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A Little Lore Goes a Long Way


The blade sliced a deadly arc through the
air, cut into the tough flesh of the greenbear. The large creature
roared, stood on its hind legs, swinging its front legs like a
boxer. The gaping wound gushed blood. The greenbear stumbled,
roared in agony, and collapsed to the ground with a dust-raising
crash.

Harmon Crane slid his blade, still crackling
with the energy he imbued upon it, back into its scabbard. He
turned to Mort with a look of disgust. "No greenbears in this
world, eh?"

The chubby Loreist harrumphed. He crossed his
arms and turned away from Crane.

"Our Loreist needs to find another line of
work," Crane muttered. He brushed past the scowling man and walked
a few paces away.

The green grass stretched out ahead of them,
marking the way back to the Exit. Overhead, a brilliant sun shone
bright in the clear blue sky. It was a nice world. Except for the
treasure that hadn't been there. And the greenbears which had.

"Maybe if we search the forest again,"
suggested Mort.

Crane looked back over his shoulder towards
Jaffrey. The other man—their supposed leader—still hadn't spoken
up. When he saw Crane staring at him, he turned quickly away.

"We could take one more look," Jaffrey
said.

"One more look?" Crane ran a hand through his
hair in frustration. "Face it—this world is wasted. There is no
treasure box here."

"Maybe it's buried," suggested Mort.

"Buried?" Crane blurted. "Buried? Maybe you
should get started digging then."

"Sometimes the runes are wrong," Mort said
defensively.

"Sometimes the Loreist is."

Mort harrumphed again and looked to Jaffrey
to speak up for him.

Jaffrey scratched at his neat, blond beard
and pretended to study something in the distance.

Crane threw up his hands. "This is pointless.
I'm going back." He turned and stalked off in the direction of the
Exit.

This was pathetic, he thought, striding over
the soft grass. A complete waste of time. How could any Loreist
worth his salt have mistaken this empty world for one of value?
Mort was an idiot, that's all there was to it. Jaffrey was an
incompetent leader. And what the hell am I doing wasting my time
with these fools?

The Exit was up ahead now—he could see it.
The grass path on which he walked was lined on both sides by thick
forest—the same thick forest. But a tiny one. Probably no
more than a mile all the way around. If he entered to the left,
fifteen minutes later he'd be right back at this same spot, but
coming from the opposite direction. The magic of the
Portalworlds.

Ahead of Crane, the Exit shimmered. If he
walked past it and kept on going, he would, after a couple miles of
walking come upon the spot where he had left Mort and Jaffrey
behind. He assumed that they were still standing there trying to
reason out where a treasure box that clearly no longer existed was
located. A little more walking and he would come upon the Exit
again.

But he wasn't going to walk past the ancient
doorway that led back to his own world. He was going to pass
directly through the middle of the rectangular portal, and leave
this empty, wasted world behind.

Some distance away he could hear Jaffrey
calling his name. Don't look back, he told himself. Just
keep walking.

It was time to find a new crew. A crew with a
leader who could make good decisions, with a Loreist who actually
knew the Lore; a crew of intelligent colleagues with whom he might
get along. Was that too much to ask? Where, Crane wondered, taking
the final few steps towards the Exit, had he gone wrong?

He passed through. The familiar whoosh
and the flash of white light. Then he was on the other side.

And staring right down the extended, bare
blade of a long sword. He stopped before he impaled himself,
grateful he hadn't been running.

But not so grateful to see the group of
rugged looking thugs spaced before him.

The one holding the sword outstretched
towards Crane grinned. The man's elaborate black beard was tied
into braids which hung down a hand-length below his chin. He wore
mismatched but effective looking leather-padded armor. There was a
second sword strapped across his back. Behind him, three more
men—all dressed similar to the first except with far less
impressive facial hair—held Crane in place with readied
crossbows.

"We'll be taking your loot," the swordwielder
and obvious leader of the group said. "But first, lose the
blade."

Crane cursed Jaffrey and the dimwit Loreist
and most of all his rotten, blasted luck. He began unstrapping his
sword.

After a moment, he held up his scabbard
towards the bandit. He hefted the weapon in the man's direction. It
made a clean arc in the air and the bandit deftly caught it in one
hand, keeping his own sword trained on Crane.

The man grinned. "Now, how about that
loot?"

"There is no loot."

The bandit's eyes narrowed. "Don't lie to me.
I know you and your two pals went in there after a nice fresh
treasure box. Hell, half the damn bar knows."

Crane sighed outwardly; inwardly he cursed
Jaffrey. The fool and his big mouth, blabbing their plans right
there in the middle of the crowded common room. Just another reason
to dump those two deadweights.

"There was no loot," he told the bandit. "The
Loreist was wrong." The Loreist is an idiot, he added mentally.

The bandit, though, wasn't having any of
it.

"This is some kind of trick. Where are the
other two, anyway?"

Crane jerked a thumb towards the stoic
Entrance. "Still inside, the idiots. Looking for a treasure that
doesn't exist."

"How come you're so sure there's no
treasure?"

"Because that's my luck."

"Piss on your luck," the bandit spat. "I
think you're lying."

"Well, then you're an idiot, too."

Crane took pleasure in seeing the bandit's
eyes widen, even if he was probably going to be killed in a few
seconds. One of the three men still covering Crane with pointed
crossbows, snickered. The bandit leader, who had opened his mouth
to say something to Crane, instead turned and looked over his
shoulder. The man with the offending laugh suddenly was suffering
from a coughing fit instead.

"Look," said Crane, not caring whether he
invoked the bandit's wrath or not, "if it's all the same to you, do
you mind terribly letting me go on my way? I'm not having a great
day and all I want to do is sit down somewhere and get incredibly
drunk."

"You're not going anywhere," the bandit told
him, "until your two friends come through this gate."

"Why don't you just go through after
them?"

"Because this is an ambush. We're ambushing
you, that's why. For all I know, you've set up your own ambush on
the other side."

Well then, Crane thought, you don't know Mort
and Jaffrey. The idea of the chubby, nervous Loreist participating
in any sort of ambush was comical. And Jaffrey would never manage
to come up with such an elaborate plan as hiding for a sneak
attack. Crane's shoulders slumped as he realized just how pathetic
it was that he was bumming around with those two clowns. He
deserved better. Much better.

"Come away from the portal," said the bandit.
He indicated with the point of his sword an area to the side where
he expected Crane to go. Crane obliged him, walking several paces
from the portal and then pointing to a large flat rock. "Can I sit
here?"

"Sit. Don't say a word. If your men aren't
out here soon, we'll kill you."

"Why?"

"What?"

"Why kill me? Seriously. I'm just curious as
to how bandits operate."

"What did you call me?"

"I didn't mean any disrespect."

"I'll kill you right now if you open your
mouth again."

Crane shrugged, but didn't say anything more.
He sat down on the flat stone and prepared to wait. He wondered
what Jaffrey and Mort were doing right at this minute. He expected
they were arguing about where the treasure box was, how they had
gotten it wrong. Crane shook his head, sadly amused by the thought
that his life now depended on those two fools finally realizing and
accepting that they had been wrong, and giving up their search.

He was, he realized, very probably going to
die.

#

The leader of the bandits was true to his
word—Crane remained silent and he wasn't killed. Rather, he was
largely ignored. As the minutes passed, the four men who had
ambushed Crane relaxed and slipped into conversation. Crane
listened, not really interested in their talk, but taking the time
to learn about his captors. He should, he reasoned, at least put
names to the last four faces he was ever going to see.

There was the tall one, who also looked to be
the youngest—although, Crane thought, that might be because he was
the only one of the four without facial hair—called Limb. Or
perhaps Lym. Crane could only guess at the spelling. He seemed a
friendly sort, although most men—even the so-called bad ones—tended
to be agreeable once you got to know them. Crane had always found
such to be the case.

Except there was always one in every group
who broke that rule, was a mean-as-shit snake. In this group, that
honor fell to Rant. The unwashed one. Well, Crane thought, they
were probably all unwashed, but it was Rant who looked it: greasy
hair; scruffy, wild beard; ripped and filthy clothes underneath his
ill-fitting leathers. And not a nice thing to say to, or about,
anyone. He ragged on the clean-shaven youngster constantly,
disregarded most anything the others said to him with a disgusted
wave of his hand, and stared daggers at Crane and spit on the
ground whenever he saw him watching.

The quiet one—and there was always one of
those in every group as well—was called Bear. And the reason was
obvious. He looked like one. A big, burly fellow covered in hair.
It sat in black curls on his head, covered his face and neck,
seemed to creep out from under the top of his armor on his upper
back and chest. It was he who kept a wary eye on Crane the entire
time, crossbow resting at the ready in his lap.

Finally, there was Dark, the leader of the
group. He was a handsome enough, roguish character. His
well-groomed beard dangled below his chin, his long black hair was
brushed and tied back. He didn't seem such a terrible fellow
either. As Crane sat and listened to their banal talk, he could
almost imagine himself as one amongst them, sharing the
time-passing conversation. Anyways, none of them seemed
particularly stupid, a trait he was coming to appreciate in light
of his most recent company. Still, these were ultimately
highwaymen, he reckoned. There was no honor in waylaying and
robbing people at swordpoint and under the threat of crossbow
bolts.

So, not his people either; Crane sighed.

He shifted his position on the flat stone
upon which he sat, waited for Dark, the bandit leader, to grow
impatient with waiting and murder him.

What he didn't expect at all was to suddenly
see Jaffrey and Mort stepping through the portal, carrying between
them a heavy-looking treasure box of weathered wood and metal.

". . . find Crane and open this damn thing,"
Jaffrey was saying. The blond man's eyes were on Mort and the chest
they carried. Totally unaware of the ambush he was walking into.
"Crane?" he called out. He looked up finally as he did, saw the
four bandits reaching for weapons, raising crossbows, and leaping
to their feet.

Jaffrey stopped, a shocked look on his face.
He let go of his side of the chest. The box
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