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      When the real world is threatened, it’s up to the players in a virtual one to save it.

      Van Vanyushin doesn’t see the point in ever leaving the beautiful digital world of the game he loves—and for good reason. In the industrial wasteland he calls home, it is often the only way people can experience life’s simplest pleasures. But his allegiance to the game is tested when an ambitious CIA agent named Sang Ngo calls upon him to help as she goes undercover in the game to investigate Draco—the corporation responsible for creating the massively popular role-playing game Dragon Kings of the New World.

      Sang is a gifted hacker who feels nothing but contempt for those who waste their lives in what she sees as a false reality…but when people start dying in the game, she must find out why. Van, a talented gamer, is her guide to navigate the world, level up their newbie characters fast and get into some of the most dangerous areas of the game. He dreams of becoming a pro gamer sponsored by Draco one day, but his partnership with Sang threatens to expose secrets from his past that could jeopardize those plans.

      Now, they will have to put aside their differences to discover whatever—or whoever—is killing players, but the truth they find is darker than either of them imagined….
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      Sivlander, slayer of thousands, warrior of the highest regard, trudged up the mountain. His arms were aching not from soreness, but from the jumpy energies that came right before a fight. His companions—an archer, a paladin, and an explorer—followed behind him, but not too closely. Around him, the snow was falling from the upper reaches of the mountain and he could feel each snowflake landing upon his face. Yet, the cold wind’s blowing was somewhat refreshing, considering the fights that they had overcome in order to reach this part of Vemor Mountain. There’d been many a Troll, fiend, and brute waiting for them along the broken and jagged crags of the terrain, but Sivlander was not a man to be easily stopped by his foes. No—he wielded his great sword comfortably, easily cleaving through the hordes of beasts on his way to the top of the mountain... but Sivlander wasn’t here for them. Rather, he was here for the greatest foe that the Vemor Mountains would ever know. He was here for Crieagg, the Chief Ogre of the Mountain.

      Sivlander turned to face his companions. He could see their faces of fear, and he grinned. “Comrades, we are not here to grimace at fate; we are here to slay Crieagg and reap the greatest rewards there are!”

      The archer shook his head at the comment. “But, sir, it’s⁠—”

      “But what? We aren’t strong enough? Bold enough?” Sivlander interrupted the archer. “We’ve got our weapons, our wits, and most of all, our experience! He’s just around the corner, friends. Raise your weapons and let’s do this!” With this, he abruptly swung away from the complaining archer. His companions for this part of the adventure weren’t particularly the best people that he had been able to find, even if they had seemed motivated enough by the potential coin and plunder, but the closer they’d gotten to Crieagg, he’d heard all the more whining and worrying from them. Still, he refused to be daunted by such talk.

      Sounds of shouts suddenly greeted him from the distance. “We found him!” cried a voice, this followed by the loud balooooo of a hunting horn.

      Sivlander turned to face his allies, “The scouts! We must move quickly!” And with this, he drew his great sword and began to run toward the sound of the hunting horn. The scouts weren’t supposed to have engaged—they’d only been supposed to scout ahead and find the Chief Ogre—but it would be just his luck if they were slaughtered so needlessly.

      Sivlander and his party rushed up over the snow-covered land to find two men in leopard skin battling against a massive Ogre. The creature was nearly three times Sivlander’s size, and it was hideous, fleshy and bulbous. The yellow eyes of the massive beast glared at Sivlander as it roared out, “Feast upon the flesh of the mountain crawlers!” The scouts were quickly clubbed by the Ogre Chief’s huge wooden club and then the beast turned to rush toward Sivlander. Now, Sivlander could see that the Ogre Chief was Level 78, armed with a Club of Severe Crushing, and had a Health of nearly 1,000 hit points!

      “Archer! Shoot the beast in the arm!”

      “I have a name,” the archer grumbled. “It’s Kalifer.”

      “Shoot it, now!” Sivlander screamed as the massive creature lumbered toward him. He braced for impact, as he was a fighter and wasn’t exactly the type to dodge a blow. Immediately, the massive club crashed against his body, but he held himself firm. Pain shot through him, but he knew it was just an illusion. The mind of the fighter needed to be steeled against all pain. Holding fast after the blow, he raised his great sword and hacked away at the legs of the Ogre Chief. He heard the swiff swiff sounds as arrows flew over him, striking the beast in its right arm and causing it to stagger and reel backwards. It tried to lift its arm to slam the heavy club down atop Sivlander, but its injuries slowed it down enough for Sivlander’s blade to block the blow and push it backward. The beast was strong, but so was Sivlander.

      “Come on, men, slay the beast! Together!” Sivlander shouted. The paladin had been busy healing the two injured scouts, but he leapt up and grabbed his righteous silver sword so that he could rush to flank the Ogre. The Ogre was clever enough of a creature to see this coming, though, and while it continued to strike away with its club with one hand, it reached out its other to grab the paladin. Sivlander saw this momentary distraction as the perfect opportunity, and with a deep breath, he leapt up with as much strength and speed as he could, and climbed up to set himself atop the beast’s right arm. The creature’s height was staggering, at nearly twelve feet tall, and Sivlander held on tightly in the hopes of avoiding falling.

      “I’ve got it!” the paladin cried as he leapt aside and began to slash at the creature’s massive arms. The arrows kept peppering the air, striking into the Ogre’s flesh, but Crieagg’s body was so thick that many of them didn’t even draw blood.

      “Our weapons aren’t working!” cried the hapless explorer as his twin axes failed to even cut through the flesh of the beast.

      “We needed something magical for this!” Kalifer cried. “I told you it would fail!”

      “Enough whining!” Sivlander yelled out as he held onto the side of the creature’s arm for dear life. The Ogre Chief didn’t seem keen to be climbed, and it was violently struggling to throw the warrior off. “Ogres are dumb enough—we just have to be smart! Archer, stop shooting it in the chest and aim for the joints! Knees, elbows, eyes! Anything vital! Paladin, keep it busy while I climb it!”

      “Aye, sir!” cried the paladin as he ran in front of the massive creature, throwing a stone at the thing’s head. Crieagg cried out in a rage at this taunt, and began to focus primarily on clubbing the plate-clad man to death. Even as he went after the paladin, though, more arrows flew through the air, this time striking areas that were weak and unarmored.

      Sivlander used the diversion as an opportunity to hoist himself up atop one of the creature’s shoulders, as the shoulder alone was wide enough for more than one man to be stationed atop of it. The beast was far too busy fighting the others to respond in time, as Sivlander buried his great sword into the neck of the Ogre Chief. It roared as blood began to spray from it, but even this blow didn’t seem to slow it down. Instead, it bucked wildly and threw Sivlander off of it, throwing him right into the ground, which he came down upon with a crashing noise.

      “Are you dead?” Kalifer shouted as he continued to fire arrows and strafe the monster.

      “No!” Sivlander responded as he leapt up. He instinctively went for his great sword, but remembered that it was currently lodged in the side of the horrific Ogre’s neck. He grabbed his back-up longsword from his side and drew it. In turn, the description popped up, reading:

      
        
          	
        Longsword:
      

      	
        Quality: B
      

      	
        Damage: 144
      

      	
        Durability: 87%
      

      

      

      The Ogre Chief had gone into some kind of berserker rage now and it was violently crashing after the paladin, who had wisely made the decision to back up.

      “It’s frenzied! We can finish it off!” Sivlander cried out as he rushed to the creature’s back. It had lost all sense of reasoning and was just hammering on the paladin with all of its might. Still, the paladin was a tough lad, and his shield was empowered with divine might, making it resistant enough to the clubbing, so Sivlander didn’t worry about bailing his ally out. Rather, he took another deep breath and managed to run up the Ogre’s back and scramble atop the creature once again. The Ogre Chief’s ragged excuse for clothing served as a decent enough foothold for him to be able to get back up to the top, now that he knew the layout of the beast and it was moving more predictably. Astride the Ogre now, Sivlander grabbed hold of his great sword and pulled it out, causing the beast to roar in agony. Before he could stab the creature again, though, it reached up with its massive hand and grabbed Sivlander, hard. Its fleshy fingers wrapped around the warrior and began to crush him in his own armor.

      “Anytime you want to shoot the damn thing would be great!” Sivlander shouted as the archer fumbled to grab more arrows from his quiver.

      “I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” Kalifer screamed as he aimed his arrows at the creature’s hand.

      “Careful with where you’re aiming!” Sivlander yelled out as an arrow narrowly zipped past his head. The Ogre Chief roared and continued to squeeze. “Shoot it in the wrist! The wrist!”

      Just as Sivlander’s command was issued, an arrow flew from Kalifer’s bow and nailed the chief in the wrist, causing the thing to reflexively open its hand. Sivlander landed on his feet, thankfully, and charged the creature’s belly with his great sword, slashing at the exposed, soft area with an intense force. The beast had already been staggered from the blow to its neck, and now, with the great sword rearranging its insides, the pain was too much for it. Crieagg roared out a single, hoarse roar of defiance and then fell over onto its back, blood pouring from its neck and stomach.

      “Is it dead?” cried one of the wounded scouts. He was laying on the ground, clutching his severely wounded leg.

      “It better be!” Kalifer said as he shot a few more arrows into it, just for good measure.

      “Haha, see?” Sivlander shouted triumphantly. “I knew we could slay it! Never underestimate the power of a team!”

      “Never underestimate the power of pissing that thing off into a rage,” the paladin grumbled as he examined his badly dented shield. “You know, this thing wasn’t cheap.”

      “Fame and glory never is,” Sivlander replied as he felt the wind blow through his hair and he gazed up into the sky. The cool mountain air was just what he needed to cool him off from the burning heat of battle. He had taken some blows, but he was alive, and that’s all that mattered.

      As Sivlander stared at the mountain, basking in the glow of winning another excellent battle, he saw something rather curious. One of the crags of the mountain, the rocky formation, was morphing a little as a face began to emerge from it. The face was stranger than anything he had ever seen before—it had three glowing eyes and no nostrils. The face shifted and contorted for another moment before it vanished again.

      “Alright, well, this Ogre Chief better have Ogre Treasure in his cave,” Kalifer fussed as he and his companions trudged toward the large mountain. “Come on, Sivlander, you can tactically distribute our loot.”

      Meanwhile, Sivlander’s experience had increased enough to allow for him to level up. He glanced at his stats as they increased...

      
        
          	
        Intellect: 10
      

      	
        Constitution: 16 > 17
      

      	
        Strength: 18 > 19
      

      	
        Charisma: 8
      

      	
        Agility: 12
      

      	
        Longsword Skill Increased: +5 (40)
      

      	
        Climbing Skill Increased: +5 (35)
      

      

      

      “I’ll catch up with you guys in a moment,” Sivlander said as he stepped back. “There’s something I have to do first.” And with that, the rest of his party moved onward into the cave ahead of them.

      Sivlander stretched his hands upwards and the world around him suddenly grew gray. The clouds slowed down, the snow ceased falling, and even the wind was cut out. Two large buttons appeared before Sivlander; one read “Game” and the other read “Settings.” Sivlander touched the Settings button, causing a swarm of other menu options to appear before him. He selected the option “Report Bug” and began to casually write a description of the weird face that had been sticking out of the mountain. Whatever it was, it didn’t belong there, sticking out of the face of a mountain. He mumbled the words as he typed them into the bug report. “Strange face out of mountain; some kind of graphics glitch at Vemor Mountain Ogre Chief Raid.”

      After he submitted the bug, he closed the menu and immediately the world around him sprang back to life. The wind picked back up, the snow began again to fall, and he could hear his party arguing over the loot inside of the cave. Sivlander glanced at his experience bar to the side and grinned. If he completed this quest, it would mean yet another leveling up. This was the start of a fantastic day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2

        

      

    

    
      Agent Sang Ngo sat in silence. Her superiors were ignoring her, talking in hushed tones about some kind of game system. Sang had almost been certain that she was going to be fired when she walked into the dimly lit office, but upon seeing Agent Neil and Agent O’Hara, she realized it was going to be a briefing of some kind. This had been a surprise. She wasn’t sure if she welcomed it or not.

      Neil and O’Hara paid her no mind as they discussed a holographic display in the center of the room. They were sitting in a circle, with a large white desk in the middle of the room. In the corner was an end table with a bonsai plant sitting on it. The bonsai looked as bored as she was. Such a cramped office for so many people.

      “Another glitch report, see?” Neil said, waving to the center of the room. A holographic screen appeared before them in response, showing details of the latest report. Someone named Sivlander had reported something about a bug in that stupid game, Dragon Kings of the New World. While it didn’t appear to be of any interest to Sang, the other two were staring at the details intently.

      “This is good,” O’Hara said. “This might finally be the contact we’ve been looking for. And it’s not just him?”

      “Nope,” said Neil, waving and causing the holographic display to open up a forum page. “There’s a whole forum about this glitch.”

      O’Hara smiled at the response, a girlish grin appearing on her face. “Sounds wonderful.”

      Sang wasn’t paying much attention to what they were so interested in. She had more painful things on her mind. The last week had been hell on earth for her, and it was only going to be getting worse.

      “Agent Sang!” said a gruff voice as the door opened up. It was her boss, Frederick Yuri. She immediately stood to attention as he entered. The other two agents stood also. After a few moments of hand shaking and words, they all sat down in a circle, watching the center of the holographic display in the office. A picture of a man appeared. Sang winced at the sight. It had been her partner, Alfred Munich.

      A week ago, things had been going very well for Sang. She was a member of the CIA’s counterterrorism division and had been working with them non-stop for the last four years. At 26, she had been considered something of a star agent, highly skilled in hacking and countering cyberterrorism. She’d long been a woman who had real promise. Scholarships had been available for her to use, letting her breeze through school. When she’d graduated, she’d had offers from all of the intelligence agencies in America. The world had been in the palm of her hand, and she’d been convinced that she was destined for greatness. That was… until a week ago.

      Sang glanced at the picture of the man before her and felt a deep pain well up within her stomach. She looked down at her feet, unable to look at Alfred for more than a few seconds. Flashes came back to her memory, of his calls for help. It was supposed to have been a simple job. There was a small organization in Chicago that had been trading a highly illegal drug known as Cwake with a group of suspected cyberterrorists who had been branded as The Unkown. Her parter, Alfred, had been pushing for an on the ground investigation of the warehouse which The Unknown supposedly worked from, but their superiors hadn’t been convinced that these terrorists were enough of a threat to require dispatched agents. Alfred, being the loud, excitable and perpetually optimistic man that he was, had told Sang of his intentions to check it out himself. Sang was the opposite of Alfred in a lot of ways. She was quiet, focused, and cautious when it came to disobeying orders. After much back and forth, Alfred had said he’d go and investigate it himself. She had run after him.

      “Sang, are you paying attention?” Frederick asked as he crossed his arms.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied. She felt her heartbeat going a thousand miles a minute as she watched several different pictures float across the display. They were all of the crime scene.

      “We need to be clear about something, Agent Sang,” Frederick said. “The only reason you are here is because of the immense value that you bring to this organization. The death of your partner was an absolute tragedy, but it was an avoidable one.”

      “Sir, I⁠—”

      “I am not here to argue. Our internal investigations committee determined that you were at fault for failing to inform your immediate superiors about Alfred’s choice to investigate a potentially hostile territory alone. By choosing to chase after him instead, you implicated yourself in this matter, as well. I have been in discussion with my superiors all week about your fate. We all agree that it would be a shame for you to be released from service this early into your career, but at the same time, your decision to aid Alfred in an unauthorized investigation is nearly unforgivable.”

      Sang winced at that. When she’d found Alfred crouching behind a dumpster outside of The Unknown’s headquarters, she hadn’t convinced him to come back home. On the contrary, he’d managed to convince her to investigate with him. His excitement, his brashness, and his confidence had been enough to motivate her to get involved. All Alfred had needed was some pictures of their operation, she had been convinced. There would be no fighting, no attempted arrests. Just a few pictures of the inside of the warehouse had been all that was needed to make the mission a success.

      Sang hadn’t done much in the supposed raid. She’d simply served as the lookout and the getaway driver, keeping an eye out for anyone outside of the warehouse. The Unknown had been extremely cautious with their work. They had no webcams and their cellphones were simplistic, having no capacity to record. This meant that all of Sang’s usual snooping methods were unavailable. So she had waited outside, watching for trouble. Ten minutes later, a few gunshots had rung out and Alfred had come running out of the warehouse, clutching his bloody stomach. Sang had been quick to get him into the car, but by then he’d collapsed. As she’d rushed to the hospital in a panic, he’d slowly died, in agony from the gunshot wound. His cries of pain would follow her for the rest of her life.

      “Essentially, Miss Sang, you are in a very precarious position right now,” Frederick continued. Sang glanced at O’Hara and Neil, who both seemed equally unimpressed with her. “Either we release you from this job and perhaps consider pursuing criminal charges against you, or we find some way to move forward. I am a patient man, Sang. I understand that mistakes can be made, but a mistake like this was far too costly. Alfred was a good man and he deserves to be alive right now. He was somewhat reckless, which was why we partnered him with you. Your skepticism and caution were supposed to anchor him. Instead, you chose to enable him. This will be the last time you get to play action hero, do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” Sang whispered. It was hard enough to bear the horrible guilt of her partner’s death, but with Frederick hammering home the point, she felt herself growing bitter. This wasn’t fair.

      “Good—now then, let’s move on from this and focus on the task at hand. You three were requested by me personally, and I’ve hand-selected the three agents who I feel will be the best for this investigation.”

      Frederick’s change in focus was a welcome respite for Sang. She turned her attention to the holographic display which was now displaying a symbol of a Dragon biting a planet. The words Draco were beneath the Dragon.

      Frederick continued, “Who can tell me about Draco?”

      “Game company, sir!” O’Hara said.  “They’re responsible for that fancy new VR game.”

      “That’s right. Now, there are dozens of game companies out there, plenty of virtual reality systems, and even a few games like Dragon Kings of the New World,” Frederick responded as he waved his own hand over the console. Three corpses appeared on the holographic display, as well as several different news clippings and a picture of a strange, oval tube. “Yet, for all of the games, the companies, and the VR hook-ups, Draco here is the only one responsible for the cover-up of three deaths directly related to their game.”

      “Deaths related to the game?” Sang asked. “You’re kidding.”

      “Have you seen those new biofeedback systems that Draco designed?” Neil asked as he turned to face her. “Sang, those things are amazing. You slide into them, plug in, and then you can literally feel like everything is real. I mean, the wind, the sun, the sand between your toes. Everything.”

      “Neil, there’s no way you afford one of those things on your salary,” O’Hara teased.

      “They had a display at the mall the other day and I tried it. It was incredible,” Neil replied.

      Sang growled a little. She wasn’t particularly fond of gaming, primarily due to the fact that most hackers were stereotyped to be savvy uber-geeks who were obsessed with video games. Her hacking expertise often put her in the same company of men who were constantly talking about fantasy worlds and magic. She wasn’t concerned with the fake world of gaming, but rather focused on the real world of her career.

      “Anyway,” Frederick said, regaining control of the room, “there’s the small matter of the attempted cover-up by Draco to attend to. They apparently put quite a bit of money into getting the families of the deceased to be quiet about it, and the news articles suddenly vanished. Fortunately for us, we’ve been keeping an eye on them long enough to know that something isn’t right.”

      “What, do you think they’re killing their players?” O’Hara asked. “That doesn’t seem like a very safe way to build a customer base.”

      “I doubt they’re intentionally doing it, but who knows? Draco’s not a particularly open company,” Frederick said. “They were the ones who created all of those biofeedback machines, though, and they’re the ones responsible for this game. My immediate fears are that they’re cutting corners and aren’t properly checking on the safety of their equipment. My long-term fears are… well, they might be up to a little bit more. They aren’t based here in the U.S. and any attempts to get information from them have come up flat. They’re based out of Venezuala and the government skirt they’re hiding behind isn’t exactly friendly to our government either, so we can’t even get them to comply with our laws.”

      “Why not just ban the game, then?” Sang asked.

      “The game is very popular.” Frederick answered. “The reality is, we don’t have much to go on, but intelligence chatter has indicated that Draco isn’t all that they seem, and we’ve got boots on the ground already trying to figure out how to best gather information.”

      “It’s not like we can hack them, either,” O’Hara said as she waved at the holographic machine. It displayed a series of circuits and security systems. Sang recognized the configuration well enough. It was a closed system, meaning that there’d be no way to connect into Draco without some kind of internal access.

      “Getting into Draco is the real challenge,” Frederick said. “But if we could somehow get an agent into Draco’s system, we could hack their entire database and find the information we want. We can figure out what happened to these players when they were in Sleep Time.”

      “Sleep what?” Sang asked.

      “Sleep Time!” Neil replied. “See those tubes? They’re amazing. So great that you kind of forget about your regular old body. You don’t necessarily feel thirst or hunger while you’re playing a game, and you certainly don’t feel tired. So, the body tends to just up and die after several hundred hours of playing consecutively when none of a player’s basic bodily needs have been met. When the technology was first introduced, there was that huge case about a rich dude’s daughter being hospitalized due to the dehydration she’d suffered while playing, and so Draco was quick to implement a rule called Sleep Time. For five hours, every single night, the entire game closes down acess and kicks everyone out. So they can eat, drink, and probably dream about going back to playing the game. Draco uses the time to do server maintenance, but a certain demographic of players can hack into the game even when it’s in sleep mode.”

      “You mean they literally have to stop the game so that gamers won’t kill themselves playing it? That’s insane,” Sang grumbled.

      “The autopsies determined that those who were killed all died around the same time: 3:34. They were in their pods at the time, playing the game. Sleep Time occurs at 2:00 AM every night, no exceptions. This means that they were hacking the game. The fact that three people all died inside of a game they weren’t supposed to be in, around the same time, shows there is something more at play.” Frederick said. “We’ve got to find out the truth here.”

      “So, what’s the game plan?” Sang asked. “It’s a closed system, so I don’t know what you want from me. There’s no accessing Draco’s servers from an outside source, and the only way to hack it would be if you had a hacker actually go into the game and get to the…” she trailed off as she realized they were all looking at her. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. You want me to go in there?”

      “You wanted to play field agent, didn’t you? Here’s your chance,” Frederick said with a bitter sarcasm.

      “Hell, no!” Sang complained. “Those things are dumb, petty, and colossal wastes of time. I’ve seen so many important and clever people burn away their lives because they were just interested in gaming instead of living. They’re nothing more than… than rat wheels designed to simulate accomplishment.”

      “Be that as it may,” Frederick said, “you aren’t going in to play the game. You’re going in to do your job as a hacker. Get in, find a way into the central database of Draco, and get the information we need.”

      “There’s got to be some other way to investigate this thing,” Sang protested.

      “If it makes you feel any better,” Neil said, “the rest of us would all jump at the chance to play a video game for our jobs, but you’re the girl who’s got the skills.”

      “What do I have that other people don’t? If this job’s so important, shouldn’t you send…” Sang trailed off as she realized something tragic: this wasn’t an important job. O’Hara and Neil weren’t particularly the highest ranking members of the CIA, and they were well-known for being utilized only on matters that weren’t critical. The fact that she had just screwed up severely had damaged her credibility. This job was just some kind of side project for them. They were interested in gaining information, but everything wasn’t hinging on this case being a success. This was just a mission for grunts.

      Frederick just shrugged. “Look, Sang, you have two options here. Option A: you can be a team player and go in there willingly, and in the process hopefully prove to my superiors that the ‘Alfred Incident’ was just an anomaly. Or, option B… you can refuse, pack your things, and go home. For good.”

      Sang sighed. Frederick was right that she didn’t have a lot of options here. If she quit the CIA, it would be a disgrace, and she’d probably have to go into the private sector, working for security companies. That kind of work was boring and unrewarding. She had joined the CIA so she could make a difference. If this was going to get back up to the top... she had no choice.

      “Alright... fine, but I’m going to warn you now: I don’t game. I’ve never really gamed before, and I’m going to be terrible at it.”

      “That’s where these two come in,” Frederick said, waving to the other agents. “O’Hara is on information detail; she’ll be the one responsible for pulling as much information about the game as she can find, as well as for keeping a line of communication going in between all of us. Neil is going to be responsible for handling your guide.”

      “I can handle a game guide just fine,” Sang said. “They aren’t that complicated.”

      “Nah, he means your actual, bona-fide, in-game guide!” Neil said, bringing up a picture of a tall warrior wielding a sword.

      “Come again?”

      “We recognize that you aren’t familiar with games, and certainly aren’t the type to... well, blend in with gamers... so we’re going to need to make sure that you’re able to navigate the land properly, as well as interact with the locals.”

      “Navigate? Locals? Land? It’s a video game. Little pixels run around blasting at other pixels and suggest that they’ve had sex with those other pixels’ moms,” Sang said. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Hah. Things have changed a lot since the old days of gaming,” Neil said. “Well, except for the mom jokes—those are pretty much the exact same.”

      “Who is this guy anyway, who you want as my guide? Is he an agent?”

      “Nah, just a private contractor,” Neil said. “Don’t worry about him; it’s my job to make sure that he’s as cooperative as ever.”

      “Gamers aren’t really… the kind of people I get along with,” Sang grumbled. “It’s tough being a woman and working with computers. They tend to be a little… uncomfortable.”

      “Look, I don’t have all day. Are you in or not? I’m doing you a favor here, Sang,” Frederick said as he started to stand.

      “I don’t have much of a choice,” she said. “I’m not leaving the CIA. I want to move past the incident. I’ll do it.  I just hope this guide isn’t like all of the other gamers I’ve met...”

      “He’s pretty good at the game, if that’s what you’re worried about,” O’Hara said.

      “The better they are,” Sang mumbled, “the creepier they can get.”
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      “And so then I said, that’s not what your mom said last night!” Sivlander joked. Everyone in the party laughed as they sat around the fire, and Sivlander sighed deeply as he looked up at the beautiful night sky.

      For all of the adventuring, the pulse-pounding battles, and the stabbing of Orcs, his favorite experience truly was this feeling of being outdoors—of camping. The crackle of the fire, the warmth that warded off the bitter cold... all of this was the perfect experience. A gentle joy even washed over him as he soaked in the scene, hearing the laughter from all of his good friends as they told story after story of how they’d mocked their foes. As he gazed up into the air, though, he also heard a strange shuffling noise in the woods.

      Instinctively, he reached for his bow as he heard the snuffling sounds of an animal of some sort. Perhaps he could kill it and feast upon its delicious meat. Sivlander knocked an arrow onto the bow and stepped forward lightly, but as he went to walk forward, he heard the deep, throaty roar of a bear.

      “Ah, crap! Grizzly!” he shouted as a massive bear emerged from the woods and charged at Sivlander. He loosed a few arrows at the creature, but it seemed to ignore the attack. The bear leapt at him and knocked him to the ground, and he heard the shouting and screaming of his allies as they rushed to gather their own weapons, but it was too late. Sivlander was on his own, and he was locked in a titanic struggle with this horrid creature. He grabbed his dagger, but realized something was wrong. He couldn’t feel his left hand at all! It was odd, and took him out of the current fight for just a moment as he considered it—perhaps it was something wrong with the haptic VR system he was using. It was cheap crap, after all.

      Suddenly, he bear brought him back to the scene by slamming down on him hard and pressing its jaws right up against Sivlander’s head, so that he felt the intense pressure of the jaws as he began to stab at the creature’s face over and over again.

      “Gahhhhh!” he screamed out then, as he felt a sudden jolting sensation run through his entire body. He was reeling... one moment, he had been fighting against the bear, and now he was sitting back in his crappy little apartment.

      “Told you that would wake him up,” said a gruff, tall man in a suit. The man was holding the VR goggles in one hand.

      “Hey! They’re mine!”

      “Shut up, Van,” said a woman behind him. He spun around in his chair to see a red-haired woman staring at him. She wore a badge of some sort on her hip.

      “How do you know my name?” Van demanded. He was still feeling startled from the jarring transition out of virtual reality and into his regular hellhole of a life.

      “My God, this place is awful,” the man said as he grabbed a box of food. “Gamer chow? You actually eat this stuff? Smells worse than dog food.”

      “Hey, stop that!” Van said as he leapt up to stop the stranger from pouring out the brown protein pellets all over the floor. The woman grabbed him by the back of the head, though, and slammed him against the wall.

      “Take it easy, Van,” she said, emphasizing his name. He felt the painful pressure of her hand shoving him against the wall.

      “W-what do you want from me?”

      “Look at this place—it’s filthy. Absolute pigsty. Your mom’s gotta be so proud of what you’re doing with your life,” the man said as he walked over to a poster of a buxom, animated woman and shook his head. “Filthy.”

      “Who are you?” Van stammered. His heart was pounding. Was this some kind of robbery? That didn’t make any sense, given that he was poor as dirt.

      “I’m Agent O’Hara and this is my good friend, Agent Neil,” the woman said, relaxing her grip on Van’s head. She stepped back and kicked some of the haptic gear on the ground. “You play these virtual games, right?”

      “Yeah... agent? What kind of an agent?”

      “Secret Agents!” Neil said, pulling out his pistol suddenly.

      “Knock it off, Neil, I told you not to flash your gun,” O’Hara said sharply, eliciting a shrug from the man.

      “We’re with the CIA, Van,” Neil said as he put his gun away. “And we’re here to have a little chat.”

      “Look, you guys have no business being in here. I’m no one special, okay?”

      “First off, kid, let me you ask you something—your last name? Is that real? Not some kind of pseudonym?” O’Hara asked.

      Van sighed heavily, giving up on his own questions for the moment. “Yes, my legal name is Van Vanyushin.”

      “Hah, I love those kinds of names,” Neil said. “Well, Van Vanyushin, you are in luck. Today is your lucky, lucky day!”

      “How so?”

      “Because you won! You’re the brand new owner of an exciting new business opportunity to do what you love the best, get paid for it, and best of all, expunge your criminal record!” Neil answered as he stopped to inspect Van’s computer. The red and blue lights were flickering as it continued to run the game at full speed.

      “What? What criminal record?” Van asked.

      “Three years ago, you were involved with the illegal sale and movement of the drug known as Cwake,” O’Hara said, pulling out a small folder.

      “Cwake? I don’t even know what that is—some kind of game?”

      “Don’t be a smartass,” Neil growled. “You know what Cwake is.”

      Van was actually terrified. He knew exactly what Cwake was: it was a highly synthetized amphetamine that essentially allowed a person to operate without sleep for days at a time. Before Draco had rolled out the rules for Sleep Time, Cwake had been the hottest commodity on the market, and it had been used in just about every single serious gaming group. Not only did he know what Cwake was, but these agents were dead-on... he had absolutely sold it back in the day.

      “No, sir, I’m just a regular gamer who⁠—”

      “Regular gamer? Cut the crap,” O’Hara said as she slugged him in the stomach, causing him to reel back and hold his stomach.

      “Hey, you can’t do that, I’m an American citizen—I have rights.”

      “You hear that, Neil? He says he has rights?”

      “You know, Cwake was probably one of the most illegal substances on the planet when you were dealing, right? You certainly do have rights. You have a right to an attorney, a right to a phone call from prison, and heck, you even have the right to remain silent, if you want to play the ‘I have rights’ game,” Neil said, leaning over to get his face nice and close to Van’s. “But the reality is, kid, we ain’t here to throw you in the clink.”

      “We’ve got records of your sales, distributions, and movements all over the country, Van,” O’Hara said. “If we wanted you in jail, you’d be in jail.”

      “Distributions?” Van wheezed, “You make it sound like I was some kind of kingpin. I… I might have sold a few pills here and there to some friends, but that’s it.”

      “Just a few pills. Awww, did you hear that, O’Hara? He sold just a few pills! Our mistake, let’s get out of here,” Neil taunted him.

      “Did you or did you not regularly receive packages from a Mr. Chaz Fordin?” O’Hara asked.

      Van grimaced. “Yeah…”

      “And did you or did you not regularly move those packages from your domicile to various locations across the city and state?”

      “Yes…”

      “And were you aware what was in those packages? Or did you think you were just delivering bubblegum?” Neil asked.

      “How do you even know this?” Van asked.

      “We’ve got our ways,” Neil said, sitting down on the chair across from Van and spinning around in it. “Here’s the deal. You’ve got a problem; we’ve got a problem. But fortunately, we both have solutions to those problems.”

      “I’m listening,” Van said, shrugging. He had no idea what to do. Those minor indiscretions had happened so long ago, he had completely forgotten about them. He hadn’t done any kind of major crime, after all—he’d just been desperate for some money, and since he’d run away from home at such a young age as he had, he’d needed the money to get by. So a buddy of his had connected him to a guy known as Chaz who offered to pay him as a courier, moving Cwake around the city to various different dealers. He’d only done it for a few days before the guilt got to him, but the money had been good enough for him to be able to go straight with his life. He hadn’t gotten rich off the work, but it had given him enough money to buy the equipment necessary to finally get serious about his career in pro gaming.

      And really, the digital economy in Dragon Kings of the New World was nothing to be taken lightly. If a person worked hard enough, they could make some serious money playing the game, obtaining sponsorship. Draco, the company itself, would even reward the absolute best players with actual jobs, providing them with those fancy biofeedback tubes that would provide total immersion.

      It was somewhere in between the poor gamer and the professional gamer where people like Van survived—those who could make a living by selling in-game items, doing favors for other people, and even providing professional services for in-game characters. One of his most popular pursuits was being an in-game guide, as he knew the land extremely well, having played the game since beta stages. People would often pay him real money in order to get to secret areas, places where there was plenty of treasure, or high level areas where dangerous things creeped about.

      So even if not everyone understood it, Van knew perfectly well that Dragon Kings of the New World wasn’t just some kind of a hobby—no, for many people, it was a way of life. Why live in a terrible, boring world with day jobs, taxes, and repetitive social constraints when you could live in a virtual world of sheer pleasure and joy? There were plenty of games out there on the market, but none of them could even come close to the Dragon Kings of the New World. It was the only game that had full-blown graphics and bio-immersion feedback, as well as a deep political system that allowed for players to actually rule and reign over the lands. In regular life, Van was nothing more than a kid without a college degree or even a real future, but in the game, he was a legend. Well, okay, he reasoned to himself—he was on his way to becoming a legend... but the fact was that he would be someone really important someday in that game.

      And he was getting close to courting Draco’s favor in the hopes of getting a job as a professional gamer, which could even up his real-world life, but now with these CIA guys... this was trouble.

      Draco wasn’t particularly interested in working with people who had criminal records, and if these guys leaked that information, he’d be finished. He had already spent all of his savings on a gaming rig that could run the game, and the little money he pulled in from doing odd jobs online barely enabled him to pay for rent and electricity. The fact was, without getting a job from Draco, his future wasn’t particularly bright. He had wagered everything on becoming a pro gamer..

      Neil grinned, and it was clear that the agent knew what Van was thinking. “So, I’d love your assistance with a tiny little project. Miniscule, really.”

      “What kind of a project?” Van asked.

      “Shut it!” O’Hara said as she threw him up against the wall again.

      “Whoa, hey, take it easy!” Van gasped as he froze. He had flashbacks to all of the times when he had been in brawls and fistfights as Sivlander, and realized that none of that experience made any kind of a difference in the real world. He didn’t have the muscles, memory, or training to fight back.

      “Listen here,” she hissed, “we aren’t here to be your enemies, but we sure as hell aren’t here to make friends, either. We’ve got a complex operation going down, and if there is even a whiff of you blowing our cover, we won’t hesitate to make sure you’re nice and quiet.”

      “I just asked a question,” Van whispered, shutting his eyes. He hated how weak and useless he felt just now.

      “And we’re gonna answer it,” Neil said. “Draco’s got something screwy going on. We don’t know what, so we’re in need of some help.”

      “How?” Van stammered.

      Neil leaned against the wall that Van was pinned against. “We’re needing your help navigating that Kings of Dragon: Landtopia, or whatever it’s called. Word on the street is that you’re pretty good at it.”

      “You want me to help you navigate a video game? That’s why you’re in my apartment, assaulting me?” Van asked in disbelief.

      “We’re not even close to assaulting you,” O’Hara said as she looked around. “And this is a storage  closet, not an apartment.”

      “Just go away, please. There are better guides out there.” Van said. He wasn’t sure what the hell was going on but his aching skull informed him that working for these two would be a terrible idea. “There’s Felix Dormam; he’s incredible⁠—”

      “Felix is a shill working for Draco. They all are. So, no thanks, we aren’t going to flip them; for now, that’s way too hard, and too dangerous. You’re an outsider. Our perfect guy. And plus, we’ve got dirt on you, so that’s good, too,” Neil said.

      “I don’t know why you think they’re up to something. They’re just—” Van’s words were cut short as O’Hara slammed him against the wall again.

      “Let’s not be confused here,” she hissed. “We aren’t here to explain anything. We are not here to bargain or negotiate. You’ve got a deal here, sitting on the table. You can get our agent to where she needs to go—no questions asked, no tattling, and certainly no talking about what we’re doing here. In exchange, we make sure all supporting documents about your little exploits go away, we throw you a few grand as a thank-you, and who knows? We might even get you a whole new box of Gamer Chow, so what do you say, champ?”

      “I’d say it doesn’t sound like I have much of a choice, does it?” Van asked.

      “Well, what else are you going to do with your life, kid?” Neil asked. “You’re 23! You spend your days jammed up inside that computer anyway; at least, this way, you’ll be doing your civic duty. I mean, it’s about time you contributed something to society, isn’t it?”

      Van glanced between the two agents. He was having trouble understanding whether the violence was just part of the act, or if he really was under duress. It was impossible to tell. Still, a few thousand dollars and his records being expunged didn’t sound like a bad deal. The only question was, could he trust these two? And... well, did it really matter if he could? They were with the Central intelligence Agency, a clandestine spy agency. If he was a liability, they’d just kill him after they were done. Or was that just some kind of fiction?

      “Fine, I’ll do it. How much money are we talking about, exactly?”

      “Enough to get into a closet almost twice as big as this,” Neil said as he grabbed Van’s computer, opened the window, and threw it out.

      “Holy crap! My computer! You just⁠—”

      “Whoops! That just slipped right out of my hands!” Neil answered as he glanced out the window. They were on the fifteenth floor in a slum apartment. Van rushed forward, only to see that everything had completely shattered on the ground, smashed to pieces. There were a few homeless people already trying to salvage the computer for parts.

      “That thing cost me almost all of my money!” Van said hoarsely. “All of my files, my… hard drive. How am I supposed to play this game for you if you’ve destroyed my computer?”

      “Well, first off, we don’t know what kind of spying Draco does, so we had to make sure your machine wasn’t bugged. I mean, who knows? The moment you plugged back into that game, it could have had our whole conversation uploaded. Secondly, you ain’t using that hunk of junk for your escort job. We bought a few of those biopod thingies for this job, so that’s where you’ll be.”

      “The immersion pod 2.0?” Van asked.

      “That’s the one. And who knows? If you do a really good job, we might actually let you keep one,” O’Hara said as she opened the door. “Car’s waiting downstairs, so let’s get going.”

      “I need my⁠—”

      “Anything you need will be provided at the facility, champ. Or are you getting cold feet?” Neil asked with a slight growl in his throat.

      “I’m fine…” Van replied, glancing around his small apartment. He wanted to act all indignant about losing his computer, but the reality was that there wasn’t anything of value on that hard drive except for the install file for his beloved game, and even that was easy to access. If he gave them attitude, they’d probably just hit him again. “Let’s go.”

      “Great, great,” Neil said as he closed the door behind them. “And one last thing, Van... your new partner, she’s... uh, she’s great and all, but try not to piss her off. She can be a bit... spiteful.”

      Van finally grinned a little at something to look forward to. If she was going into his world, she would have to play by his rules, and not the other way around. “No promises, Neil, no promises.”
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      Van looked out the tinted windows of the car as they drove on in complete silence. It had been a few hours, and they were travelling into an area he wasn’t particularly familiar with. Was he even in his home state anymore? He couldn’t tell. He had tried to chat a little bit at the beginning, but the two agents didn’t seem to have anything to say to him. Occasionally, he’d hear them muttering a few words, but he wasn’t really paying attention. He figured, the less he overhead, the better.

      “Here we are,” Neil said as the car pulled up to an old, abandoned-looking building.

      “This is the place?” Van asked as he climbed out of the car and looked the place over. There were no cars parked out front and no lights on; the place looked like it had been empty for a very long time. “It looks abandoned.”

      “Turns out, when you’re working for a clandestine operations agency, you have to keep your people and operations hidden,” O’Hara commented. “Up ahead, in there.”

      They marched into the building, up a few stairs, and into a room where he could hear some wonderfully familiar noises. The soft sound of computers and chatter.

      “Here we are. Now, listen here, kid... one more time. Anything you see in here, you forget. Your job is to lay in a pod, not move for several hours at a time, and get our girl to where she needs to be. Got it?” Neil growled.

      “Yeah, I’ve got it. I got the whole deal,” Van grumbled.

      “Here we go,” O’Hara said as they opened the doors in front of them. The room was almost blindly white. It was almost like being in a hospital. Dozens of men and women were busy flitting around, checking monitors, adjusting IVs, and handling charts. Some of the people inside were wearing suits similar to those of the agents escorting him, but others were wearing what looked like scrubs that a nurse would wear. One of the agents, a shorter man, approached them.

      “Alright,” the short man said, “we’re just about set up here. The haptic system has been installed, the software’s been loaded up, the machines are synced, and our bio-vital reader is a go.”

      “Whoa!” Van gasped as he moved closer to examine the two yellow pods in the center of the room. They were long tubes which were each designed to comfortably immerse a human being into the game, and they were so expensive that most people could only rent them, if that.

      “This our guy?” the short agent asked.

      “That’s him,” O’Hara said.

      “Great. Listen, kid, these things are top of the line. Best gear you’re ever going to use. We’ve got a medical staff to keep you going ‘round the clock. You’re not gonna need food, water, or nothing. Sleep Time is optional. Sure, you’ll have to pop out every now and then, but you could even log out early, catch some sleep, and then log in during the restricted time.”

      “How?”

      “Let’s just say we didn’t acquire these unmodified,” the man replied. “Anyway, your partner’s gonna be here in a minute, so I suggest you get changed and get situated for your physical exam.”

      “Sure thing,” Van said, unable to take his eyes off of the haptic pod before him. The Immersion Pod 2.0 was the greatest achievement in the history of mankind, so far as he was concerned. No other pod was so realistic that it would even simulate taste, sensation, and texture to a degree near what this Immersion Pod could. It was a beast of a machine, and only the elite would ever dream of owning one. And now, one was sitting here, waiting for him. While his day had been relatively crappy, what with him having lost his computer, and assaulted and blackmailed by the government, maybe this would make it all worth it. After all... didn’t he like to spend the majority of his time online? He could maybe even look at this whole scenario he was in as some kind of a quest.

      Yeah, perfect, he thought: he was on some kind of an IRL quest.

      He hastily grabbed the medical clothes and began to change, not even caring that there were people still around him. He wanted to get into that pod so badly that he could almost feel his body aching for it. As he finished dressing, he heard a loud “ahem” from behind him.

      He spun around to see a rather short Asian woman standing in front of him, her arms crossed and a frown on her face. With a frown that deep, Van wondered, was it even possible for her to smile at all?

      “Are you Van?” she asked.

      “Yes, I am,” he said as he finished buttoning up his gown.

      “I’m Agent Sang Ngo,” she said, not bothering to uncross her arms. “And I’m going to be the one you are escorting.”

      Great, he thought, another completely hostile person. Doesn’t the CIA employ any nice people? “Great,” he said through gritted teeth as he went to extend his hand to her. She didn’t move to shake it. She just glared at him. He coughed a little.

      “I want you to get things straight, Van. I’m here to investigate Draco. I’m not here to have fun, play around, or have a good time. Furthermore, just because I am a girl doesn’t mean you have any right to make crude, sexist, or piggish remarks about me—is that understood?”

      “Oh, ma’am, I’d never... uh, make any remarks about you,” Van squeaked. She seemed exceptionally more hostile than the other two agents. Neil and O’Hara had been mean, and somewhat scary, as well, but that had all seemed at least somewhat professional, if only to keep up an act. With Sang, it seemed as if she were personally angry with Van, even though he had just met her.

      “I see you’ve met our field operative, Agent Sang,” Neil said as he slid up to the two of them, causing Van to give a sigh of relief. “Van, I can assure you that Sang is our top hacker in her division, incredible at handling cyberterrorism and exceptionally adaptive in the field.”

      “Great, great,” Van said. Sang’s face never changed away from her angry, stern expression.

      “And Van here is the top guide in all of the realm, one of the very best and loyal. Right, Van?”

      “Sure, sure, very loyal. And a good guide. Um, I’m a good guide,” he stammered, exceptionally uncomfortable as Sang continued to glare. What was going to make her stop?

      “So, Van here is going to be making your character for you, Sang. He’s played this game for a long time and knows how to craft the perfect class. You’ll have the best stats. Right, Van?” offered Neil.

      “Oh yeah, I’ll make you a great character, for sure!” Van said, smiling a little at Sang. She shrugged a little.

      “Anyway, let’s get you guys examined by the doc and then we’ll throw you in the tube so we can get this show on the road,” Neil said. Sang grabbed the clothes on the table and abruptly spun around, storming off.

      “Oh man, that was... she’s very intense,” Van said once she was out of earshot.

      “Yeah, she hates games, gamers, and everything about them,” Neil replied.

      “What? Then why in the hell is she doing this job?” Van demanded.

      “Well, sport, it’s because she’s really damn good. But look, between you and me, this woman might be a tiny bit hard to motivate. So, it’s up to you to help her out. I’m gonna be relying on you here, for success. If you pull this off,” Neil said, pointing over to the tube closest to them, “I’m gonna get a truck, get two guys to load that thing up, and drive it straight to your crappy-ass little apartment so that you can happily die in there. If you don’t, I’ll send whatever information we got straight to the FBI. Deal?”

      “You’re just gonna give me that pod?” Van asked, well aware of the price-point of such a piece of technology.

      “Well, let’s just say this deal is off the record. Stuff gets lost in moves all the time, right? You’d be doing me a solid by making sure Sang stays involved and invested, and I’m doing you a favor right back? Got it?”

      Van considered the deal. He wasn’t particularly sure if he could trust Neil, but out of the two agents, he seemed to be the nicer one. When compared with Agent Sang, Neil was like an angel. “Alright
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INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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