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Epic Quest

I kneel down and open the rectangular case in front of me. Inside lies a device that

looks like something from the set of Star Trek or maybe Babylon 5. It’s a huge, blocky

gun-shape, with a rainbow of thick wires and a cone where the barrel should be.

I cradle it in my hands. I feel like God must feel when he’s holding a futuristic weapon.

“So that’s the HERF, huh?” my research partner Faruk asks, walking over.

“Yep.” The HERF, or high-energy radio frequency weapon, is an electric gun designed

for one thing: destroying sensitive electronics by overloading their delicate circuity with

energy. Our research in this area is young, but even so, I could take this gun from our

Stanford University lab, fly across the country to New York City, shoot it at the New York

Stock Exchange, and poof! No more stock trading for today, at least.

But instead, I’m just going to shoot it at a laptop we have set up across the lawn.

As I heft the weapon up to my shoulder, Faruk asks, “Should I take cover?” I chuckle

and pull the trigger.

There’s a zing!, like you’d imagine something electric to sound like when it’s just fried

another electronic device, but there’s no kick, no recoil, of course, so I don’t get thrown

back on my ass.

We head across the lawn to check out the results of our operation. As suspected, the
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laptop sports a black screen; all signs point to an unexpected grave for this electronic

device.

“Nice,” Faruk says.

I nod and check my watch. “Oh, hey, Faruk, can you put this stuff away? I’m running

late for an important, er, task.”

“Sure,” Faruk says as I jog off towards my skateboard, which leans against the other

side of the lawn. I grab it, thrown it down on the sidewalk, and jump on it.

Faruk calls out out to me, but I can’t hear him and I don’t try to find out what he said,

anyway; the sun is shining, the birds are singing, and I am a man on a mission, a quest if

you will.

As I kick my way down Junipero Serra Boulevard on my trusty four-wheeled skateboard

companion, I have a singular, tunnel-visioned goal in mind: obtain a bottle of California

Chardonnay, vintage 1997. Not for me, of course. I don’t bother with pretentious drinks

like wine. Give me a beer and I’m happy as a clam (I’m a Beck’s man myself). No, the

wine is for a friend—a peace offering for a friend whom I have greatly wronged.

Well, maybe greatly is an overstatement, at least in my humble opinion. You see, I

have this roommate. He’s an all-around good guy. Works way too much, though. A

real workaholic. Anyway, it all started last night. I came home late from a meeting.

My roommate was relaxing in the living room of our apartment—if you can call playing

World of Warcraft relaxation. My roommate is very serious about playing this particular

computer game.

As I dropped my bookbag on the floor, I had this sudden notion: What if muffins could

talk?
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“Hey,” I said to my roommate Hiro, “two muffins are in an oven. One muffin says,

‘Man, it’s getting really hot in here,’ and the other says, ‘Oh my God—a talking muffin!’

”

After a long pause accompanied by frantic mouse clicks, Hiro finally said, “Yeah, that’s

cool.”

“Did you hear what I said? ‘Oh my God, a talking muffin!’ Get it—the muffins are in

an oven—”

“Hey, can you take over for me? I need a bio break.”

“A what?”

“I need to pee. Take over real quick.”

“I don’t know anything about World of Warcraft.”

“We’re waiting for a boss to pop. You just have to stand there.” He pushes back from

his desk.

“Okay. . . ” I take his place. I’m always open to new frontiers.

That’s when all the talking began. “Okay, go, go!” someone shouted at me from within

the computer.

Long story short, the monster dude appeared. And my roommate took longer in the

bathroom than expected. So I fought it. I fought it and killed it. Decimated it, really. It

was easy—I just pounded keys. We killed the. . . thing, really fast. I didn’t see what all the

fuss was about.

Then it came time to give out the monster’s treasure, which I guess we—they—get to

steal. Apparently they’re all communists, too, because they give out the treasure—“loot”

or whatever—based on community need.
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And I guess that was my job. Or rather, my roommate’s. I only found that out after I

took all the loot and entered some sort of Star Trek transporter beam-portal-warp thing.

My roommate was just getting out of the bathroom when a girl’s disembodied voice

shrieked, “Oh my God, my fucking gloves! I’m going to kill myself !”

“Geez, what crawled up her ass?” I said.

“What happened?” my roommate asked, rushing over.

“You got some sweet gloves, is what happened. They’re blue and they have. . . ‘+12

healing spells’, it says.”

“I’m a rogue.”

“Yes, and I am a cowardly knave. What other seventh-century insults do you have up

your sleeve, Hiro?”

“No, I mean, my character is a rogue—I don’t heal. Sylie heals.”

“Who’s Sylie?”

“Oh my God, I’m going to fucking slit my wrists!”

“Oh, her. Don’t you think she’s being a bit dramatic?”

“You just stole her gloves. Her Tier Four gloves. She’s gone on fifty runs with us to

get those gloves.” It was then that my roommate launched into a big lecture on the cosmic

gravity of what I had just done. What I did boils down to this: I took a whole bunch of

electronic stuff that should’ve been divied up to other people who actually needed it. Or

something like that.

Now, I don’t get all this massively-multiplayer online role-playing game mumbo jumbo,

but apparently in the last few years the Internet has become serious business. So serious

that my roommate is no longer talking to me, aside from bitching about how he’s been
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“kicked out of the guild” and “blacklisted from Blackrock Depths for all eternity.”

I think this is all pretty ridiculous, but I like my roommate, and he lets me eat his

homemade grilled salmon—hard for me to afford on a grad student’s budget—so I figured

I needed to make all this right.

After the whole monster-gloves incident, I was feeling kind of down, so I headed to the

nearest 7-Eleven to drown my sorrows in a Big Gulp.

It was outside the 7-Eleven that I ran into Monroe. That was no surprise. Monroe is a

modern-day oracle, and the 7-Elevent is his Delphi.

He brushed his shaggy hair back from his eyes. “David. How goes it?”

“Not too well,” I said.

“Troubles at home?” Monroe asked.

“How did you know—”

Monroe held up a hand. “You have offended the one with whom you live, as well as his

friends in his Azeroth.”

“Azeroth?”

“Azeroth. The virtual world in which he spends the better part of his existence. A

system of bits that digital gods have forged as a world for their monthly-subscription-

paying children.”

“Yes, if you can call a game another world.”

“It is as real a world as this”—he stomped his foot on the ground as though to prove

its tangibility—“which is little more than a simulation of itself. Who said that, David?”

“Uh. . . the Wachowski brothers?”

“Jean Baudrilliard. But the discussion is little more than pedantic. There’s a larger
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issue: you wish to make things right with Hiro. Balance your cosmic scales of karma, as it

were.”

“Wow. . . how did you know?”

He ignored me, deep in thought, his right hand caressing his shaggy beard, a few hours

past a five o’clock shadow. “Hiro is too immersed in Azeroth. Passion is good, yes, but a

mortal must have balance. He is missing out on the positive energies of his friends. I know

what you must do, David. You must find a fine bottle of wine, gather Liz, and take him

to the top of the Green Library at sunrise. Reseat his soul in the physical world. Can you

do that, David?”

“How can I get to the roof of—”

“The Mole can help you.”

“The Mole?”

“Yes, the Mole. He knows the steam tunnels of Stanford better than anyone else. You

can use the tunnels to get into the library after hours.”

“How do I contact the Mole? Should I just shoot him a message using telepathic brain

waves?”

“No. Here is his email address.” He handed me a little card. “Now, go. You know

what you must do.”

“Is there anything else?”

“Yes, there is one more thing. A truly wise man will take advantage of this ‘Buy one

get one free’ coupon to get me some Mountain Dew.”

#
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I emailed the Mole this morning, but I haven’t heard back from him yet. But I figured

I might as well pick up the wine now. That job’ll be easy. I screech to a halt outside a

small liquor store and pop inside.

I’m besieged with the sheer number of choices. Twenty-three beers on tap—I can handle

that, no problem. But seventy shades of champagne, vintages, locales—I’m at sea, adrift,

on an ocean of fermented grape juice. But I manage to find a bottle of reasonably-priced

California Chardonnay, bathed in golden light, surrounded by a divine aura, the god of

wine. I grab it, pay (a pay-nful experience), and leave.

And just as I’m off again, crusing down the sidewalk like some sort of urban cowboy,

my wheels clicking rhythmically against the cracks in the ’walk, my cell phone rings.

I one-hand it. “Hello?”

“Are you the swine who dared to email the Mole?”

“Swine?”

“You are dpeterson@, correct?”

“Yeah.”

“Look, I don’t like this. I don’t like amateurs crawling through my tunnels But I’m

feeling generous, so meet me outside the Stanford Mausoleum in thirty minutes.”

“Gotcha.”

“Keep it quiet, dpeterson. Oh, and don’t call me back. Someone could be listening.”

The phone clicks dead.

I kick north, back towards the campus.

#
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I cruise up to the Mausoleum just as the sun sets over the horizon. I see a shrouded

man standing near a tree. He casts a large shadow that utterly dwarfs my own. “Are you

the Mole?” I ask.

A glowing tip appears whereabouts his head should be. He lets out a puff of smoke.

“Maybe. Who’s askin’?”

“Um. . . dpeterson?”

“Then I’m the Mole.” He steps out from the shadows. His cigarette smells sweet and

makes a crinkling sound as it burns. “So let’s get down to business. You want to get into

the library after hours.”

“Yes.”

“Good.” He takes a puff on the cigarette. “Now. I can provide you entrance into the

steam tunnel system. And I can provide schematics, and ensure that the exit into the

library is unlocked. The rest is up to you.”

“Why—”

“I’m talking. Now. The tunnels are easy enough to navigate with the schematics,

although the exit into the library is not on my maps, so you’ll have to find some other way

to get to that point. Can you handle that part?”

I think a moment. My gaze shifts up towards the stars, as though for inspiration. Then

it hits me. “My thesis is on ad-hoc wireless network simulation. I have this device I built.

It’s like a PDA. It detects wireless network devices. I can digitize your schematics and look

for the wireless router in the library. This device has a GPS module, so I’ll track my way

through the tunnels with that and the schematics, and when I detect the library’s router,

I’ll know I’m there.”
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“Very good. You’re not as dumb as you look. You might just earn that Ph.D. after all.”

He crushes out his cigarette. “Okay, so that’s the plan. I’ll make sure you get everything

set up for your little rendezvous on the rooftop.” He turns to walk away, then turns back.

“Oh, and if you get caught, we don’t know each other.”

“And if we don’t get caught?”

“Then you still don’t know me.”

#

The sun has disappeared behind the horizon by the time I arrive back at the apartment.

I kick open the door and toss my skateboard on the floor.

Animated wizards, warriors, and rogues move across Hiro’s monitor, but he’s nowhere

to be found. Then I hear the sound of a can opener from the kitchen. He must be making

Spaghettios. “Hey, Hiro, let’s go on an adventure tonight.”

“I’m doing a raid in WoW.”

“I mean in real life.”

He pokes his head out from the kitchen. “But. . . I have a raid.”

“Liz sent me to get you.” I can practically see the inner turmoil on his face. He knows

he’d score major boyfriend points by meeting Liz. . . but he has that raid, and he can’t let

down his guildmates (again), damn it.

But finally he says, “Okay. . . sure. Just let me tell Sylie I can’t make it tonight.”

Fifteen minutes later, we’re at the designated intersection, at the designated manhole.

I take a crowbar from the pack on my back.

“Whoa! What do we need a crowbar for?” asks Hiro.
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“Well, ah, we need to go through the steam tunnels.”

“For what?”

“To get to the library.”

“Why?”

“To get to the roof of the library.”

“Why would we want to do that?”

“Because we’re on an adventure! Now, just shut up and help me pry this thing up, it

weighs a ton.”

“I’m not doing anything until you tell me what’s going on.”

I sigh and lean on the crowbar like a walking stick. “Hiro, you go on adventures every

night. Why not do it in real life for once?”

“By crawling through the steam tunnels?”

“Yeah, why not?”

“We could get arrested, we could get lost, we could fall and break our legs. . . ”

“C’mon, really—what are the chances that both of us fall and break our legs?”

“This is ridiculous.”

I grab him by the elbow. “Wait. When your party wiped five times on Van Cleef, did

you give up? When your warlock disconnected on the final leg of Scarlet Monastery, did

you quit? When you got kicked out of the guild, did you just roll over and die?”

“I got kicked out of the guild because of you.”

“Exactly! And now I’m trying to make a real adventure for you. So help me pry up

this manhole cover, for reals.” I stick the tip of the crowbar under the lip of the cover.

Hiro shrugs. “Fine, okay,” he says, and helps me pry up the manhole cover.
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The full moon illuminates the shaft. It looks to be about ten feet straight down, and

barely the width of my shoulders. As I descend the rickety, rusty ladder with Hiro in tow,

I wonder what Freud would say about this. Oh, well—in this case, a cigar is just a cigar.

My feet touch bottom, and I pull out my little electromagical device. It hums to life. At

least its tiny LCD provides some illumination.

“What’s that?” Hiro asks.

“GPS. It should help us get around the tunnels.”

“It’s pretty dark down here.”

Captain Obvious is right. I’d call the Mole back—against his wishes—to ask for a

flashlight, but he told me that “if you can’t see in the dark, you have no business taking

the journey.” I took that to mean he didn’t have one, either.

“Yeah, but this tracker should show us the way easily enough. Let’s go.”

We start off down the tunnels. Call it time dilation or whatever, but after walking for

what seems like only a short period of time, I realize we’ve gone deep into the subterranean

shafts—in the wrong directio, it seems, because now I’m at a dead-end.

I frown at my GPS thingy. What the hell’s up with these schematics? We should be

pretty close to the library by now.

All those months of World of Warcraft must’ve honed Hiro’s danger sense. “What’s

wrong?” he asks. “Are we lost?”

“Um. . . yeah.”

“Great. Just fucking great, David. You drag me all the way out here, into these fucking

sewers—”

“Steam tunnels.”
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“—just to get us fucking lost. Great. I’m going home.” He storms off, headed back the

way we came.

“Hiro, wait.”

He turns around. “What?”

“I’m sorry about the thing with the gloves.”

“What?”

“The glove-thing the other night. I just wanted to make it up to you, you know. I

thought maybe it’d be fun, you know, to go on an adventure. A real quest.”

He just stares back at me. I get really nervous when people just stare back at me, so I

hastily add, “I thought you needed, you know, some time away from the computer. So I

arranged this. . . thing for you. An adventure. . . thing.”

“I didn’t know you cared.”

“I do.”

He stares at me again, but before I have a chance to run my mouth again, he says,

“Maybe we took a wrong turn back there somewhere.”

Turns out he’s right. Comes from his experience exploring World of Warcraft dungeons,

no doubt. The schematics are wrong, apparently, no idea how, but no matter—we make it

to the library in a matter of minutes, with Hiro’s guidance.

The ingress/egress into the library is open, just as the Mole promised, and now it’s

my time to shine. Hiro’s about to step into the library when I plant a hand on his chest.

“Wait. There’s cameras and motion sensors watching several points.”

“Any ideas for taking care of those?”

I pull out the HERF from my backpack, which I’d nicked from the lab a bit earlier. No
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one would miss it until tomorrow, anyway. “Yeah. This. And a little bit of skill.” I take

aim at the nearest camera.

Disabling the remaining sensors is a piece of cakem and we trek up to the roof, where,

lo and behold, Monroe and Hiro’s girlfriend, Liz, awaits us. Liz runs to embrace Hiro.

“Monroe!” I exclaim. “How did you—”

He waves my question off, says nothing.

“But why didn’t you just let me come with you?”

“A lesson told is not a lesson taught, my young friend. Besides, the journey is half the

reward. Now, will you do the honors for our friend Hiro?”

“Yes. Hiro, as your friends,” I begin, “we feel you are spending too much time absorbed

in the virtual world you call, uh, Azeroth, and are taking the physical world for granted.

Look behind you, and behold the splendor of reality!”

We all turn to look at the rays of sun encroaching on the horizon. It’s like we’re all

seeing it for the first time. Beams of gold, red, and orange mix with the deep blues of the

morning sky to produce a rich canvas of radiance.

I have a sudden feeling that something magnanimous, something deeply profound, must

be said. Inspiring quotes collide and morph together in my mind. I say the first thing that

manages to swim into clarity.

“Holy macaroni!”

“Thank you for that profound insight, David,” Monroe says.

I stammer for words, but deep down I know the moment’s lost. So I fumble in my

backpack for the bottle of wine.

“Let this, uh, amazing—no, wait—uh, inspiring event be commemorated with the
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communal sharing of, uh, expensive wine,” is the best I can muster on such short notice.

And as I struggle to uncork the bottle, Hiro playfully punches me in the shoulder and

says, “Thanks, David. This means more to me than getting my Tier Four armor.”

Cue sappy sitcom ending.

THE END
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