’ tiny apartment. Dirty plates never lay in the sink overnight, even if the dish drainer itself needed to be replaced.




  Alan’s cardboard screen clapped the table as he set it down in front of his notes. He folded back its sides to block the view from Carlos’ seat, as well as the spot opposite him, where Randall’s chair sat unoccupied.




  The empty seat gave Carlos a shiver of excitement. Not once had he played this game without Randall present. Dungeon Lords meant sitting down with Alan and Randall-first for two months in his hospital room, then in this house for the past nine years. However much Randall got on his nerves, he served as a perpetual motion machine of passion. When Carlos’ attention flagged, he could count on Randall to pull him back in. Monsters had to be killed. Spirits dispelled. Treasures won.




  Only when Alan’s fidgeting caught his eye did Carlos see the other implication of Randall’s apparent boycott. The loss of Boldheart would throw Alan’s plans for Middle Mirth into the wind. Nobody had a gaming group with just two players. More than that, no one could replace the charisma–and mania–of Randall. The way he and Alan played off each other was electric. Randall strained everyone’s patience, at times, but drama was part of the attraction.




  Alan tapped the table—an unmistakable signal. “As you exit the catacombs,” Alan said, “you emerge into a twilight mist. You recognize the charred logs of your campsite, and there sits the same peasant who’d first guided you down. He approaches and hands you a scrap of cloth.”




  Carlos accepted the typed plot note Alan handed to him.




  “What’s it say?” Lance asked.




  “It’s a map of the tomb,” Carlos said. “This would have been helpful before we went down there. Santana slaps the peasant on the head. Hard.”




  Lance laughed. “Bit late, now that we’re good and screwed.”




  “Forgive me,” Alan said in a raspy voice. “When ye didn’t return, I feared the worst. I peeked in the entrance and saw this wedged in beside the trapdoor. Perhaps ye missed it?”




  “Way to rub it in,” Lance said. “That must have been the Perception roll I failed.”




  “Alan, I’m sorry to step out of the game,” Carlos said, “but if you couldn’t get Randall to answer your emails all week, how do you know he’s coming today?”




  “When has Randall ever missed a game?” Alan said.




  “But it’s already past noon, so—” Carlos turned to Lance. “Did the big fella say anything at work yesterday?”




  “Dang if I know,” Lance said. “Never heard his voice, anyway.”




  “If Randall’s bailing,” Carlos said, “then it’s down to just Lancelot and Santana.” He couldn’t believe the words when he said them. “All we can do is head back to Mythopolis and score this quest a failure.”




  “Did Boldheart really die?” Lance said. “I mean, he was a level nineteen badass.”




  “You know I can’t divulge,” Alan said. “It’s no fun if you know in-game facts that your characters wouldn’t.”




  “I can tell you this much,” Carlos said. “I always hated that pinche name, ’Boldheart’.”




  As if sensing his namesake taken in vain, Randall opened the front door, stepped through the entryway, and dropped himself into the oak chair awaiting him.




  “Greetings, j-holes. Let the game resume.”




  Carlos exchanged nudges with Lance, then squeezed Alan’s arm. Though this day was as hot as any other, Alan’s skin felt icy. The chill sent Carlos back to the first time he’d seen a kid brought into ER—an eighteen year old who’d already lost her leg from the knee down. When Carlos moved her from the gurney to a bed, her arms felt just as cold as Alan’s.




  “Hold on,” Alan said, “We can’t just—”




  Randall reached across the table and snatched the note in Carlos’ hand. “Who gave this to us? Was it that stupid peasant outside the tomb?”




  Lance nodded.




  Randall flicked a finger against the paper. “This shows a way into the lower chambers. That’s probably where we can rescue Boldheart.”




  Alan shuffled and stacked his pages. He slid them into a manila folder labeled “The Cursed Tomb”.




  The label’s 18-point Old English font took Carlos back two years, to the day he’d given Alan this Dungeon Lords module. It was a classic, first published in the mid-1970s. Carlos had bought a “heavily used” copy in an online auction. It arrived as advertised—a magazine-sized booklet with a torn cover and marked-up pages. Alan didn’t care because he always cut the binding off his gaming modules. That allowed him to spread in front of him the maps, room descriptions, and monster statistics. At a glance, he could find whatever rare items or beasts his friends might encounter.




  The same week the module had arrived in Carlos’ mailbox, Randall met Lance. He was the newest employee at ProTechTed, the computer security firm where Randall toiled joylessly. Alan’s gaming group had just lost two brothers who’d finished college and moved away. Randall had insisted they shelve The Cursed Tomb until Lance advanced his fifth-level cleric naturally, by gaining experience points.




  “Well?” Randall said. “Let’s get to it.”




  Alan bit his lip. “I hate to say this out loud, Randall, but it should be obvious by now. Boldheart’s dead.”




  “Yup.” Lance folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair. “Knew it.”




  Randall pulled Boldheart’s character sheet out of his backpack and snapped it into his clipboard. “Nonsense,” he said softly. “Santana and Lancelot will search the catacombs until they find my—find Boldheart’s body. Then they can resurrect him.”




  “You need to roll a new character,” Alan said. “Might be nice to play something else. Maybe a monk? You once said you’d like to try a monk.”




  Randall spoke in a low register. “Let’s go find Boldheart. Right now.”




  “Again,” Alan said, “I shouldn’t be spelling things out like this, but Boldheart’s beyond saving. Before you went on the quest, you heard the legends. Entrance to this tomb was forbidden by decree of the provincial parliament.”




  Carlos felt a sympathy pain in his heart, but Randall was the one whose chest heaved. Spreading pit stains darkened the letters on Randall’s “Middle Mirth 2010” t-shirt.




  “You planned this all out,” Randall said. “Admit it, Alan. You split us up to get Boldheart alone.”




  “We’d agreed on a combat protocol,” Lance said, “as a group.”




  Carlos heard the irritation in Lance’s voice. The meticulous engineer became annoyed when they’d set in motion a careful plan, only to watch Randall scuttle it. One minute Randall would fight Alan for every advantage, then the next he would imperil himself and his comrades. Whatever drove his reckless play, it made for a hell of a ride.




  Now that Carlos knew the game better, he recognized how Alan would bend the rules to spare their characters a pointless demise. After the hospital released Carlos, Alan’s mom invited him to stay in their spare room. Until Carlos’ sister, Adelita, cleared enough space for him in her apartment, Carlos spent two weeks in the Crandall home. Propped up in a plastic lounge chair to accommodate his back brace, Carlos played Dungeon Lords with Alan and Randall for hours on end. Two days in, Santana and Boldheart fell into the lair of some chittering insect twice their height. Only a fortuitous cave-in spared them a certain death.




  That was just one of many bits of good fortune, but something had changed in the past two years. Alan seemed more attuned to the harsher realities of the Mythos. The game felt grittier, more dangerous. Neither Randall nor Boldheart could count on Alan’s unconditional affection. Alan and the game world itself were coming into sharper focus. Lance had never known any different. Lancelot’s next encounter could be his last. Randall, though, seemed oblivious. Alan had revised the rules they lived by, but Randall hadn’t bothered to read the proverbial update.




  “We said we’d stick together,” Lance continued. “Slow and steady. Then you barreled off and lost us when you thought you heard a ghost. Not our fault you found one.”




  Randall shook his index finger at Alan. “If you could get Boldheart by himself, you could frock him with some kind of—whatever that creature was.”




  “That,” Lance said, “had to be Lord Cynoc in the flesh, sort of. He’s probably a lich and uses death magic to extend his life, right?”




  “Maybe,” Alan said. “You don’t know that.”




  “You act like this is a murder mystery,” Randall said. “That’s bullship. You lured us into that underground maze to set up a back-alley hit job.”




  Randall grabbed his clipboard and pulled off his character sheet. He held the paper in shaking hands, its colorful portrait staring Carlos in the face.




  “Tell me the truth, Alan. Do you hate Boldheart, or me?”




  Randall ripped the sheet in half. He tore it again. And again. Rough-edged flakes fell to the table. When the last piece settled, Randall reared back and punched Alan’s screen, crumpling one of its walls.




  Alan’s mouth opened wide. He looked to the others, pleading for help. Lance just cocked his head, still processing the rips and the thump.




  Carlos offered a sympathetic frown but found no words. The attack on Alan’s screen was more than aggression. It was a violation. The cardboard wall afforded Carlos’ friend a safety and power he lacked in all other aspects of his life. It signified Alan’s status as game director, the invisible deity whose presence was everywhere and nowhere in the Mythos.




  “That’s it.” Randall pursed his lips and inhaled sharply. “I can’t even look at you, Alan, you backstabbing piece of crepe. You used to mean something to me. Now, you’re just a j-hole—a flat-out j-hole.”




  “Honestly,” Carlos said, “I never have understood what the ‘J’ stands for.”




  “Oh, frock you, Carlos Felipe Morales.”




  Randall was the only one who ever called Carlos by his full name. Meant to sound like a scold from one’s mother, it stung Carlos every time he heard it. Only Randall could find a way to echo the voice of a dead parent and get away with it. On top of that, when Randall spoke Spanish, it always sounded a tinge racist. Anyone who lived this long in San Diego without picking up even the trace of a Spanish accent was fighting against the inevitable.




  “You,” Randall said to Carlos, “you left Boldheart to die. After all those times my sword cut our way out of trouble. Remember the Citadel of Saint Cuthbert? Boldheart had to dispatch legions of bloodthirsty priests after you two used up all your spells. You almost got us killed trying to pluck that diamond from a statue’s eye.”




  “Blinding a deity,” Carlos said, “is what Santana did, not me. Santana’s a rebel sorcerer without a cause. That’s how I play him. You’ve never understood that, have you? It’s just pen and paper, hombre.”




  “You were in on this, too, weren’t you?” Randall said. “You always wanted to get rid of me, so you left Boldheart in that demon’s arms. I can’t ever forgive that.”




  “Relax,” Carlos said, “I—”




  “You act like you’re better than us,” Randall said. “You think you’re some big shot doctor. But you’re just a nurse —hardly more than a janitor. No better than the rest of your people.”




  “My people?” Carlos looked around the table. “Was that some kind of slur?”




  Lance chuckled. “You are Chicano, aren’t you, Carlos? I mean, you sound Chicano.”




  Carlos punched Lance playfully. “You better believe it.” In a sharper tone, he snapped at Randall. “As for you, chinga tu madre!”




  Randall squeezed his hands into fists. “This was our game, Alan. It wasn’t my idea to bring this bilingual bullship into our game.”




  “I speak German,” Lance said helpfully. “Does that count?”




  Randall turned toward Lance. “No free pass for you, either—the atheist playing the priest.”




  Lance ran a finger across his character sheet. “Fortified with irony, it says here.”




  “I thought I was doing you a favor, bringing you in,” Randall said. He opened one fist to point at Lance. “Now look at you. If you hang out with losers, you become a loser. Even a blind dude should see that.”




  Lance lifted his sunglasses to reveal soft blue eyes.




  “I can see! What’s this? A j-hole?”




  “I’m done with all of you—and this game.”




  Randall kicked out his chair and grabbed his gray backpack.




  “Want to get rid of me? I’m getting rid of you.”




  On his way toward the kitchen door, Randall grabbed an open Big Mix bag off a bookshelf and hurled it at the group. A variety of crunchy snacks flew through the air and skittered across the floor.




  Alan jumped in his chair when the front door slammed shut on Randall’s exit.




  “What did he mean by that?” Lance asked. “He’ll be back, right?”




  “Not sure I know the answer to either of those,” Alan said.




  “Don’t sweat it,” Carlos said.




  He pushed Alan’s shoulder playfully and felt how rigid his friend’s body had become. Alan’s cheeks flushed. His breathing sounded shallow. It all signaled adrenal glands shooting hormones through the body. In someone like Alan, that chemical signal would likely induce more of a flight than a fight response in his muscles.




  Carlos slid out of his chair and under the table to pick up the mess on the floor. A grotto shrine mosaic had formed from the dice and pencils, chips and pretzels, crumbs and dandruff. Seeing the futility of his efforts, Carlos went to a living room closet and removed an upright vacuum. He plugged it into the nearest outlet and unspooled its cord.




  “Let’s get on this now,” Carlos said, “or your mamá will be pissed.”




  “Leave it for me,” Alan said. He didn’t stand up, or even raise his eyes.




  It was time to go. There was a serious conversation to be had, but Alan wouldn’t want to have it—not yet, anyway.




  * * *




  As Carlos drove Lance home along the freeway, he glanced at the wooden Superbarrio figurine that hung from his car key. Alan’s mom had given him the hand-painted ornament seven years ago to celebrate Carlos’ admission to nursing school. The red hood on the superhero’s cape had worn down to its original pine finish. Though he believed himself free from superstition, Carlos would rub the head of his little friend to fetch good fortune. Every so often, he called on the gods of Lucha Libre before making a critical die roll, but he tried to reserve the wrestler’s strength for more serious interventions.




  “So,” Carlos said, “do you think Alan wanted Randall’s character to die? Was it fate, or did he tip the scales?”




  “Just a statistical calamity,” Lance said. “A black swan, like a market crash. I’m guessing Alan rolled two natural twenties behind his screen for Cynoc’s opening attacks on Boldheart.”




  Even over the traffic noise, Carlos heard Lance cracking his knuckles. It was a sure tell that Lance was anxious. He’d once confessed to Carols that being in Alan’s group the past two years had been a “privilege”—that was the word. It was the only consistent social connection Lance maintained outside of family. Today must have been like hearing the parents fight. Carlos felt a sting of remorse for whatever part he might have played.




  “Maybe...” Lance paused. “Maybe Alan and Randall just need a break from each other for a couple weeks. Randall’s a thoroughbred jackass, but it’ll pass.”




  “I’ve heard Randall make dramatic threats before,” Carlos said. “Then the next time we meet, he acts like nothing happened. This was different. He shredded Boldheart’s character sheet. Know how many years he’s had that thing? We just witnessed the end—el fin.”




  An approaching siren caught Lance’s ear, and he rolled down the passenger window. “That a cop car?” Lance said. “One state trooper and one ambulance, right?”




  Carlos looked in his rear-view mirror, then turned into the right-hand lane. “Spot on, as always.”




  “And they’re stopping ahead of us, maybe just past our off-ramp?”




  “Right again.”




  Carlos led his black Honda Civic toward the shoulder of the freeway, with several other cars falling in behind him as three more emergency vehicles raced to the scene.




  “Holy crap,” Lance said. “Gotta be a nasty accident.”




  A pickup with lifted wheels had crushed a Mini Cooper. Around the wreck, five more cars and a moving truck had crashed into each other.




  “Don’t spare the details. What do you see? Red asphalt, right?”




  Carlos considered bringing his car to a complete stop and punching Lance in the face. Life’s relentless cruelties were a joke to Lance, who took his own disability in stride but never considered what images his friends might wish they’d never seen. Somebody should have told him that the three buddies he gamed with each bore deep wounds from the day their lives collided.




  What good would it have done to tell Lance that story? The basic facts were clear enough, but the details were disjointed. Carlos lost consciousness two seconds after losing the parents who’d loved him with a force equal to the impact that killed them. When their station wagon dived over the freeway and down to the asphalt, their broken bodies cushioned his. He also owed his survival to Alan’s mother, who kept him alive until the medics spirited him away. He tried to repay that kindness as a nurse, but he left the ER for other duties, unable to stomach the carnage from scenes like the one before him now.




  “Right again,” Carlos said to Lance. “It’s a bad wreck.”




  Lance whispered, “Fuckin’ A.”




  Carlos shook his head and descended the freeway off-ramp. The roadside ice plant in Lance’s neighborhood was as lush and well-groomed as the drought-denying lawns that skirted its houses. There were a lot of ways to live in San Diego, and Lance’s people lived well. Faithful Dungeon Lords companions weren’t the only privilege that boy enjoyed. He needed truth more than sympathy.




  “You know what?” Carlos said. “When Randall stormed out last weekend, I was relieved. When he slammed the door, I was glad our game was ending. I’ve outgrown it.”




  Lance’s face turned as red as his freckles.




  Carlos’ gut clenched with guilt, teetering on the edge of regret. It reminded him of when he’d broken up, too abruptly, with his first college girlfriend.




  “I turned thirty-one this year,” Carlos said. “When do we move on from this scene? When do we go start real families?”




  Lance put his head out the window, perhaps to cool his cheeks in the night air.




  “I should’ve seen this coming. They were always fighting. Randall would get furious with Alan, though you were usually the one provoking him.”




  Carlos smirked.




  “If he really is gone,” Lance said, “we’ll have to reboot the group quickly to get ready for Middle Mirth.”




  “Or, maybe—” Carlos began, but cut himself short.




  Dungeon Lords felt played out, but Alan deserved every chance to shine. From the day Alan first announced he’d entered the contest, Carlos sensed that it meant more to his friend than it should. His craziest guess was that this was a kind of quest for Alan—to conquer a convention that, in its own way, had precipitated his own father’s death. That was twisted Shakespearean shit, but Alan was capable of no less.




  “Assuming we do find a suitable replacement,” Lance continued, “there’s no denying the upside. I mean, I’ve got mad respect for Randall’s genre knowledge and all, but I won’t miss his odor. I’ve never felt his face or anything, but he smells and sounds like a Hutt of a man. His footsteps thunder when he stomps around the carrels at work.”




  “That’s pretty harsh. How detailed is your mental sketch of the dude?”




  “In my estimation, he’s a stereotype-reinforcing insult to more modestly overweight gamers. But I wonder, what sort of shirts does he wear? At work, I once brushed up against what felt like professional attire, maybe a poly-blend dress shirt. But his weekend wardrobe has the leathery smell of sweat suspended in full-cotton tees.”




  “Again, too harsh.”




  “But?”




  “Yeah,” Carlos conceded in a laugh. “Pretty much nailed it.”




  The pair drove the next two blocks in silence. The closer they got to Lance’s house, the finer the architecture. Each home had its own signature mix of Spanish tile, stucco, wood, or adobe. Some curved like cylinders, while others jutted out at sharp angles. Palette-cleansing shrubbery and mature trees separated each lot from the next. Outside Carlos’ three-story apartment building, nothing green grew excepting the ferocious weeds nobody had planted.




  Lance cocked his head and turned toward Carlos.




  “I don’t get how Alan chooses his friends. You’re so nice to him, but Randall’s so mean. Why does Alan even let him in the house?”




  “Their history’s more complex than you’d guess,” Carlos said. “I used to think Alan was afraid of Randall. But Alan surprised me today. Did you notice he talked about Randall in the past tense? Maybe Alan’s ready to move on too.”




  “What don’t I know?”




  “Nothing imperative, just history.”




  “Are you holding back on me? I think you are. When I was telling Mom about the game once, she asked about you guys. I tried to connect the dots but realized I know jack all.”




  “We’re not that mysterious. Just dudes too old to be playing a game every weekend.”




  “I’ve figured out a bit here and there. Like, since Alan’s mom is a nurse, she’s a role model for you, right?”




  Carlos exhaled a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.




  “Sure, kind of. I was already studying biology at UCSD when I — met her and Alan. And Randall.”




  Carlos pulled up to a stop sign. He looked left and right for oncoming traffic before turning onto Lance’s street.




  “After I got out of school, Karen said there were jobs in nursing, so I hopped into an RN program.”




  That was half the truth. Half was enough for Lance.




  “The job at Children’s, is that a good gig?”




  “It pays the bills, but I want to do research. That’s why I’m doing the part-time Masters.”




  “Scary bug shit, right?” Lance said.




  “Infectious diseases,” Carlos said with a nod. “Mutations of old-school plagues pop up all the time, even in yuppie neighborhoods like yours. A little viral reactivation, and they can go from dormant to virulent just like that.” Carlos snapped his fingers. “Every day’s a die roll.”




  “Every fuckin’ day.” Lance clapped his hands together with a bang. “But on this guy’s die? Every side’s a twenty.”




  “True that, pendejo.”




  Carlos rolled his Civic into the Langdons’ half-circle driveway.




  Instead of getting out of his seat, Lance reached out with his right hand and traced his index finger from the doorframe to the glove box, then to the dashboard shelf that held dried-out Post-Its, a ballpoint pen, a binder clip, and a three-inch wide oblong object with two hollowed indentations on its front. Lance had inspected that papier-mâché skull dozens of times. He always gave it a glancing touch, never a full inspection. Perhaps it was a tactile puzzle Lance wanted to figure out for himself.




  “How come we don’t play more often at my place?” Lance said.




  “You mean your parents’ house?”




  “Same thing.”




  “Your mom’s probably afraid we’re a bad influence on your kid sister.”




  “My sister?” Lance laughed. “You don’t even—do you even know her name?”




  Carlos looked through the windshield at the Langdon residence, a gracious two-story craftsman with yellow brick walls and broad windows. Inside sat a girl with a reddish bun of hair. Curled up in a big chair, she read a book, or maybe a tablet.




  “Fair enough,” Carlos said. “But you don’t know my sister’s name either.”




  “I haven’t even met her, or your parents.” Lance unbuckled his seatbelt. “Is your family part of the Mexican mafia?”




  Carlos breathed in fresh air. Held it. Exhaled.




  “Face it,” Lance said. “We’re gaming friends, not amigos.” Lance opened his door, stepped out, and turned back to Carlos. “I know Santana the sorcerer—and you know Lancelot the cleric—better than we know each other. That’s kinda messed up, right? But also kinda cool. You and me, we just play this game each weekend. Then you drive me home.”




  Carlos considered the countless hours he’d spent with Alan. Randall. The weight of it.




  Lance pointed at Carlos.




  “We’re gaming buds. Kinda cool, right?”




  “Maybe,” Carlos said. “Maybe not.”




  
RANDALL




  “Frock Alan,” Randall said to himself.




  With deliberate steps, he continued the impossible five-mile walk from Alan’s house to his own apartment.




  “Frock Carlos,” he muttered.




  Then, to complete the trinity, “Frock Lance.”




  Under the heat of the afternoon sun, this self-righteous rage felt stifling. It gave way to a cooler introspection. He hadn’t planned to storm out of the game for a second week in a row. Nor did reason guide this choice to walk home by foot, with a heavy backpack biting into both shoulders.




  No, today’s exit had been an act of faith. Randall was not the church-going sort, but his parents had steeped him in the Adventist vision. He knew well the mantra that God “inhabits, transforms, and triumphs” through a delicate balance of divine guidance and free will.




  Randall daily exercised his will. No problems there. But he hadn’t let go of the hope that some supernatural force had his back. When he left Alan’s house the week before, providence had placed in his path a taxi—one of the rarest of beasts in the wilds of suburban La Mesa. Today, no such luck.




  For personal reasons on which he dared not dwell, Randall had no car. He hadn’t sat behind a wheel, nor taken a freeway since spinning off of one and nearly dying. Instead, he’d been ferried to and from every gaming weekend for years. Even on weekdays he rode city bus routes that transported him from apartment to office building with less than a hundred yards on foot. Again, providence.




  As Randall kept walking, his vigor melted away. His pace slowed. He recalled a tale told at last year’s Middle Mirth by an unlucky teenager who’d encountered the worst sort of wandering monsters just blocks from her home. For no reason, a pack of teenage trolls had pelted her with paintballs in a drive-by assault. That confession spurred another to admit suffering the same fate. Randall had recounted how in grade school, he’d rescued Alan from a score of unprovoked assaults. The most satisfying incident had ended with Randall forcing a lactose-intolerant bully to drink the four milk boxes his posse had hurled at Alan.




  Randall felt a disquieting self-pity. Who would protect the protector now that he was culled from the herd? What if his bravado had just been a role he’d played, both in the game and at Alan’s side? Randall tried to remember who he was before he’d met Alan—before he’d mastered Dungeon Lords. He’d been a quiet and sickly child, more alone than aloof. With Alan, he’d grown into a proud giant. Having forsaken that role, he risked being merely a freak.




  Randall blinked and wiped away sweat, or worse. Stomping off alone was an act of defiance. Blubbering all the way home would be unthinkable cowardice. He refocused on the walk itself, which he took along a gravel shoulder facing oncoming traffic. When he and Alan were children, they’d often traveled great distances that way, whether to see a movie at Parkway Plaza or on a grocery quest at the behest of a parent.




  Such distances were beyond the limits of Randall’s asthmatic lungs. Shallow breaths had him jonesing for an inhaler. He pulled an Albuterol puffer out of his backpack. It blasted into his mouth nothing but propellant. No surprise. He hadn’t refilled his prescription in months.




  His knees were the next betrayal. Each step brought hundreds of pounds down on them, like sledgehammers driving railroad ties. Randall couldn’t recall which term the condescending orthopedist had used to describe the condition of his joints. Its alleged cause was his own bodily mismanagement, rather than a bad roll of the genetic dice.




  Such infirmities could be overcome. They hadn’t stopped him from taking part in the ill-fated birthday adventure in Balboa Park. They would not stop him today.




  The more serious challenge was the road itself. He’d chosen one of the not-so-whimsical roads where the sidewalk literally ended. The next leg of his trip would require walking a quarter-mile down a street just wide enough for two cars, with little room for extraneous foot traffic. The six-inch shoulder abutted high stone walls and the occasional driveway. If he could make it through this stretch, he’d be able to rest at an Exxon and recharge himself with a 64-ounce cup of something cold and caffeinated.




  Imagining the sound of ice falling into a plastic cup only magnified the afternoon heat. The air was dry, at least, but the sun cooked him at a temperature in the low nineties. Sweat drenched his shirt and shorts. His thighs rubbed together with every step.




  Then again, the treacherous path made this trek all the more epic. Traveling this way gave Randall the chance to leave not just Alan’s house, but to depart the very world they’d created together. Randall had a job that paid him well enough and an apartment of his own, but he hadn’t proclaimed his true independence. He imbued Boldheart with courage and convictions, but he hadn’t claimed those traits for himself.




  Randall’s pace quickened. The pain in his joints faded. His lungs filled with the kind of second wind Carlos would brag about after running a marathon. He reminded himself that the unwelcome weight he carried was nothing more than what Boldheart endured when dressed in full plate armor. Not quite reaching a jog, Randall found a steady gait that made the oaks and willows fly past as he ascended the steepest stretch of road. He’d soon catch a glimpse of the fountain drink oasis that awaited him.




  Just beyond the crest of the hill, an approaching engine roared. Randall kept moving forward but prepared to step aside to let the speeding car pass. At that moment, however, there was no shoulder at all. In its place stood a seven-foot wall of cut granite, mortared with as much care as a castle. A cautious impulse brought Randall to a full stop. He stretched himself as thin as he could against the stones.




  A bright-green muscle car burst into view. It passed without incident, but something about its passengers seemed odd. The two boys in the backseat appeared to be kneeling. Both of their heads were at the side window, with something like a pipe in their hands. They wore striped rugby shirts and red bandanas over their faces. Before Randall could parse the image, brakes squealed. The car shifted into reverse.




  The adrenaline surging through Randall offered him two choices. Were he facing a single foe on foot, he might have chosen to fight. Were he given a viable route of escape, he would have fled, for even Boldheart would elude an enemy when overmatched.




  On this day, on this road, Randall discovered a third option, fright. He stood still as a deer.




  Randall soon learned that the pipes the boys held were, in fact, paint guns. They disgorged what felt like a dozen angry hornets. The taunts and insults accompanying the assault were indecipherable, but he heard the ones that came after the ammunition was exhausted.




  Yes, it was accurate to state that he was overweight—obese, technically. And yes, he was homely. No, he was not a homosexual, though what if he was? Such invective was cliche. Before his assailants’ car shifted back into Drive and sped away, one final epithet caught him off guard.




  “Go back to your mama’s basement, dragon fucker.”




  Randall collapsed against the wall. His head sunk into his chest. He regarded the prismatic dragon, still coiled peacefully on the shirt he’d bought at Middle Mirth. The convention played out in a hotel’s lone subterranean level—a fact these thugs couldn’t possibly have known. Other particulars aside, they had a point.




  After a brief struggle to lift the paint-soaked shirt over his head, Randall threw it into the center of the road. Welts covered his chest. He felt the sting of each injury, and that fact disgusted him. As Alan’s bodyguard, he’d never flinched when struck by a foe.




  The first time Randall saved his friend was the day they met. Alan had been reading a comic book on a kiddie-sized merry-go-round. Three punks surrounded him and spun him in violent circles. The boys’ laughter attracted Randall’s attention, but he approached more quickly when he heard Alan’s cries. When they wouldn’t stop torturing the kid, Randall punched the shortest boy in the back. That got their attention, but before they could organize a counter-attack, Randall had two of them squirming away in the woodchips. Alan tried to disembark but lost his balance and kicked Randall squarely in the nuts. From that awkward beginning, an unlikely friendship ensued.




  As they moved from junior high to high school, Randall had to re-establish his reputation each year as Alan’s protector. He enjoyed the status it gave him on the playground and in the hallways. He made his main character a paladin and named him as a tribute to himself. Unlike his Mythos avatar, Randall was selective in whose safety he guaranteed. Once Alan assumed the job of game director, Randall recognized a professional obligation to protect not only Alan but also their fellow players. The director built their adventures, but his fellow players were necessary comrades-in-arms for any of the serious quests the game offered.




  The life of a solo adventurer was a rough one. If Randall were to embark on that journey now, he’d require an even thicker hide. He closed his eyes to summon Boldheart. All he saw was the once-proud paladin’s charred body. Boldheart stood perfectly still, under the spell of Lord Cynoc, just as Randall had frozen before his own assault.




  Randall’s imagination shifted back to the muscle car, which had sped out of view. Whatever plane of hell had spawned these furies, he’d received their message. In spite of all that he had done for Alan, Carlos, and all the other hangers-on who had come and gone over the years, Randall had become expendable. They no longer needed him. They were content to cast him out.




  He could never again sit at a table with them. He could no longer live in the Mythos. On his own, he would have to find—or build—a new world.




  Bare-chested and bruised, but with no tears on his war-painted face, Randall raised himself to full height. He resumed his march to Exxon, and beyond.




 
ALAN




  The front door opened. Keys dropped onto the kitchen counter. Mom was home.




  “Honey? Are you here? I—”




  Alan lay atop the same lumpy mattress he’d slept on since junior high. The bed’s tan blanket carried a faint mustiness, even after re-washing. Alan resisted replacing it because the familiar scent helped him fall asleep. Once Carlos and Lance had gone home, he’d meant to lay down atop that blanket for a quick nap, but he’d conked out completely.




  The proper thing to do was to answer his mother and get out of bed, but Alan barely flinched when she called a second time. She didn’t ask much of him, but she insisted he keep the house tidy. After Randall’s meltdown, Alan didn’t have the strength to fulfill even that obligation.




  When Karen repeated Alan’s name a third time, he felt a burst of energy to clean up the living room. The impulse did not precipitate action.




  “I know you’re home. Promise I won’t bite your head off. Not all the way.”




  Footsteps came toward his room.




  “Honey?”




  Why did she still use that word? She knew he detested it. He used to fear that each of Mom’s endearments were enchantments, a kind of life-changing magic that one day would seize him. He’d since come to doubt the potency of whatever spells she cast.




  Karen rapped lightly on the bedroom door.




  “Honey?”




  “It’s open.”




  The door knob made a quarter turn, then snapped back. A soft yelp startled Alan, and he recognized the sound. It was one he’d been hearing from Karen more often. Her arthritis was flaring up, usually in the right arm. His mind glimpsed a blade striking out from a warded dungeon door to wound a grasping hand.




  When the knob turned again, the door opened. Alan felt the distinct pleasure of seeing a deduction proved correct. This time, she’d used her left hand.




  Into the bedroom stepped Karen, worried wrinkles above fatigued eyes.




  “You okay?”




  “Just been sleeping.”




  Alan sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed.




  “What’s with the mess out there?”




  “I was gonna clean up.”




  Alan pinched his nose. He wiped away the moisture he found there.




  “Honey, have you been crying?”




  “It’s nothing. It’s just...Randall.” Alan rubbed his eyes. “Such an a-hole.”




  “Wouldn’t he be a j-hole?” Karen said with a wry smile. “Did you have another quarrel?”




  Directly behind Karen hung a blue ribbon awarded to “Randall and Crandall.” They’d won it at a Dungeon Lords trivia contest thirteen years ago, using a nickname coined by their ill-tempered science teacher at Grossmont High School.




  “I told you what happened last weekend,” Alan said. “Today, I might’ve kicked him out of the group.”




  “Oh dear.”




  The indifference in Karen’s voice stung, but he shouldn’t have been surprised. Not a month ago, Mom had called Alan’s friend “ballast.” The label offended Alan, even if she only meant it figuratively.




  “Maybe time apart will be a blessing,” Karen said. “You’ve got other buddies.”




  “Hardly.”




  “Carlos is a true friend.”




  That, he couldn’t refute. Alan remembered the afternoon he helped Carlos create his first Dungeon Lords character. Carlos had regained the use of his left arm from the elbow down, and he could roll for his hero’s traits using the rectangular food tray that extended over his hospital bed. Into the Mythos had stepped Cuauhtémoc, a druid named for the Aztec ruler who fell to Cortez. Alan had never seen a Latino surname in the Mythos, but the fresh idea breathed life into that world.




  From the outset, Carlos showed a genuine appreciation for Alan’s deft direction of their adventures. In return, Carlos tried to match the energy his new friends put into the game. When Randall bought him a book on Mesoamerican mythology, Carlos devoured it and wove intricate cultural details into his character’s story.




  The power of Carlos’ Mythos character grew as he got back on his own feet. Soon, he moved into his sister’s apartment and started a regimen of daily physical therapy. Within a year, he’d returned to school and took up residence in a dorm. As Carlos’ strength returned, his presence in their group grew stronger. Alan took pride in the small role he and his mother played in helping this “true friend” reclaim his life.




  Randall’s status might have changed in tandem with Carlos’ ascendance. Alan hadn’t seen it happen, but on considering this possibility, heat spread out from his chest to his arms. Too many emotions, of too many kinds, flowed through him.




  Alan rubbed a hand across his face and looked at his mother. She hovered in the doorway, unsure of whether to sit down on the bed beside him or give him space.




  “With just Carlos and Lance, we don’t have a decent-sized group.” Less to pout than to punish himself, Alan said aloud what he’d already concluded. “There’s no point even going to Middle Mirth.”




  Karen smiled brightly. “Does that mean we’ll be eating dinner together on weekends? I can move my shifts around. I’ve got seniority.”




  “Um...”




  Alan scrutinized his mother but found no deeper meaning in her words.




  “Sure, I guess so.”




  Alan’s unenthusiastic agreement received a sigh in reply.




  “Tell you what,” Karen said. “If you want to find some new friends for your game, I’ve got good news. Pick up that mess, which is a Category 4 by the way, and I’ll tell you what I saw on the drive home tonight.”




  “You don’t have to bargain with me. I’m not a child.”




  Karen closed her eyes.




  “Just clean it up.”




  * * *




  Once the living room was back in order, Alan grabbed his keys, dashed to the garage, and hopped into his Kia Rio. The previous owner had painted it dark bronze. Naturally, its maiden voyage with Alan had been to pick up Randall. Alan had boasted that its color reminded him of King Tut’s sarcophagus. Randall scoffed and christened it “King Turd.” The nickname felt cruel, particularly since Randall was an unrepentant car moocher. Still, it was a solid slam, so it stuck.




  With the last streaks of a red sunset in the rear-view mirror, Alan rounded onto the stretch of La Mesa Boulevard known as the Village. In his childhood, it had been a nondescript commercial district, but town elders used zoning laws and urban development grants to give it a personality. Unfortunately, the one it ended up with was schizophrenic. Storefronts alternately referenced an Austrian hamlet, a Spanish mission, or a Wild West outpost. None of these styles, nor the generous sidewalks adorned by birch trees and unused iron benches, could overcome the strip-mall aesthetic of the slant-in parking that local business owners demanded.




  Alan dropped King Turd into one such slot. He got out to look for the address his mother had written on an oil change coupon. Up and to his left, against the darkening sky, stood a neon sign whose calligraphic letters announced, “Players.” In red lights, the name sounded vaguely porno, like Alan was about to enter the Village’s first gentlemen’s club.




  The store display featured an elaborate collage, a posthumous birthday celebration of famed Dungeon Lords creator Ernest Carpenter. Alongside a photo essay of his life lay original handwritten manuscripts by Carpenter and his longtime collaborator, Jeff Jacobson. The collection’s auction value likely exceeded what Alan made in a year. It begged the question, what kind of person has the cash to buy such things, let alone open a game store?




  Similar businesses had risen and fallen over the years. Few remained. Sometimes it felt as though the entire world had migrated to massively multiplayer online gaming, particularly the infamous World of Karnage franchise. Meanwhile, with the swiftness of the Black Death, Amazon.com took to the grave every one of the card, comic, and hobby shops of Alan’s youth.




  Yet here stood this aberration, which the front door proclaimed to be “open ‘till the witching hour.” That same door featured a stained glass inlay of a caped hero, perhaps Storm from the X-Men. When Alan squeezed its metal handle and pulled it open, an iron bell clanged. Without as much as a glance, a dozen or more customers inside shouted, “More cowbell!”




  Alan blushed and stepped onto a polished pine floor. The store was narrow but extended back fifty feet. This location had been a coffee shop for several years. A bakery before that. To Alan’s delight, the new owners left up the mural that made the ceiling resemble a cloudy sky.




  “A feast for the eyes,” said a voice to Alan’s left.




  Beside a desk and cash register in the front corner of the store stood a short African-American man in his mid-fifties. He wore a tailored suit, wide smile, and cropped hair. Even in dress shoes with one-inch heels, the top of the man’s head wouldn’t reach Alan’s chin.




  Alan meditated on the most suitable Mythos avatar for this fellow. He was too small for an elf. Too well dressed for a dwarf. Perhaps a gnome? One way or another, he’d prove useful. For Alan, even the precise Dungeon Lords modules provided nothing more than templates into which he’d insert people, experiences, and emotions from everyday life. He believed this gave his adventures a real-world texture too many fantasies lacked.




  A hand approached in greeting. “Devon Washington, proud owner. Welcome to Players. What’s your pleasure?”




  Alan blushed. He again considered the possibility that this establishment was not what it seemed.




  “The store name?” Devon said. “Yes, that’s just me having a bit of fun with passersby. Here, have a look.”




  Devon steered Alan toward the center of the room. The shelves on the right-hand wall rose twelve feet, stacked to the top with books and boxed games. Bottom rows held sixteen copies of the best-selling Castaways of Catalan, along with dozens of mutually incompatible expansion sets. The higher shelves featured titles from the main publishing houses, including tedious EU Games, probably themed on the debt crisis or the complexities of immigration law. At eye level were books and equipment for popular role-playing adventures, from the preteen Ghostbusters to the more gruesome Apocalypse.




  “The library-ladders straddling each wall are genuine antiques. They cost more than you would believe, but they are handsome and necessary.”




  Alan’s eyes shifted toward the two oak tables in the middle of the store.




  “Newly refinished,” Devon said. “Gleaming from four polyurethane coats. As you can see, this first table offers a banquet of statuettes, toys, and so on.”




  “But the back one’s empty.”




  “Reserved for true gamers who need the space and appreciate the atmosphere.”




  Alan felt an irresistible compulsion. He walked to the back table and arranged more evenly its mismatched wooden chairs, one of which had the high back and delicate carvings of a throne. A broad oilskin covered the entire surface. It had the distinctive hexagonal pattern used to diagram dungeons and arrange elaborate battlefields. Alan tried to straighten it.




  “Yes,” Devon said with a friendly laugh. “I believe the cloth was cut uneven. But excuse me, I have yet to ask your name. More to the point, what’s your game?”




  “Alan. And Dungeon Lords.”




  Regret tightened Alan’s chest, as if he were speaking for the first time at Alcoholics Anonymous. Dungeon Lords had become the Mark of the Dork, even among many in the otherwise ecumenical game-playing community. A holdover from the predigital age, Dungeon Lords and its players were as cutting-edge as vinyl records.




  “Dungeon Lords?”




  Devon tilted his head and gave a dramatic wink.




  “Sir, behold your new home away from home. The left wall, you will see, has both the latest modules and my personal favorites from among the classics.”




  Alan stood still and quiet, mouth agape.




  “Have you tried The Cursed Tomb?” Devon said.




  “Spooky. We just finished it this afternoon.”




  “Marvelous. Did you push a sword through the cold, dead body of Lord Cynoc?”




  “Other way around.”




  “Try, try again! Or, maybe you should invent a new scenario for this summer’s Middle Mirth. First weekend in August. Not far away.”




  “Oh, I’ll be there. My group—”




  Alan found himself unable to gather words.




  “You simply have to go.”




  “Of course—”




  Alan suspected that this annual gathering meant more to him than to anyone. He’d not missed a single day of the convention for close to twenty years, except for the one he tried not to remember.




  Devon waved his hands like a children’s magician.




  “So, who do you think is the mysterious sponsor behind this year’s high-stakes DL tournament?”




  Alan was stunned to hear the Dungeon Lords abbreviation used favorably. Trendy gamers often dismissed his ilk as being “on the DL.”




  “I don’t follow the Twitter,” Alan said. “I don’t know what others are saying. I have a theory, but I’m keeping it to myself.”




  Devon winked.




  “Let’s see...Who would want to bring back the spirit of role playing? Who would seek to rejuvenate face-to-face gaming in the age of the almighty computer? Who would endeavor to make it less about statistics and more about, as my daughter would say, who ‘tells the best story’?”




  “Your daughter plays?”




  Devon nodded.




  “Who would bankroll a two-week vacation at Bled Castle? Who would profit from recording a gifted DL group playing in an honest-to-goodness medieval fortress?”




  Alan stared at Devon for a second too long.




  “Bled Castle is in Europe,” Devon said. “Remember the former Yugoslavia?”




  “Oh, I know both where and what it is,” Alan blurted.




  He’d incorporated the floor plan for that fortress into older gaming modules. Touching the bricks of that landmark was a dream he and Randall shared. Travel guides from the public library shaped their half-formed plan for an overseas castle-quest, a rite-of-passage into adulthood they’d never taken.




  Devon tapped his thumb on his fingers, as if counting.




  “A twenty-five thousand dollar prize. From whose account might that be drawn?”




  Alan couldn’t help himself. “Jeff Jacobson.”




  “I suspect the same.”




  “How do you think he’ll judge it? Who’s to say which group, um—”




  “Tells the best story? Good question. Fifty percent of each group score comes from its written submission, which must be an original or adapted module that includes everything from monster minutiae to narrative arc.”




  “Yeah, that’s my first problem,” Alan said. “I’ve got my own take on the Mythos, but for the actual quests, I still work from pre-built modules.”




  “If you amend one sufficiently, that should do. You just took your players through The Cursed Tomb, yes?”




  Alan nodded.




  “When I read it, years ago, I sensed that particular tale was an unfinished symphony. Surely old creepy-bones aspires to more than hoarding rusty coins?”




  “Agreed.”




  “There you go. Now, the other half of your group score will come from player performance—the artistry of role playing.”




  When Alan submitted his entry online, his heart had raced at the prospect of judges watching his group in action. Lance was a charmer, and Carlos could hold his own. At Middle Mirth, however, Randall stood apart from all pretenders. When he spoke in the commanding voice of Boldheart, even the hum of the hotel basement’s ceiling lights would fall silent.




  “That’s my more serious problem.” Alan looked down. “I don’t have a full group just now.”




  Devon scoffed.




  “Membership springs eternal, I say.”




  This was not the kind of proprietor one expected to find in downtown La Mesa, or anywhere. There was something genuine in this man’s enthusiasm, as though Alan, or maybe anyone like him, meant more than just another customer.




  Devon reached up to Alan’s shoulders, then steered him toward the front of the store. “Have a look at my corkboard.”




  “A corkboard? Really?”




  “Luddite by choice, not for want of ability. Look here—a few puppies are hoping to find good homes. One or two of those I can vouch for personally.” Devon’s eyes sparkled. “Surely you recall the admonition from the television ad that aired during our game’s zenith.”




  “Before my time.”




  “Well then...”




  Devon struck a classic disco pose, feet wide apart and index finger raised skyward.




  “The adventure.”




  Alan knew where this was going. He tried to resist, but his feet moved apart. A hand shot up from his side.




  “The adventure.” Devon repeated.




  Alan couldn’t help himself. He pointed toward the sky painted on the ceiling and shouted, “The adventure begins today!”




  
RANDALL




  Unaccustomed to being alone on a Sunday, Randall stepped out of his apartment building and into the afternoon sun. Since returning home after yesterday’s drive-by indignity, he’d done nothing but lick wounds. That meant binge-viewing every episode of The Guild, a web comedy about online gaming his boss had recommended months ago. Watching it made Randall realize Alan was the one who’d effectively prohibited all other forms of gaming. There were worlds yet to be explored.




  That impulse pushed Randall onto the sidewalk, but in no particular direction. When a city bus approached a minute later, Randall hopped on board without even checking the number.




  The route soon passed by the La Mesa American Legion building. Randall’s gaze fell on the decommissioned cannon out front. That took him right back to senior year at Grossmont. Their social studies teacher had selected Alan to give a speech on rites of passage, with a modest Legion scholarship on the line. Randall urged Alan to decline, afraid he’d make a fool of himself, but Alan insisted. The evening of the competition, Alan spoke last, after four other boys had given homilies on the journey into manhood via military service. The lone female entrant also pandered to the aging audience. She alleged that welcoming her older sister’s first child into the world had stirred her own nascent maternal instincts.




  But Alan? Randall laughed at the memory while his bus idled at a stoplight. Alan had given a passionate speech—five full minutes over the allotted time—on the mysteries of the Middle Ages and the journey he would take to Europe with his father and best friend. It was a dreadful bit of speechwriting. Randall recalled one particular line he’d urged Alan to cut: “Whereas the Knights of Old tested themselves in joust and battle, we will test our knowledge of antiquity by touching their armor, their swords, their stories.”
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