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            Blurb
Mysteries abound as a dangerous game becomes deadly�
Dedicated gamer Van and his CIA agent partner Sang have successfully infiltrated Dragons of the New World, but the further they go, the more questions arise. They return to find that the in-game kingdom of Silver Peak, which Van once ruled as one of the most powerful players in the game, has now fallen into disrepair. There they recruit a mercenary party of adventurers from among Van�s old comrades and venture to find the hidden realm of Bloodrock�which Van suspects could hold the key to the game�s mysterious origins.
Before they can do that, however, they must complete a series of high-level missions to access the new region. These quests will test the new group�and their fast-growing dragon�to the limit of their abilities, intelligence and resourcefulness as they push to get to Bloodrock before it�s too late.
Each day of gameplay increases their strength, reveals new secrets and prepares them for the tough battles ahead. But nothing can prepare them for the discovery upon breaking into the fortress of Bloodrock� what they find there could jeopardize their entire mission�and the fate of the world.



            Dante Doom
Dante Doom didn�t touch a videogame or fantasy book until his 23rd year on Earth. He started working at an old-school arcade�hired primarily, he was told, because of his �badass ridiculous name��and from then his education began. They started him on the classics, a strict diet of Pac-Man, Galaga, Donkey Kong, Asteroids, Dig Dug, Street Fighter, and Rampage.
Freakish proficiency. Beginners luck, they said. He was given well-loved copies of J.R.R. Tolkien�s The Hobbit, Brandon Sanderson�s Mistborn, Patrick Rothfuss� The Name of the Wind and Anne McCaffrey�s Dragon Riders of Pern.
Devoured in days. Finally, he was invited up to the arcade owner�s private gaming room: Battletoads, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles (NES), and Ghosts �n Goblins followed. Defeated, at last�maybe he wasn�t such a wunderkid, after all. But he didn�t give up. And that earned him a seat at the group�s D&D table. Many a happy day has passed since�he even beat TMNT�s Dam level and its health-draining pink seaweed.
Then a year ago, that same group introduced him to the new Fantasy-LitRPG genre�what Dante saw as the final stage in his education. Because, for him, it doesn�t get any better than LitRPG. The combination of an immersive fantasy world, gaming objectives and levelled progression makes for a fascinating storytelling experience. Inspired, he took two weeks holiday from the arcade, sat down and wrote the Dragon Kings of the New World series.
Find out what Dante is up to next at:
www.DanteDoom.com
www.facebook.com/DanteDoomBooks



            Prologue
Van stared at the long, silver tube. He felt a shiver run down his spine as he remembered the last time he had been inside of that machine. A few weeks ago, he had been fighting for his life inside of that thing. His body had been perfectly still; the only parts of him that would move when he was inside of that tube were his eyes. He could remember the feeling of pain, too�the deep sensation of agony as he�d broken his bones from an impact. The simulation had ceased to be fun, and had grown far too real for his taste. And now� now he was going to be crawling right back into it.
�You look worried,� said a gentle voice beside him. Van glanced over to see one of the nurses quietly preparing the station. She smiled at him reassuringly. �These things are brand new, Van. The haptic pods are perfectly safe.�
�Were they safe for Trefor?� Van replied, putting a hand on the silver tube. A few weeks ago, he had been high on adrenaline, ready for anything, but now that he�d had more time to think, he realized just how real the danger of death was. The CIA had found the corpse of a young man in one of those tubes. They had kicked down the door to Trefor�s apartment, only to be greeted by a terrified staff of attendants.
Those people were supposed to have been the ones in charge of taking care of Trefor while he�d rested in a comatose state, playing the game professionally for Draco. According to Trefor�s head nurse, everything had been fine. His vitals were perfect, the game was running smoothly, and there were no errors being reported with the pod. Then, in a single moment, Trefor had been unable to breathe. He�d died a few moments later.
The autopsy had been revealing; it showed that Trefor�s spine had been severed at the neck in a single motion. The forensic pathologist�s office notes stated, �His spine was broken as if a pair of jaws closed around it.� Trefor�s body had been killed in the exact same way that his character had died. This was no coincidence, Van knew. Draco had either killed him or allowed him to die in real life. And this was the same fate awaiting Van, should their mission fail.
�There he is!� said a cheerful Sang. Van turned to face her and saw that she was beaming at him.
�Why are you so happy?� Van asked.
�Are you kidding me?� Sang asked, stretching her arms. �That vacation was terrible! There was nothing to do in that stupid country.�
�Nothing to do? Sang, we hiked, we ate the local cuisine, you took a four-day sojourn into the wilderness... we did a lot.�
�Yeah, but we didn�t get any work done!� Sang replied as she ran her hand over the haptic pod. �I think I�m ready to admit I�m a workaholic.�
�Yeah, well, if I could do nothing for the rest of my life, I would,� Van replied.
�Once we�re done with this mission, you can go right back to doing nothing,� Sang answered.
�I cannot believe you are this cheerful,� Van said. �You know we�re about to go into enemy territory again, right? We could die.�
�Die? Feh, we�re fine. I�ve been studying nonstop on Draco�s security systems. We�ve got this. Van, we have the entire government aiding us on this whole thing. We�re gonna do just fine.�
Van didn�t reply. He just quietly stared at the tube.
�You�re nervous, aren�t you?� Sang asked.
Van nodded, but didn�t speak. He felt his heart in his throat as he looked at the tube.
�Hey, man, listen, I know it was kind of crazy last time we were in there, but this is different. We�ve got a full team backing us up now. They think they�ve figured out how to eject us anytime the game gets crazy. We aren�t going to die in there. We�re going to march in there, do some reconnaissance, and kick some weird alien ass. How does that sound?�
Van looked up at her and met her gaze. She seemed strong, confident and ready for action. The way she held herself was reassuring, as there was nothing but excitement and hunger in her eyes.
�Are� are you sure we can do this?� Van asked.
�Where is this coming from?� Sang responded, slapping him on the shoulder. �I thought you were an expert gamer who wasn�t afraid of anything.�
�When I was an expert gamer, the only thing I was worried about was losing fake internet points and my items,� Van replied. �Not dying. The only time I was worried about death was when I realized I had forgotten to eat for 12 hours straight.�
�Look, you have a choice here, Van. You can step up and serve your country and the world. You can come with me on some incredible adventure, fight bad guys, get paid, and have a blast. Or you can� go home. Buy a little haptic system for yourself. Play this game as just a regular player, and try to pretend that you are blissfully unaware of what�s going on here. You do have a choice, my friend. You can be the PC or the NPC. The hero or the shopkeeper. What�s it gonna be?�
�I�m legitimately surprised you used a gaming term right,� Van said with a smile. �Of course, I�m following you. I just wish I wasn�t this nervous. Trefor�s death spooked me like you wouldn�t believe.�
�I read the autopsy last week; crazy stuff, but don�t worry. We�re going to be fine,� Sang said as she lifted open her pod. �You ready?�
Van nodded and lifted his own pod open. It was eerie how coffin-like it looked on the inside.
�All systems are go!� called an engineer from the command room. Above them was a long glass balcony full of government workers who were monitoring the haptic pods. The CIA had put plenty of resources into this mission, and they had gone from a decrepit abandoned office to an actual counter-terrorism facility located somewhere in Washington.
�See you on the other side,� Sang said as she clambered into her pod and laid perfectly still. Van slowly climbed into his and took a deep breath. The lid slowly lowered over him then, and all he could wonder was if this was the last time he�d ever see the real world again.



            Chapter One
Sang stretched her bowstring backwards, feeling the tightness of it. She still couldn�t believe how lifelike the game system was to her. She could smell the sweet scent of barbequed meat. There was laughter and chatter all around. It was incredible how detailed everything looked. She could even see the little bumps on the tavern table, and she could feel the coarseness of the wood with her fingers. Four weeks had been long enough for her to almost entirely forget how realistic the game was.
�Sang, earth to Sang,� Van said, snapping at her. She stiffened and looked up at him.
�What? Sorry, I was spacing for a moment.�
�The dragon�what are we supposed to do about the dragon?� he asked, pointing to the little dragon that was quietly sleeping on the table. It was about the size of a small dog, and seemed content just to lay there.
Sang gazed at the creature. She felt an aching in her head as she looked at it. The good aliens, nicknamed Allies, had pushed some kind of code into her mind and, despite all of her attempts, she hadn�t been able to understand what the message said. Every now and then, she would get hunches and inklings, but there was little she could decipher. And the government was equally baffled by the symbols that she had drawn for them. Contact was entirely dependent on this little dragon, whatever it was.
�Urp!� the dragon said as Sang poked it gently. It opened its eyes and yawned, its sharp teeth glistening in the light.
�Do you remember me?� Sang asked. It looked at her and slowly nodded.
�Earth, yes?� the dragon said.
�Yes, earth,� Sang replied.
�No,� Van interjected. �Not earth, video game.�
�Don�t confuse it!� Sang snapped.
�I�m not trying to confuse it, I�m just trying to tell it the truth!� Van protested as the dragon turned and began to gnaw on a piece of beef that had been sitting on the table.
�I have no idea what this thing is. It�s gotta be a program, right?� Sang asked. �Transmitted through the game to make conversation?�
�If it were a program, it�d speak in coherent sentences,� Van said.
�I heard it speak before,� Sang said. �It was kind of poetic. It said that Draco�s like locusts, hungry and unending.�
�Uh-huh,� Van said, his eyes shifting away from hers.
�Oh, you don�t believe me?�
�I didn�t hear it say anything other than earth,� Van said.
�I know it said something to me, damn it!�
�Damn it!� the dragon repeated.
�Hahaha, perfect. Let�s teach it to cuss!� Van said.
�Damn it!� the dragon said, hopping up and down.
�Yes!� Van cheered.
�Well, it needs a name. Do you have a name?� Sang asked. The dragon stared at her with its big yellow eyes. She wasn�t sure if it could comprehend her.
�I�m gonna name you� Jet!� Van said. �Cause you�re jet black!�
�Wow, way to go for the original name, Van,� Sang said as she rolled her eyes.
�It�s pretty great, isn�t it?� Van offered. He pointed to the dragon. �You Jet!�
�Jet?� the dragon repeated.
�Yes! You, Jet! Me, Van,� he said, pointing to himself. He pointed at Sang. �She, Damn It.�
�Don�t tell him that! My name is Sang; I�m Sang.�
�Sang. Van. Jet,� the dragon slowly said.
�Haha!� Van cheered, �It�s learning! I did it! I taught a dragon how to speak!�
�Well, keep it up,� Sang said. �Maybe if you endlessly babble to it, it�ll learn faster.�
�Genius!� Van said. He placed his elbows on the table, leaned his head forward, and began to babble endlessly to the creature.
As Sang watched the dragon try to bite Van�s nose, a noise caught her attention. It was a deep balooooo of a horn. She glanced out the window of the tavern just in time to see a streak of green scales fly past.
�Oh no!� Sang said as she leapt up and ran to the window. She could see a green dragon flying through the air, and riding atop it was a man holding a war horn. He blew into it again,emitting another loud balooooo sound.
�What�s up?� Van asked as he tried to pry the dragon off of his nose.
�We�re under attack! Draco knows we�re here!� Sang said.
�What? This quickly?� Van answered as he rushed up to one of the other windows. He glanced out and gasped. �Aw crap, we�re in trouble.�
�What�s the plan?� Sang asked. �Log out? Fight?�
�Run!� Van said as he made a dash for the exit, cradling the dragon in hand. In a split second, the entire tavern was on fire, flames bursting through all of the windows. Sang narrowly managed to avoid getting hit by the fire. The green dragon had flown past again and was breathing fire into the building.
�Get out of here, Sang!� Van said as he tried to force his way past the rubble. Sang could feel the stinging sensation in her lungs as she inhaled the smoke. She hacked and wheezed as she tried to navigate through the debris. The roof had collapsed from the fire and smoke was everywhere, making it nearly impossible for her to see.
�Van, I can�t see!� she called out, gasping for breath. Her health meter was beginning to rapidly drop due to the fact that she was inhaling nothing but smog.  She wobbled a bit, but felt a strong hand grab her and pull her.
�There you are!� Van said as he led Sang out of the burning building. They collapsed on the ground, coughing and wheezing as the tavern�s entirety imploded behind them.
�No time to celebrate,� Van wheezed as he scrambled to his feet. �We�re under attack!�
�How could Draco have found us so quickly?� Sang asked once she caught her breath. Her lungs still felt as if they were on fire, and she could see that her health meter had dropped down to half.
�Good news is, it�s not Draco,� Van said. �The bad news is that it�s an invasion.�
�Invasion?� Sang repeated, looking around to see that the small town they had been occupying was now entirely on fire. People were fighting in the streets against Goblins and Orcs, and the dragon was flying around lighting anything it could see on fire. It was pure chaos.
�Yes, invasion,� Van said as he straightened up. �This town is in Rosethorn, one of the Contentious Kingdoms. That means that other kingdoms will occasionally declare war and try to attack. Right now, it looks like we�re fighting against the Kingdom of Ceren.�
�Oh, so this is an event?� Sang asked as she watched the dragon land on one of the buildings and begin to bite at nearby adventurers.
�Yeah, it happens all the time,� Van said. �It�s good experience points if we join the fight, even if they lose. Let�s jump in!�
�We�re not here to fight in events,� Sang said. �We�re trying to learn more about Draco.�
�And we�re not going to be able to do that without being at a sufficient level. Remember, this ain�t like the real world. If you don�t have a high enough level, you can�t kill anything!� Van said as he unsheathed his bagpipes. �Onward, to victory!�
Sang gritted her teeth as the terrible tune of his war ballad forced its way into her ears. It was so rough that she was worried it might cause damage to her. But on the contrary, the words War Ballad Bonusappeared above her, granting her an increase in her stamina regen and boosting her strength. She pulled her bow out and loaded it with an arrow.
�Alright, let�s do this!� she said as she followed after Van. There was a small group of Orcs standing by one of the burning stores; it was a smithy. They were busy looting a few corpses, grunting and snarling as they worked.
Sang fired an arrow right into the skull of an Orc. The words CRITICAL HIT! floated above the green monster man, causing his health bar to drop to zero.
�Nice shot!� Van said as he blew into his bagpipes some more. Jet was busy running around Van�s legs, apparently irritated by the music.
�Kill the Rosethorn lackeys!� cried one of the orcs. There were five left and they all had the exact same words above their heads: Orc Warband Level 17. One of them raised his long warhammer above his head and roared in rage as he charged towards Sang.
Sang released a few more arrows, but the words DODGE! DODGE! kept appearing over the Orc�s head. The snarling green man managed to run right up to her and swing his hammer down hard. Sang narrowly avoided the blow, dodging to the left. Before she could drop her bow and grab her short sword, another Orc was next to her, stabbing at her with his sword.
�Van! A little help here!� Sang called as she swiftly leapt over the assailant�s head and unsheathed her sword, blocking a flurry of blows. The clanging of the blades was nearly overwhelming as she desperately tried to defend herself. There were more Orcs surrounding her and she knew that she couldn�t keep her defenses up forever.
�Ahem!� Van shouted. �Behold the Hypnotic Power of the�ACK!� his words were interrupted as one of the Orcs stabbed him from behind. The Orc had apparently snuck up behind Van and killed him instantly.
�Van!� Sang shouted as she watched her companion slump to the ground, dead. She felt the crushing blow of a hammer smash against her jaw, knocking her backwards. She fell to the ground as blood gushed from her mouth. She knew she was beat, so she quickly activated one of her ranger skills, called Feign Death. Immediately, her body became translucent and she also slumped to the ground, completely motionless. The Orcs around her quickly lost interest and went right back to the area where they had been looting earlier.
Sang sighed as she glanced at Van�s dead corpse. A message quickly arrived at her user interface.
Respawned at Termali ten miles from here. Lost it all. � Van
Termali wasn�t an easy place to reach by foot, but with the battle raging on, it was doubtful Sang would be able to steal a horse to ride there. She�d have to meet him halfway. As she laid on the ground, waiting for the Orcs to wander off so she could leave, Jet crawled over to her and nestled atop her chest.
�Damn it,� the little dragon said, snorting out a puff of smoke.
�You said it,� Sang whispered. �You said it.
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Van walked down the road, grumbling the entire time. All of his gear had been lost. His gold was gone, his awesome magical flute was gone... all of it. He knew Sang would probably be able to recover some of his stuff, but whenever a player died, half of their gear vanished randomly. It was a measure created to ensure that players didn�t spend all of their time killing each other over gear. Each step on the ground was painful, as he had no shoes. He hadn�t been able to afford anything in that small village where he�d popped up. Without a single gold piece to his name, he was being forced to walk now so that he could reunite with Sang.
As he moved, he shivered a little. The pain he�d felt when the Orc ran him through had been intense, but it had also been very different from the pain he�d felt when battling against Trefor for survival. The sharp sensation of a sword had been far from pleasant, but it hadn�t felt real. Van had wondered if he was going to die for real when the sword cut through him, but sure enough, he�d just popped up in a random town�alive, healthy, and shoeless.
A sharp whistle brought his attention to the tree line to his right. He could see that Sang was crouching down by the bushes. He had almost completely missed her, but for the fact that she�d whistled to him.
�Sang!� he said as he trotted over to her, wincing with each step as he felt sticks and twigs digging into his feet.
�Keep it down!� she whispered as she threw him a pair of boots and his bagpipes. �I think we�re being followed.�
�By who?� Van asked as he hopped around on one foot, desperately trying to get his boots on.
�I dunno, I heard them off in the distance. Laughing about how Rosethorn will never get their act together.�
�Hmm, sounds like players to me. Unfortunately, when we attacked those Orcs, it flagged us as combatants, making it perfectly legal to kill us as long as the war event is going on. There�s a pretty hefty bonus to killing enemy players, too.�
�Wonderful,� Sang said as she sharpened one of her arrowheads with a knife. �We were torn to shreds back there, and those were just NPCs. Imagine what actual players will do to us!�
�I�m sure they�ll give up once they find you and murder you,� Van said. �As for me, since I died already, I�m no longer tagged. So, this is exclusively not my problem!�
�Not my problem!� Jet echoed as he stuck his head out Sang�s satchel.
�Hey, I gave you shoes! You owe me!� Sang said.
�Oh right, I forgot the old sole-bond rule,� Van said with a chuckle. �Come on, if we get moving, they�ll probably lose interest.�
Sang shook her head. �I say we ambush them. Attack from the trees, rain down arrows on them hard and scare them off.�
Van shrugged. �I dunno; seems risky. If they are tough enough, they�ll dig in and fight back. Then we�re in real trouble.�
�I think I�d rather fight than run. No guarantee they won�t keep following us. I used my stealth skills to escape from the area, so if they�re following me, it means they have a tracker with them.�
Van nodded. It was true that, if these players had a ranger or a hunter with them, they�d be able to find Sang no matter how hard she tried to hide. He gritted his teeth with the conundrum. Fight or run?
�Wait!� Van said, �I�ve got it! They were following you, right? I�m not tagged as a kingdom member, so they won�t attack me on sight. I�ll tell them you went somewhere else!�
Sang nodded emphatically. �Genius! I�ll hide up in the trees; you find them and then, if they turn out to be bandits, you can distract them while I shoot at them from above!�
�Uh, pretty sure me distracting them would involve them stabbing me dozens of times,� Van protested.
�Van� that�s the risk I�m willing to take,� Sang said as she began to scale up one of the large redwood trees.
�Ha ha,� Van grumbled as he walked deeper into the woods. The chirping of the birds in the area and the gentle rustling of the winds created a feeling of calm and peacefulness in him. So far, returning to the game had been pretty fun. Apart from the chaos, it was nice to be back home, in the game that he had loved so very much. Ten long years, he had already been playing this game, and now as he trudged through the forest, feeling the cool air press against his face, he had nearly forgotten how much he�d missed playing it.
Sure, the trip to Asturias had been a fun little vacation, but there were so many restrictions on him in the real world. He couldn�t run endlessly, he couldn�t climb without fear of dying, nor could he grab a weapon and fight a fierce animal. Instead, he had been stuck huffing and wheezing as he had tried to keep up with Sang during a day hike in the mountains. The pain and frustration of living in a world full of consequences had been far too much for him. While Sang had ooed and awed at just about every little thing in the scenic countryside, Van had only been able to compare it to the equally incredible realms that he had seen in Dragon Kings of the New World. To him, the real beauty of life was in being an uber powerful warrior, travelling through the dark realms, and fighting evil�all of which was far more fun than just strolling around taking in the sights. It was funny... for as much as Sang had rambled on about the pleasures of the real world, all his vacation had done was solidify the fact that this game was and forever would be his first choice when it came to fun activities.
�Don�t move!� called a voice from the trees. Van stopped in his tracks immediately. He could see that there were about four people slowly creeping through the woods, all of them armed with bows. They were players, all of them Level 20. One of them, a strong jawed barbarian-looking fellow named Cleaver, stood tall and approached Van.
�Greetings, Semimodo!� Cleaver said, stretching out his arm to shake Van�s hand. Van grasped the strong barbarian�s grip and felt his bones pop a little as the man squeezed it.
�Hi there, folks,� Van replied. He could see that the war party seemed relatively relaxed for being so heavily armed.
�We are seeking out something; perhaps you can assist us!� Cleaver said, clapping a hand on Van�s shoulder.
�Sure, sure, what are you looking for?�
�We are seeking out a fugitive who served the Kingdom of Rosethorn in battle! Have you seen anyone out here? We�ll pay you for the information!�
Van was hurriedly sifting through all of their stats, looking for the scout. Finally, he saw that one of them was a ranger. The character�s skill display popped up.
Name: Ferdinand
Level: 20
Class: Ranger
Sneaking: +10
Foraging: +10
Sniping: +5
Tracking: +8
Spotting: +8
Van grinned when he saw those numbers. The tracking was high enough for them to be able to follow Sang, but the spotting score was just a few points lower than Sang�s hiding ability, meaning that they could follow her, but they wouldn�t be able to see her.
�Unfortunately, I haven�t seen anyone out here. I was killed earlier and was just trying to get back to a decent city,� Van lied.
�I see, well, you�re currently heading west, there aren�t any useful cities over there. Just useless towns belonging to the Rosethorn Kingdom. We�re heading back to our home base. It�s a glorious season, brother! The Season of War and Flame is upon us!� Cleaver said, raising his battle axe high. The others cheered triumphantly.
�Season of War and Flame?� Van asked. �Already?�
�Yup! The devs decided to start it earlier than normal�a great way to shake things up!� Cleaver said.
The Season of War and Flame was a massive in-game event where all kingdoms were considered to be at war, regardless of their ruler�s disposition. It was a huge event that normally happened near the later part of the year, but it seemed that it was happening now. This would drastically change the landscape of the game, as many armies were made up of player characters, and people without allegiances were usually offered large sums of gold to participate in campaigns. This would bring a considerable boost to the amount of opportunities that Van and Sang would have to earn experience and cool magic items. The best part was that, with so much chaos involved in the wars erupting everywhere, the change would give the pair ample cover for traveling around without being detected. Van still wasn�t sure how much Draco knew about them, but with the business of running a war, most pro players would be required to serve in various military campaigns to keep the game interesting.
�So, since we�ve got you here, how about you join our cause? The Ceren Kingdom was one of the top kingdoms last season, and that was without the incredible leadership provided by our brand-new king, Lemuel. Join us, and you will enjoy the spoils of victory! As we speak, our forces are gutting Rosethorn like the weak dogs they are!� Cleaver said with a wide grin.
�Unfortunately, like politics and religion, I don�t like to pick sides during wars,� Van said as he shuffled back half a step. �I�m going to have to pass.�
�Sounds like something a Ceren supporter would say�� Cleaver said, leaning forward and narrowing his eyes. Van could feel the man�s gaze piercing a hole right through him. There was a stilted silence until finally Cleaver let out a big laugh. �Just kidding! The offer is always open; if you want to join the winning side this year, come to the capital of Ceren, Bloodrock.�
�Bloodrock?� Van repeated as he let out a sigh of relief due to the fact that he was not going to be hacked apart by this hulking barbarian. �Isn�t that place insanely dangerous and hard to move through?�
�Oh, it sure is, but King Lemuel is the real deal. A pro player, insanely driven, highly focused and, above all, incredibly organized. Showed up about four weeks ago with an army and a plan. Took hold of the entire area, filled it with pro players, and opened up the recruitment to anyone who�s qualified to join! It�s been packed ever since.�
�Seriously?� Van asked.
�Yeah, it�s amazing. We�ve got at least 14 pros on our side. Never seen anything like it!� Cleaver said with a grin as he shoved a map into Van�s hands.
�Recruitment�s open for another two days before we seal the tunnel leading into Bloodrock up for the rest of the campaign. Tell them Cleaver sent ya.�
�I�ll think about it,� Van said as he pocketed the map. It might come in handy at some point later on.
�Farewell, bard!� Cleaver said as he sheathed his weapon and waved to his team. The rest of them followed after him in silence.
After a few minutes, Van glanced up into the tree line to see Sang watching in silence.
�I think we�re clear,� Van said.
�Nice work,� Sang replied as she dropped down from the trees. �You get any useful information?�
�Yeah, big time. Every year, there�s a big event where every kingdom has to go to war, and it looks like it�s starting this week. So, it�s gonna be purse chaos, which is going to make it easier for us to move around without detection,� Van said.
�That is good news,� Sang replied as she opened her satchel, allowing Jet to crawl out. He began to puff little bursts of flame at the falling leaves around him. Van watched in amusement as the dragon explored the world. It moved like a real creature, not like an AI. He still wasn�t sure what this thing was, but the more he watched it, the more he hoped that it really was an alien of some kind.
�Yeah, tell me about it. So, we�re alive and kicking, no one murdered you, and we�re smack dab in the middle of absolutely nowhere,� Van said. �What�s the plan, El Capitan?�
�Well, I just got word from the team that a CIA raid on Draco headquarters in Venezuela went well. They managed to get in, breach the building, and examine the facility.�
�Awesome! What�d they find?�
�Not a damn thing. A few accountants, some financial records, but nothing else. No computers, no leadership, nada.�
�That doesn�t make any sense.�
�Actually, it does. Draco used their base in Venezuela as a cover, a place to appear legit. They had a few people working inside, just providing basic customer support and answering questions when the occasional reporter would break in, but that�s all they needed there. They put a lot of effort into making the base look like it was real, so no one would be suspicious of a company with no home address. They hid in Venezuela because that country doesn�t traditionally have a great record when it comes to working with the CIA.�
�I see. So, the whole thing was a waste of time?�
Sang shook her head. �On the contrary. It was incredibly useful for us. I�ve gotten a couple of orders. Originally, we were just supposed to investigate and keep our heads low, but now we need information. Those accountants who were, uh, detained, indicated that they were required to meet with certain key members of leadership inside of the game. They�d log into a haptic pod in the building and briefly meet with whoever was in charge of the PR and accounting divisions.�
�Interesting, so the people in charge were in the game itself�� Van mused, his mind darting back to the silver building that had thousands of desks floating in the air.
�Even better news�after some, uh, you know� gentle questioning, the accountants gave us a name. All we gotta do is track him down and see if we can steal some plans from him. Maybe even figure out his real-world identity and send someone after him.�
�Perfect! What�s the guy�s name?� Van asked.
�Lemuel. He�s a pro player or some kind of king. He was the last point of contact for the physical Draco base.�
�Lemuel� well, I happen to know where he is,� Van said.
�Are you serious?� Sang said as she jumped up a little. �Where is he?�
�He�s leading one of the biggest armies in one of the deadliest areas in all of the game. It�s a place called Bloodrock, and it�s hard to get into without the right kind of team.�
�Oh, and here I was thinking we�d be able to get there in an afternoon,� Sang said with a sigh. �How bad is it?�
�Well, minimum entry to get in there is Level 20. Minimum level to survive is somewhere around 35.�
�Well� Level 20�s not too far off,� Sang said, �but 35 seems like a long time.�
�Yeah, we�re looking at a minimum of at least six months of full-time play to get to that kind of level.�
�Urg, we don�t have time for that at all,� Sang said. �How about this? I�m fairly confident in my hacking skills, so why don�t we just��
�Look, the fact that Draco hasn�t just swooped out of the sky to murder or kidnap us is miracle enough,� Van said. �Let�s not push our luck by starting to hack around. We�re going to have to play this the normal way.�
�The normal way is going to take forever!� Sang snapped. �We seriously don�t have that kind of time.�
�Well, what do you want me to do about it? I�m just one poorly put together bard! We�d need an entire freaking army if we were going to go into Bloodrock and capture their king.�
�Is� is that possible?� Sang asked. �Can we get an army?�
�What? That�s crazy�you�d have to build a town first. That takes forever and�� Van trailed off as a flash of inspiration struck him. �Aha! Of course! Sivlander built his own town! Back when I was running Sivlander, he created an entire settlement known as Silver Peak.�
�For real?� Sang asked.
�Of course, and it makes so much sense! That place was filled to the brim with people who liked my style of leadership and my stances on treasure-splitting. Before I was forced away from my old character, I had nearly 150 NPCS who were in that village, and at least 30 players who�d pledged to be defenders of the town. All we have to do is reach Silver Peak, tell everyone who I actually am, rally up a few higher-level players, and we can march straight to Bloodrock. They can power-level us along the way. It�s perfect.�
Sang slowly nodded at that. �Van, that is brilliant! It�s about time we stopped worrying about getting jumped by groups of people!�
�Awesome!� Van said as he pulled out his map. �And all we have to do is pass through the Lagoon of Terror, into the Stormswept Valley of Nightmares, take a quick shortcut through the Wretched Barrows Of Eternal Darkness, and we�ll be there in no time.�
Sang stared at the map for a few minutes. �Is there any way around those terrible, terrible places?�
�Despite the names, the Lagoon of Terror is surprisingly safe,� Van replied as he picked up Jet and slung the dragon over his shoulder. �Onward! To victory!�



            Chapter Two
Sang nervously glanced at the horde of children that was following them. Everything had been going well up until Van saw a fork in the road that led to a place called Drohm Teg. He�d then begun excitedly babbling about video game stuff, ranting about a few things that she�d had trouble following, and then taken all of her gold and made a dash for the �black markets of Drohm Teg.� In his excitement, he had completely left her behind.
Now she was following Van through a maze of merchant stalls and huts in some kind of poorly lit marsh. The floor squished beneath her feet as she kept her eyes on the potential pickpockets roaming the area. The smell was beyond offensive; it was as if someone had collected all of their moldy socks and then cooked them for a solid three hours.
�Here it is!� Van shouted as he rushed up to one of the stalls. There was a nasty-looking man with an eyepatch sitting by a wooden table. He was quietly whittling away at a piece of bark, never taking his gaze off of Sang.
�So, uh, what are you looking for, exactly?� Sang asked as several orange dots appeared on her mini-map. The orange dots indicated the presence of players who were marked as bandits, meaning it was perfectly acceptable to kill them. She glanced over to see six players all standing amongst themselves, talking and laughing as they shopped.
�Drohm Teg is one of the best black markets in this entire game,� Van explained as he fiddled with several pieces of jewelry on the table. �It�s unmarked, hard to find, and most players end up here by accident. You can find just about anything you need�even stuff that�s been officially banned by the game.�
�How does that work?� Sang asked. �How could a player sell an item that was banned by the developers?�
�Oh, I have no idea, but I fully believe the rumor,� Van said as he picked up a small necklace with a piece of amethyst in the middle of a steel box. �Here it is... the answer to my problems.�
�It�s a piece of junk,� Sang said as she reviewed the item.
Amethyst Necklace
Class: Junk
Value: 1 GP
�Maybe to the average, untrained eye. But to someone like me? This is a fine, fine treasure. Hard to locate, too.�
�Maybe because no one wants to locate a piece of trash; it�s not even worth anything,� Sang replied. The orange dots on the mini-map began to move closer to her, causing her to straighten up a little bit. She could see that a few of the players were beginning to take notice of them, and were moving very slowly to spread throughout the stalls.
�Five hundred gold!� Van said as he dropped almost all of their gold on the table. �Oh, and some trinkets, too!� He threw a few of the wooden charms that Sang had been crafting in her spare time on the table. The man with the eyepatch slowly nodded at him and leaned forward, sliding all of the gold towards himself with one arm.
�Van, are you nuts? You just gave him all of our money! And my trinkets! Which I kind of liked,� Sang protested.
�Trust me, Sang. This is well worth the price of admission!� Van said as he held the necklace up triumphantly.
�Is it worth a fight?� Sang replied as she drew her bow.
�I thought we were past the point of pointlessly arguing about everything,� Van replied as he turned around to see that they were completely surrounded by players.
�Wasn�t talking about you,� Sang hissed.
�Hey there,� said one of the players; she was a tall woman with strawberry blond hair. She wore leather armor and carried two wicked daggers. �The name�s McKenzie, but around here, they call me Captain McKenzie.�
�Pleased to meet you, ma�am,� Van said, bowing. �But as you see, we just traded all of our gold for some worthless crap, so robbing us would be a colossal waste of time, and I can guarantee you that my ally here will ensure at least one of you dies before you stab us over and over again.�
�Wow, way to sound intimidating, Van,� Sang groaned.
Captain McKenzie chuckled at that. �Her inventory seems pretty full. Now, before you begin to fuss about this being a robbery, you do need to realize that we provide security to this black market. My team has worked diligently to make sure that there are no other bandits in this area for miles and miles.�
�No bandits except for you,� Sang growled.
�Come now�is it really banditry if we charge a security fee for using our property? I mean, we guard this land, we cultivate it, we watch over it. Really, it would be silly for us not to charge people for coming here,� McKenzie said with a curt little laugh.
�What�s your price?� Sang asked.
�Those arrows of fire seem very handy. They return when you use them, right? Sounds high-value enough for a trade. So, you can just hand them over to my little band of merry men and we�ll make sure you are nice and safe in your visit to Drohm Teg.�
Sang glanced at Van. The bandits were only Level 12, a few lower than Sang, but there were six of them. At this kind of range, it was going to be a tough fight. At the same time, she really didn�t want to hand over her best weapon to these thugs. Van shrugged at her. He didn�t have any gear other than a crappy necklace and a bagpipe, so there wasn�t much he had to lose.
�Tell you what, I�m willing to make you a one time offer,� Sang said. �If you and your merry band of jackasses decide to take a step back and reevaluate your life choices, me and my companion here won�t brutally kill each and every one of you.�
This caused McKenzie to laugh. �Looks like you have some guts! I like it. In fact, I�d like to see those guts all over the floor... kill them, boys!�
The bandits all chuckled as they drew their scimitars.
�What the hell is that!� Van shouted, pointing in the opposite direction and causing the bandits to immediately turn around and look behind them.
�Holy crap, it worked!� Van cried as he scrambled away from the bandits, climbing up one of the merchant stalls and running across the little hut-like rooftops.
�Are you kidding me? We actually fell for that?� McKenzie screamed as Sang also ran off into the distance. �Chase them! Chase them!�
The six bandits split up, three following after Van and three chasing Sang. The throngs of people shopping in the stalls paid no mind to Sang and gave her plenty of cover as she ran in and out of the stands, trying her best to lose them.
She dove into a large pile of garbage and held her breath. She could hear the footsteps of the pursuers running right past her. Sang grinned widely as she activated her Stealth. Her skin turned translucent and the words You Are Hidden appeared. Her enemies were scattered and confused. She had very little interest in just running away, though. On the contrary, it was time for the hunt to begin.
Slowly, she slipped out of the pile of trash and began to search the area for her targets. A surprise attack with her flaming arrows would probably be enough to instantly kill most of them. They were all the same class, rogues�meaning that they had low hit points, but could deal sufficient damage with sneak attacks. They primarily specialized in using poisons, as well, making their weapons far more of a pain to deal with. Fortunately for Sang, they wouldn�t see her coming.
She slowly approached two of the bandits, Kevar and Marvin, who were arguing with each other.
�Look, I�m just saying we should look in the lagoon,� Marvin said. �It�s not too far, and she was probably fast enough to get there.�
�The way she vanished means she�s using Stealth; she�s probably gonna hide in this marketplace until we give up searching,� Kevar said.
Sang aimed her bow at Marvin and loosed an arrow right into the back of his head. The words CRITICAL! SNEAK HIT! rose above his skull and he crumpled to the ground, dead in an instant.
�Aw, crap, she�s here!� Kevar shouted as he spun around and grabbed one of his throwing knives off of his bandolier.
Sang fired two arrows into his chest, using her multi-shot skill. The damage was high enough to drop him to the ground, but he wasn�t dead yet.
�Ahh, I surrender, I surrender!� the bandit yelped, raising his hands as he lay in a prone position.
�Sorry, I can�t hear you!� Sang said as she strung another arrow onto her bow.
�Aw, come on, we�re just bandits! No need to��
His words were interrupted as she delivered the killing shot to the side of his cranium. It was harsh, but she was worried that he�d use some kind of poison on her when she wasn�t suspecting it.
�Two down and four to go,� she whispered as she reactivated Stealth mode. A horrific blaring of bagpipes in the distance indicated that Van was probably in some kind of trouble. This was perfect; as long as he was distracting the majority of them, she�d be able to take them out. She glanced at her map again and noticed that there was still an orange dot nearby, although she couldn�t physically see anyone around her. Her spotting skill was probably high enough to see that there was a person, but not high enough to actually see the hidden individual. She�d have to watch her back if she was going to survive.
As she swiftly navigated through the streets, she kept her eyes on that orange dot; it kept following her, but each time she�d look around, the bandit was nowhere to be seen. Sang wasn�t particularly sure what to do when her spotting skill was far too low to identify her foe. Fighting an invisible rogue armed with poisonous daggers did not sound like a fun idea. Even though she was in Stealth mode, she had a suspicion that the dot following her had a high enough skill to see where she was moving. She had to think quickly or else a sneak attack would probably one-shot her.
Sang knelt down on the ground and opened up her satchel. Jet was quietly sleeping in her bag. For a little dragon, he seemed like a very sleepy creature. He opened one eye and looked up at her. �Help me find a bad guy?� she asked. Jet yawned a little and climbed out of the bag, stretching his arms and legs. He looked around and began to sniff the air. Immediately, he began to hiss and growl at an abandoned merchant stall.
Sang drew her bow and pointed it at the stand. �I see you!� she lied. �Come out and I won�t kill you!�
�Aw, man, a dragon?� replied a voice from the merchant stall. �I can�t fight one of those! I surrender.� A short man wielding two daggers emerged from the stall and dropped his weapons.
Sang grinned as she released an arrow right into his chest, killing him immediately. �That�s what you get for stealing from innocent players!� she shouted as she quickly looted him before running toward the screeching bagpipe.
�Bad?� the dragon said as it scampered alongside her.
�Yeah, really bad! He wanted to steal my stuff!�
�Surrender?� the dragon asked.
�Oh, uh, yeah. I don�t really take prisoners�� Sang said, before realizing the dragon was just repeating a word it had heard. She knew Van wouldn�t like her method of dealing with problems, but the last thing she wanted to worry about was taking prisoners who would probably just shiv her in the kidney later.
�No prisoners!� Jet cheerfully said.
�Perfect battle cry!� Sang replied as she scooped Jet up and put him back in her bag. He was turning out to be a handy little asset. While, officially, he didn�t seem to have any kind of level or stats, he had a strong sense of smell. That would come in handy on plenty of occasions.
She reached the edge of the murky town to see that Van was tied to a tree and had been stripped down to his underwear. One of the bandits was trying to play the bagpipe and was somehow playing it better than Van could. Captain McKenzie and another bandit were busy laughing at Van�s predicament.
�Come on, let me go! I already told you, I have no idea where she went! We aren�t even friends�I was actually her slave. You guys rescued me!� Van said.
�I highly doubt that,� McKenzie replied as she took out her cutlass and placed it against Van�s cheek. �Now, you better start talking before I cut that pretty little face of yours.�
�Joke�s on you, this face is nowhere close to pretty! My charisma score�s so low that you�d probably improve it by scarring me!� Van taunted her.
�We just want what is due to us,� the captain said, oblivious to the fact that Sang was slowly advancing towards them. The bagpipes were giving Sang a surroundings bonus of +15% to her Stealth, due to the noise. It was high enough of a bonus to where none of the bandits would be able to see her, meaning she could probably kill two of the lower level ones quickly. McKenzie herself was Level 14, but was still a rogue, meaning that she wouldn�t do that well in open combat against a ranger.
�Well, I�ll tell you what,� Van said, �I�ll make you a deal. If you give me ten million gold pieces, I�ll tell you where she is.�
Before McKenzie could respond, Sang fired two volleys into the bandit bagpiper and his companion, killing them immediately.
�Ah, crap!� McKenzie shouted as she spun around, holding her cutlass high. �How did you escape my crew?�
�I hid from them, and then I progressively hunted them down,� Sang said, �killing them one by one. And the best part was? I even killed the ones who surrendered!�
�Well, that�s just great,� McKenzie said, glancing around. It was clear that she was looking for some means of escape.
�Don�t be thinking about running, Captain,� Sang instructed as she aimed her bow at the woman. �You�ve got a lot to answer for.�
�Oh, and for what? I tried to rob you, boo-hoo. At least me and my team kept this place free of all the other bandits. Now, without a good crew, this place will be swarming with undesirables who will just murder anyone they see.�
�Wow, you make a really good case for why I shouldn�t shoot you. You were just providing a community service by robbing us!� Sang growled. She felt the jumpiness in her fingers, too; it wouldn�t be that hard to kill the woman, but maybe there would be some kind of advantage in letting her live. �Give me a good reason why I shouldn�t kill you?�
�Okay, uh, how about this? I give you all of my stuff and the key to my private quarters? There�s plenty of treasure in there! You let me go, and I�ll skip town.�
Sang frowned. It seemed like an odd deal, for the captain to give away all of her stuff. If she died, she would lose everything anyway, so it hardly seemed like a bargain. �If I kill you, I get all of your stuff anyway.�
�Not my key!� she replied. �My key is a personal object, meaning you can only have it if I gift it to you!�
�Eh, I dunno. Thoughts, Van?�
�Let�s take it!� Van said. �She�s probably got a ton of treasure in her hideout. And hopefully a better pair of boots, because these are seriously two sizes too small. I don�t even understand how I managed to jam my feet into these things.�
�Alright, deal,� Sang said. �Hand me the key and then get out of here.�
�Thank you!� McKenzie said, �oh, thank you!� She threw her key to Sang, dropped her entire inventory on the ground, and then darted off into the lagoon.
�Nice work, Sang! I see my clever plan of getting tied to a tree and tortured worked just as intended!� Van said as she began to cut him free.
�Yeah, definitely worked according to plan,� she mumbled. �Why was McKenzie so freaked out about dying? I mean, giving up her private stash just to avoid a few days� worth of skill point loss?�
�Actually, after gaining a certain amount of player kills, bandits become Marked for Death,� Van said. �Meaning that, when they are killed by another player, they can�t respawn. Essentially, they lose their favorite character.�
�Oh wow; that does suck,� Sang said, realizing that she had completely eradicated five characters that day.
�Well, at least we�re safe. And we�ve gotten the key to her treasure hut! This could not have gone any better,� Van said as he began picking up all of the items that had been dropped. There were dozens of potions, weapons, and jewels scattered about the ground.
�Yeah, quite a wonderful and almost unnecessary adventure,� Sang said as she glared at Van. �Do you want to tell me why you dragged us both into this hellhole for a worthless piece of jewelry now?�
�Tell you? Nah! I�ll show you! Grab all this treasure and let�s get moving! There isn�t much time before the moon comes out,� Van said as he scooped up a few more items and began to run into the watery swamplands.
�Again with the crazy running?� Sang called after him as she followed. They ran through the thick waters until eventually they reached a large body of water in an alcove.
�Are you ready to observe the awesome?� Van asked as he pulled out the seemingly worthless amethyst necklace.
�Sure, whatever,� Sang said as she took a seat on a nearby tree stump. She was growing weary, and didn�t have the energy to put up with whatever he was up to.
�Ahem, ladies of the lake! I beseech you! I have an offering, one of worth and value! Again, I say! Come forth!� Van bellowed into the water. There was a stirring in the waters as three female faces emerged from the surface.
�Hellooooo,� said one of the women, giggling a little as she splashed a bit.
�What a pretty necklace that is!� said one of the women, who had red hair.
�Van, what is this?� Sang asked.
�Mermaids! I�m gonna trade them this fine necklace in exchange for lessons on how to sing,� Van replied as he walked closer to the waters.
�Dearie, what do you want to learn?� asked the one in the middle, this one wearing a wreath of seaweed atop her head.
�Teach me to bewitch and enchant people!� Van said as he dangled the jewelry above the water. All three of the Mermaids swam close together and pointed at the necklace.
�Very well, we shall teach you our powerful mermaid song, but be warned, for our music is not to be taken lightly. Our secrets are stronger than regular bardic magic!� said the seaweed-wearing maiden.
�Of course,� Van said, �I shall treat it with utter respect!�
The Mermaids all began to sing together, spinning in a circle as they chanted in unison:
Hear our call! One and all!
Come to the water and you will find
Joy, love, and peace for all mankind.
Hear our call! Hear our call!
The beauty of the siren songs
Will right all of humanity�s wrongs...
Sang sat in quiet contemplation as she listened to the melodic tune come from the hypnotic women. It was such a nice song, she almost felt an urge to walk into the waters, but she was too tired to walk. Van was happily singing along to it, as well, and she could see a skill meter above his head, indicating that he was learning the music for his bardic skills. No wonder he had been so excited, as getting a hypnotic singing spell would come in extremely handy when they were surrounded by people who were trying to kill them�which was an occurrence that was happening far too often for her taste.
As she hummed along to the song, a word stuck out to her: Siren. Why did they use the phrase �siren song� if they were mermaids? She quickly checked the stats of the creatures, and indeed saw that they were called Sirens.
�Van!� Sang cried out. �Van!�
�I did it!� Van said, looking back at her. �I learned their song!�
�Van, those aren�t mermaids, they�re sirens!�
�Oh, I know, but they�re the same thing; Siren is just a different way to say it. Kind of like how people say pop instead of soda?�
�No, Van! Not even close! Sirens are entirely different from Mermaids!� she replied.
�How so?�
�In Greek myth, Sirens lured innocent people to their waters and then devoured them,� she said, even as she realized that he was standing ankle deep in the water.
�Oh,� he said. �Then I think I�m in trouble.� As if on cue, the waters erupted around him and he was pulled into the water.
�Crap! Van!� Sang shouted as she rushed toward the waters. The water was violently splashing as she heard the Sirens cackling and laughing before vanishing into the deep blue water. Sang ran to the edge of the lagoon and looked down, but she couldn�t see her companion. �Ah, come on!�
It was a tough decision. Should she leap into the water and look for Van? If the Sirens were waiting for her, they�d easily be able to fight her. Yet, she couldn�t just abandon Van and wait for him to die. She didn�t have time to go searching for him wherever he would respawn. Growling, she pulled out her dagger, kicked off her boots, and took a deep breath. With a running start, she dove into the waters and began to swim.
The water was cold but somewhat refreshing, as the humid temperature of the lagoon had been drenching her in sweat earlier. As she swam, she searched around, but didn�t see any signs of Van or the Sirens. She had to surface for air a few times, but regardless of how long she searched, she couldn�t find any of them. She tried sending a few messages to Van, but didn�t receive any kind of reply. His corpse definitely wasn�t at the bottom of the waters, though, which was somewhat of a relief.
Sang emerged from the lagoon soaking wet. She walked over to her bag and opened it up to find Jet eagerly chewing on some beef jerky that she had thrown in there. She wasn�t exactly sure what it ate, so she�d just been throwing meat in there on occasion and hoping that the contributions would help the creature grow.
�Can you find Van for me?� she asked as she pulled Jet out of the bag. He growled a little, unhappy to have his lunchtime interrupted. �Come on, please? He�s in trouble and he needs our help. Again. This is kind of going to be a running theme for us, by the way.�
Jet hopped out of her arms and began to sniff around. He began to crawl alongside the ground, moving up toward the rocks that were overlooking the alcove. Once he reached the top of the rocks, he started pawing at the ground, growling loudly.
�Did you find something?� Sang asked as she climbed up the rocks and stood where Jet was clawing away at the ground. She knelt down and pressed her ear to it... she could hear a rushing sound, as if the ground was hollow. �A cave maybe?� she guessed as she grabbed her sword and began to shove it directly into the ground. The stone wasn�t well-made, and gave way as she dug into it with her sword over and over again. As the rocks crumbled out of the way, they revealed a hollow entryway into a cavern.
�Aha!� Sang said as she knelt down and began to pull the rocks apart, making a wide enough hole so that she could fit though. �Nice work, Jet!�
Jet puffed a little snort of flames at her and nipped her on the boot. She grabbed some more jerky out of her pockets and threw it to the dragon. Jet caught the food in midair and began savagely chewing on it.
Sang climbed down the hole, keeping her sword pressed against her in case of some kind of attack. She had no idea what this secret cavern would lead to, but she had a hunch that it belonged to the Sirens. They probably took their captives back to their lair before devouring their victims. If that was the case, then there was some time before Van was killed.
She landed on the ground and crouched down. She could hear several ethereal, melodic voices echoing throughout the cavern. Van�s words were echoing throughout the cave, as well�she could hear him singing the same lyrics that he had been taught before. The words made Sang feel a little dizzy, so before she continued moving through the cavern, she knelt down and began to rummage for something that she could plug her ears with. There was some seaweed growing in between the cracks in the dank cavern, so she plucked the dark green plant and tied the strands into little balls. These would hopefully block enough of the Sirens� music to where she wouldn�t be entranced by their words.
The cramped cave slowly grew less constrained as she continued following the echoing voices of the Sirens. The seaweed was helpful, but it didn�t entirely block out sound, allowing for her to still hear the voices. It appeared as if the Sirens were in some sort of song battle with Van, given the way that their voices were trying to overpower his. He wouldn�t let up, however, and would sing loud enough to overpower them. This continued as Sang searched for them.
Sang poked her head from around a corner to see that Van was in the center of a large cave, tied to a pole. The Sirens were walking on the land, and Sang could see that they didn�t have tails like mermaids at all. The three of them were crouched down around Van and were hissing, but unable to get close to him due to his singing. It appeared as if his magical singing was strong enough to repel them, which was an impressive feat.
�Hey!� Van said in between verses, �A little help here!�
The cavern had grown wide enough for Sang to be able to draw her bow. She aimed her weapon at the Sirens and tried to figure out which one would be the toughest to beat. The one in the center, wearing the crown of seaweed, had the highest amount of Hit Points at nearly 700. Sang released an arrow, sending it into the back of the singing Siren. The Siren�s song turned to screeching as it hissed and whipped around.
�Awwahhhhh,� it shrieked as Sang felt a powerful blast of sonic energy crash towards her. The sound was strong enough to knock her onto her back.
�Take courage, Sang!� Van shouted as he began to sing his song of bravery. She saw the words IMMOVABLEappear above her. This status meant that she would be immune to knockback spells. She leapt up and drew her sword right before one of the weaker Sirens tried to tackle her. This Siren had begun to transform from a beautiful, pale woman into a hideous, scaly humanoid. It had bulbous, yellow eyes and razor-sharp claws.
�Ugh! Hideous!� Sang shouted as she used her short sword to cut into the monster�s flesh. The Siren shrieked at her, but Sang felt extremely rooted to the ground. The word Resist appeared over her. Sang noticed that the Siren�s songburst was a powerful spell, but it didn�t do any damage whatsoever. Sang�s short sword, however, certainly did do damage. With each swing, Sang could see the lesser Siren�s health drop down rapidly. Without the ability to stun its prey, the Siren wasn�t particularly well defended.
�Haha! I�m free!� Van shouted as he wriggled out of his ropes. He fell off of the pole and rolled past the two Sirens who had remained behind to try and kill him. He scrambled to his feet and ran past Sang.
�Where are you going?� Sang demanded as she slashed through her foe, dealing 50 damage and killing it.
�They put all my gear in a treasure chest over there!� Van said, pointing into the darkness. �You distract them while I grab my stuff!�
�I�m going to be distracting them by killing them,� Sang replied as she switched her weapons out and drew her bow.
�Good luck!� Van said as he disappeared into the darkened cave.
�More fun for me,� Sang mumbled as she released another flaming arrow into one of the advancing Sirens. This one was shorter than the others and had begun to transform, too. It howled, but Sang was immune to the sonic burst thanks to Van�s musical buffing. She figured this kind of fight would be hard, but without the ability to inflict status damages due to her buff and the fact that she had her ears blocked, the fight was going to be mopped up rather quickly.
Sang finished killing the lesser Siren and turned her attention the one wearing the crown of seaweed. This one had transformed while Sang had been distracted. The words Siren Queen Level 18 hovered over her head. The Siren had completely transformed, to the point where it was nearly unrecognizable. Its scales were a deep red and it stood tall, nearly eight feet in length. All beauty of the creature had vanished, and what remained was a hideous and hulking creature with long, spindly arms.
�Well�that�s not great,� Sang said as she narrowly dodged the claw attack from the Siren Queen. Its arms were long enough for it to be able to reach Sang without fear of being stabbed in the torso by her blade. Sang ducked underneath the hideous creature�s grasp and scrambled back to where she had emerged from. The cave would get too small for the big monster to follow her, meaning that she could just lay on her back and shoot arrows at the creature until it died. This wasn�t the most sporting of strategies, but it would work.
Sang dodged a swinging hand again as she pressed deeper into the cave. The ceiling grew lower with each step that she retreated, making it impossible for the Siren to be able to follow. It pressed its body up against the entrance and shoved its claws in, desperately grasping for Sang, but she was unable to find her.
Sang grinned as she laid on her back and began to shoot arrows at her opponent. The words 50 damage repeated endlessly as she fired off as many arrows as she could. The Siren stepped back away from the opening and let out a powerful roar. This roar was different from the other sounds that the Sirens had been making; this one was extremely overwhelming and, while it didn�t do any damage to Sang, the sonic power was strong enough to cause the ground around her to shake impressively. A few rocks began to chip off from the ceiling above her.
�Aw crap!� Sang shouted as she realized that the Siren�s song was only getting stronger. The intensity of the singing caused more pieces of rock to come loose, almost hitting her in the skull. �Van! We gotta get out of here!� she called as she tried to retreat back the way she�d come. The rumbling was growing more fierce with each passing moment.
As she rushed toward the opening that she had come through, she felt a hand grab her and pull her backwards. At the exact time that she was pulled back, the entire opening that she had been trying to get through collapsed in front of her.
�Whoa!� she said, spinning around to see Van. �Thanks!�
�Yeah, that was a close one,� Van said. �We�re going to have to kill that thing if we�re going to get out of this place.�
Sang noticed that a timer had appeared in the right-hand corner of her UI. It read: 2 minutes to total collapse.
�Alright, let�s do this!� Sang said, rushing forward with her bow in hand. Van was rushing alongside of her, carrying his bagpipe.
�Do you have any idea how to kill that thing?� Van asked.
�Same way we kill everything, I guess,� Sang replied. �We shoot at it until it stops moving.�
�What about the regen?� Van asked, pointing at the Siren Queen�s health bar. It had filled itself all the way back up to its starting position of 1,000 hit points.
�Oh, come on, I hit that thing like six times!� Sang grumbled. As they emerged from the opening, the monster immediately noticed them and began to swipe its long claws again.
�Certain types of damage can counter regeneration. Usually, it would be fire, but since this is a water-based creature, fire won�t do as much damage as normal,� Van instructed. �We need to find some kind of weapon that can stop regeneration.�
�Like what?� Sang asked as she leapt to the side, shooting an arrow into the arm of the tall beast. The Siren Queen roared in anger, but continued her swiping assault. The good news was that the creature�s speed was significantly lower than Sang�s dodge rating, meaning that she�d be able to avoid the creature until her stamina ran out.
�Maybe some kind of� acid?�
�Where are we going to get acid?� Sang shouted as she snapped an arrow right into the throat of the Siren Queen. The words CRITICAL 150 damage appeared over the queen, but Sang could see that the health bar was already beginning to increase.
�You should have some in your alchemical kit!� Van replied as he bleated into his bagpipes, increasing Sang�s stamina by 25%.
Sang opened up her inventory and looked at the alchemical kit.
Alchemical Kit
Uses: 50
Contains: Phosphorous, Acid, Formaldehyde, Herbs, Glass
Effects: The Alchemical Kit gives any user +5 on their Alchemy skill when brewing potions or making salves.
Perfect! Sang knelt down for a second and pulled out the kit. It was a small parcel that was tightly bound, and she struggled for a moment to untangle it. �Distract it while I get the acid ready!� she ordered.
�Yo! Horrible Siren! Over here!� Van said as he ran right into its field of view. The creature hissed at him and turned its body to focus on grabbing him. Fortunately, Van also had a high dodge rating. He leapt around, narrowly avoiding getting grappled by the beast as Sang fumbled with the bottles. There were so many different colors that she wasn�t sure which one did what. The word �acid� was nowhere to be found. She looked at her alchemy skill and realized that it was too low for her to be able to identify the right kinds of properties. She�d have to use a trial and error solution.
�Ahhhh!� Van shouted. Sang looked up to see that Van was in the clutches of the Siren Queen. The creature had grabbed hold of him with both of its large hands and was currently trying to drag him closer to her body. Sang didn�t have time to test around with potions and bottles, so she just did what made sense. Standing up, she chucked one of the bottles straight at the creature. The glass bottle shattered as it struck the Siren Queen, splashing liquid all over her back. A terrible hissing sound emanated from the liquid as it began to burn the queen�s flesh. The stench of cooked meet almost caused Sang to wretch as she grabbed another bottle of silvery liquid and threw it.
�Nice work!� Van said as he slipped out of the Siren Queen�s clutches and threw a few darts at the beast. �I think you disabled the regeneration for a few seconds, so kill it quick!�
Sang grabbed one of the little pouches containing white phosphorous powder. Phosphorous was flammable, wasn�t it? She couldn�t remember where she had heard that, but was confident that she could use the powder to increase the damage of her flaming arrows. Pouring the white powder atop an arrowhead, she aimed her bow and released. The arrow immediately ignited, burning far brighter than usual and then crashing into the Siren Queen. The words CRITICAL 200 damage appeared above the Siren as she screamed. Between Sang�s phosphorous arrows and Van�s darts, it wasn�t long before the creature was slain.
�Whew, that was crazy!� Van said as the Siren Queen fell to the ground, motionless.
�Tell me about it!� Sang replied as she walked up to the corpse and kicked it. The body was slowly melting into the ground. She opened up the loot interface to see what was available.
Siren�s Scales: Grants player ability to regenerate 5 health per second when swallowed.
Crown of Seaweed: When worn, makes player immune to hypnotic magics.
Gold: 500
The rumbling all around them had stopped at the moment when the Siren Queen was killed. As Sang and Van looted the corpses of the monsters, thin beams of moonlight pressed through the ceiling of the cavern.
�Hey, I think the shaking was probably strong enough to weaken the ceiling,� Van remarked. �I bet, if you give me a boost, we can just pull the ground apart and climb out.�
�Alright, let�s give it a try,� Sang replied as she knelt down and helped boost Van up. He fumbled with the stones that were by the lower area of the cavern, but was then able to pry them apart with a great level of ease.
�Perfect!� Van said as he climbed through the small hole he had made. A few seconds later, a rope dropped down for Sang and she hoisted herself up.
�Well, that was a fun adventure!� Van said as he dusted himself off.
�I don�t know, I could have done without the part where you got abducted and almost killed,� Sang replied.
�Just goes to show you how much is in this game,� Van replied as he stretched his arms out wide. Sang could see that his health was pretty low; distracting the enemy monster must have resulted in him taking far too many wounds. �There�s so much, it�s impossible to know it all!�
Sang glanced at her UI to see the experience bar filling up halfway to the next level. That diversion had been well worth it, given that amount of points.
�Well, I hope that spell you learned was worth it,� Sang said as she looked around for Jet. He was nowhere to be found. She had assumed that he would have followed her into the cavern, but apparently, he had not.
�It certainly was,� Van said, grinning ear to ear. �With a spell like this, I don�t have to rely on scrolls to prevent my enemies from attacking me! Easily worth fighting dozens of bandits and almost drowning.�
�Well, I�m glad to hear that it was worth it,� Sang said. �Have you seen Jet anywhere? Last time I saw him, he was by my satchel.�
�Hmmm,� Van said as he searched around the area. The bright moonlight made it easy to survey the area, but finding a dragon that was pitch black wouldn�t be an easy task, no matter how bright the moon was.
�There he is!� Sang said, pointing to one of the trees. Nestled up in the tree was little Jet, gently snoozing on one of the branches. Something was dripping from his face, though... Sang climbed up the tree and scooped the dragon up.
�What is all over your face?� she mumbled as she lifted the sleeping dragon up high. The moonlight illuminated the dragon enough for her to realize that the dragon was covered in blood. �Eugh,� she groaned as she noticed a squirrel tail hanging out of the black dragon�s mouth. Apparently, it liked to hunt.



            Chapter Three
The wind whipped around Van, causing him to shiver a little. He felt most comfortable being in the mountains, though; they were his home. The mountainous realms had always been a preferred place of adventure for Sivlander. There was a lot of action and excitement to be had within the tunnels beneath the Mountains of Craggy Doom, or within the towers of the mad wizards who preferred high places so that they could perform their weird experiments. The mountains were his element, and with the cold wind came a sense of excitement.
Sivlander�s own village, Silver Peak, rested at the base of the Aern Mountain Range. It was where he had chosen to set up shop�in the hopes that he would be able to operate large-scale operations. His plan, before getting wrapped up in all of this alien CIA stuff, had been to start his own guild and turn Silver Peak into a formidable city that would wage war against other nations that didn�t play fair during the war seasons. His hopes had been that Draco would hire him as a pro and he�d be able to use his status to recruit the top talent in the region so that his forces would have a crack team of commandos.
There were a lot of people within the Aern Mountain Range, as it was the largest mountain range in the game, spanning nearly four thousand miles across the landscape. Many players took up residence in the area and it was easy for a player to spend his entire career without ever having to leave the mountain range.
Van sighed as he felt a snowflake land on his cheek. He could see that his town wasn�t too far off in the distance, and he felt a strange, nostalgic longing. He remembered the long nights of playing the game, working to fight against enemy NPCs or players. The raids, the battles. For all of this talk about Draco being composed of evil aliens, they sure knew how to make one hell of a game. While he was convinced that there was something screwy going on with the game, the more time he spent in Dragon Kings of the New World, the more inclined he was to forget about the whole chaos of what Draco was planning.
A snowy owl sounded out from nearby, hooting as it took flight to search for food. Van couldn�t help but grin at the majesty of the creature�s wingspan. How crazy was it that everything inside of this game was programmed? Every molecule, every fiber of being within this game, had been designed by a team of programmers who understood exactly how to create ecosystems, feelings, emotions, and sensations. Draco might have some crazed plans, but didn�t all of this beauty prove that they knew something about humanity? While Van would never be okay with the idea of earth�s population being reduced for Draco�s purposes, he still had to wonder what exactly their plans were. Why would they create something of such beauty, only to then kill off the majority of humanity? Something wasn�t adding up to him. He just wasn�t fully convinced that things were so cut and dry. They were aliens, right? Perhaps they didn�t understand conventional morality. Perhaps a lack of Judeo-Christian values in these alien creatures could have prevented them from realizing that mass extermination of mankind was a bad thing. Maybe. Van simply didn�t know what to think. The only thing he knew was the he was happy to be back in the game.
�Is that it?� Sang asked as she stopped to point at the large guard tower a few hundred feet away.
Van smiled as he recognized the first thing he had built with his own two hands when founding the town. That guard tower had been designed to withstand just about any kind of assault, and it made him proud to think of the many battles the town had survived.
�We�re home! Welcome to Silver Peak. You�ll find that, while it�s not the biggest of towns, it has the highest caliber of NPCs. I spent years going on quests to add the best people to my town.�
�Looks� decrepit,� Sang said as she examined the rotting wooden beam that was supporting the guard tower.
Van frowned once he realized that the guard tower was empty. It looked as if it had been long abandoned. �That�s not good,� he mumbled as he rushed down the snowy path to reach the rest of the town. Much to his dismay, the entire town was in a state of disrepair. Buildings were falling apart; market stalls had been overturned and trash littered the streets.
�What happened to this place?� Sang asked as she bent down to pick up a piece of paper. �Look!� she said, showing it to Van. It was an advertisement encouraging people to join a nearby player-run city. There were dozens of these papers scattered around the town.
�This place has been completely abandoned!� Van shouted, hearing his voice echo through the empty streets of the town. The bank had been completely destroyed; its roof had collapsed, damaging the building beyond repair. The clocktower that was in the center of the town had fallen over. Van could only see a few NPCs walking around, but they were just the basic NPCs who were automatically generated by any town.
�My home! Silver Peak! It�s ruined! Completely ruined!� Van moaned as he sank to his knees.
�Damn, this sucks,� Sang said, putting a hand on Van�s shoulder. �Any idea what happened?�
�We must have been attacked� multiple times,� he mumbled as he stared around at the various indicators of violence. There were scorched marks around some of the doors to the shops and heavy damage to most of the structures. �I wasn�t here to protect this place. Crap. When a city owner doesn�t log in for a solid two weeks, the city�s protections lower and players are free to attack, even if it isn�t the war season. Arrrg, why did I completely forget about this?�
�We've been busy; you know, with aliens?" Sang offered. "Your absence definitely shows,� Sang said. �That explains why there are recruitment posters here.�
�All of that progress. Gone, in the blink of an eye. It�s bad enough that they deleted Sivlander� now this? This is ridiculous.�
�So, what do we do? If our plans to rally up an army have failed, we have to figure some other strategy for getting into Bloodrock. Maybe we should come up with some kind of disguise?� Sang offered.
�No! We�re not leaving this place!� Van said. �I�ll rebuild this whole damn town if I have to. Silver Peak was one of the greatest accomplishments in my life and I am never going to abandon it again.�
�Well, that�s nice and all, Van, but don�t you have to own the town first?�
Van shrugged, but Sang was correct. Sivlander had founded the town, so Van�s new character wouldn�t have the ability to build up the town without permission from the original character. Unless�
�Wait! I know!� Van said as he walked over to the base of the Sivlander statue that he had built. This statue was where all of the controls and settings for the city were activated. Van fiddled with the display, opening up a menu.
City Status: Unclaimed
City Rating: -1
Renown Rating: 0
Total Net Value: 50,000 GP
WARNING: UNCLAIMED CITY WILL DEGRADE INTO NON-CITY STATUS IN 3 WEEKS
Van clicked on the City Status section. The display said:
Status: Unclaimed
Owner: ERROR: CHARACTER NOT FOUND
TRANSFER CODE: ______________
Van stared long and hard at the transfer code space. This was what would allow a player to transfer ownership to another player if they felt inclined to abandon their city, or if they wanted to give another player a chance to rule as the king. At the beginning, when he had founded the city, he had received the transfer code, but he hadn�t bothered to write it down because he knew he could change it to whatever he wanted; he thought he had gotten around to changing it, though... There were only two codes that he would ever use for transferring items to players, so he shrugged and tried one. The word ERROR flashed before him, eliciting a sigh from him. If the second code didn�t work, it would mean that the township was lost for good. He gritted his teeth and typed in the second code.
A loud woomph greeted Van as the clocktower suddenly flew back to its original position. A pulse of energy blasted from the clocktower, causing the rest of the buildings to automatically repair themselves. The damaged frames began to heal, bricks appeared where there had been holes in walls, and the bank�s roof floated back up into its rightful position.
�Wow! You fixed the entire town! How�d you do that?� Sang asked.
�Transferring the town repairs all of the core buildings,� Van said, pointing to the damaged guard tower. �The things that come free with a town will be restored, but we�re going to need to repair some of these establishments by hand.�
�Still, good work. So, you�re in control of the town now?� Sang asked as she examined one of the market stalls that had flipped itself upright.
�Yeah, I remembered my transfer code, thank goodness,� Van said. �Now I�m the rightful owner, we can get this place running again. It�ll be a good base of operations for our movement against Bloodrock.�
Sang nodded, then paused. �Do you hear that?� she asked as she pointed towards a tavern called The Silver Axe.
Van could see that the lights were on inside of the tavern and he could hear some voices coming from within.
�Are those NPCs?� Sang asked as she drew her bow.
Van shook his head. �Nah, NPCs aren�t that loud. I didn�t even notice the lights were on in there. Let�s check it out. It might be players just stopping for a drink, but it could also be trouble. Be on your guard.�
Sang nodded as they approached the tavern. There were loud shouts and laughter coming from the inside of the building, making Van�s heart race a little. If they were bandits or raiders, they�d be able to easily kill him and automatically loot the town. Whenever an owner of a town was killed, the town would go into pillage mode, letting anyone steal as much gold from buildings as they wanted. He had to play it cool and not let on that he was the mayor of the town.
Van grabbed the brass doorknob, took a deep breath, and looked at Sang. She nodded. Van threw the door open wide. Much to his surprise, he could see six people sitting at the bar of the tavern, laughing up a storm. He recognized a few of them�they had been members of the town when he had been playing Sivlander. Most of them had recently signed on to join the town of Silver Peak, but he�d been forcibly removed from the game before he�d gotten a chance to really get to know them.
�Hail!� said a tall, brunette woman wearing holy robes of the White Fox. Her name was Bidane and she had been one of Van�s top recruits. �Be you friend, or foe? If you�re foe, I�m afraid there�s not much here for you! The owner�s long gone and the town is in ruins!�
�No, I�m not a foe!� Van said, trying to think of the right thing to say. He couldn�t just tell them that he was Van, primarily because he was still having to lay low with Draco on the prowl. He wasn�t sure if the aliens were capable of watching his every step, and so they were under orders to stay incognito.
�Then pull up a glass and drink!� shouted Kylian the fighter. Kylian was a tough as nails older man who was enjoying the game in his lengthy retirement. Van could see that there were a few other players along with these two who he knew, but he didn�t recognize them. They must have been friends of Bidane and Kylian.
�No drinking for me!� Van boldly declared as he climbed atop one of the bar tables. �Allow me to introduce myself! I am Semimodo, bard of renown and courage! I am here with a message from the ever-powerful Sivlander!�
This caught the whole of the group�s attention. They all stopped their drinking and leaned in to listen to Van�s words.
�Alas, Sivlander�s time on this mortal plane is done! He has chosen to walk the path of going back to college and thus won�t have time to play this game anymore! But one of his most trusted friends, his cousin Zan, has been chosen to take control of this town. You can see by the fact that the city is restoring itself that I am now in charge!�
�Wait,� Bidane said as she threw her long hair back over her shoulder. �You�re meaning to tell me that Sivlander went to college and left you in charge?�
�How else would you explain his sudden disappearance?� Van asked, hoping that they�d buy his lie. There was no way that he�d be able to reveal who he actually was to them. And while he felt a little bit guilty about lying, he reminded himself that the literal fate of the world might hinge on him getting them to follow him on his quests.
�That makes some level of sense. He was really excited about getting this whole city together� but then he just vanished,� Bidane said. �I always thought it was weird, but if he got accepted into college, it would make sense.�
�I thought someone said that he was in the hospital,� said one of the players. She was a wizard, wearing red robes with flames emblazoned on the sleeves.
�Well, a near death experience can definitely make someone rethink their life choices,� Van said. �Look, I�m not sure what his deal is, but even if he does come back, the fact is, I�m in charge and he mentioned that there might be some players still hanging around.�
There was a long pause as the party members exchanged glances with one another. Kylian didn�t seem phased. He merely shrugged and raised a glass. �Don�t try to fool us, Van,� he calmly said. �We know it�s you.�
Sang snorted a little at that, causing Van to shoot an angry glance at her. It was clear that she wasn�t particularly impressed with the web of intricate lies he had been weaving.
�What? No, it�s� I�m not�� Van stammered, �I said I was--�
�His cousin?� Kylian asked. �I just find it troublesome to believe that Van, a player who was days away from becoming a pro player, who worked so hard to recruit a killer line-up of team members, would abandon his dreams to go to school.�
�Well� I��
�But the question remains, why would you lie to us? You clearly want to adventure with us, but you aren�t playing Sivlander,� Kylian said as he twisted his whiskers a little. �This leads me to believe that you got in some sort of trouble with Draco, and perhaps Sivlander isn�t available to play for a reason.�
Van was surprised at Kylian�s deduction skills. Apparently, he really shouldn�t have tried to lie to a sixty-year-old man who had been a detective for thirty years. �Um� yeah, I, uh��
�So, what? Were you banned? I can�t imagine that you�d get in trouble over hacking, you were always so straight-laced,� Kylian said.
�Uh, okay, fine, you got me. I�m Van; sorry, guys. I wasn�t trying to pull a fast one�I�m just in trouble with Draco, and Sivlander was removed from the game due to a problem I encountered with one of the pro players. The player had some fierce disagreements with me, and rather than handle it like an adult, he tattled on Draco to me and had my character suspended. I would like to get him back, but you know how bad customer support can be. So, I�m laying low and playing my alt until Sivlander is unbanned. But in the meantime, I don�t want Draco to know that I�m in the game, because they wouldn�t hesitate to permaban Siv.�
Kylian slowly nodded at that. And Van technically hadn�t lied about anything, except maybe for the suspension. Truthfully, he didn�t know what had happened to Sivlander, but maybe there would be some way to retrieve him down the road. �I see. So, you want to keep your town functional, but don�t want to blow your cover.�
�Exactly!� Van said. �Please don�t tell anyone!�
�And who�s she?� Kylian asked, pointing to Sang. Sang had been quietly standing off to the side, trying to avoid drawing attention to herself. Van could see that she was clearly nervous about seeing a bunch of other players. She had reason to be nervous, however, because the last few groups of non-NPCs that they�d met had been murderous thugs trying to kill her.
�Oh, this is Sang. She�s a friend of mine who�s hired me to guide her through the game. She�s got some crazy-good ranger skills and wanted to be a part of a larger team, so I figured she�d be a perfect addition to this squad.�
�Well,� Kylian said, �pleased to meet you, Miss Sang.� He turned his attention back to Van. �I don�t appreciate you trying to pull our legs with that tall tale, but given the circumstances, I understand.�
�I don�t. I think it�s dumb that Draco�s gotta hassle you!� said the wizard wearing red robes. �They banned my brother a few months ago just because he was incessantly messaging girls! It�s not his fault he thought they were pretty and wanted to tell them that.�
�He was banned because he wouldn�t stop messaging under-aged girls,� Bidane said. �Look... whatever, so, you�re back. That�s exciting and all, but this town has fallen apart. If you were hoping to save it, you�re way too late. Everyone�s just about left. There�s just me and Kylian left of your original crew.�
�Yeah, uh, who are these people?� Van asked, pointing to the three others who had been patiently sitting and drinking.
�This here is Sahara,� Kylian said, pointing to the wizard. She promptly stood and bowed.
�I am the master of all magics!� she proudly said.
�Master of nothing,� Bidane said. �Wizards suck, but she�s able to read scrolls, so that�s handy.�
�This here is my nephew, Capello,� Kylian continued, pointing to a short man wielding two axes. He didn�t say anything and was just staring blankly ahead. �He tends to zone out when dialogue is happening. Not much of a talker, but a crazy good fighter.�
�And I�m Dolly!� said a rather tall woman with bright green hair. �I�m the most cut-throat criminal in all the land!�
�You seem a little cheerful for a cut-throat,� Van remarked.
Dolly crossed her arms and frowned. �Well, you�ll see! I�m a clever rogue who kills anyone who comes across my path!�
Van didn�t feel particularly intimidated by the girl, but decided not to press the issue. They seemed like a good enough crew. He glanced at Sang. She hadn�t said much, but then again, he didn�t know if there was anything that she could say. There was a distant look on her face, though, as if something were bothering her. He made a note to check with her later about it.
�So, let me ask, Kylian, why are you guys sticking around here? If the city has been in a state of disrepair, why bother?�
�Well, we were planning on doing an acquisition invasion once the option became available, take Silver Peak for ourselves,� Kylian said. �But with you showing up, it�s way better for all of us. I�m too casual of a player to run this show, and no one else here wants to lead.�
�Well, I wanted to lead,� Bidane said, �but no one wanted me to be the leader.�
�That�s because it would go to your head immediately,� Sahara said.
�I know, but I promised that I would be a benevolent dictator!� Bidane shot back. This elicited a laugh from the group. Van laughed along with them. He enjoyed Bidane and Kylian�s personalities, and it seemed that the small group they had already recruited would make for a good team.
�So, what�s the plan, fearless leader?� Kylian asked.
�It�s simple, we�re gonna patch this town up!� Van said. �Then, we�ll start raising our own army.�
Kylian and Bidane shot looks at one another hesitantly. Van cocked his head.
�What�s the matter?� he asked.
�Well�� Bidane said, �with all due respect, man, this place is a dump.�
�The entire town is in pieces,� Kylian agreed. �If you�re suggesting we start rebuilding this town to attract an army, you�re suggesting months and months� worth of work. We�ll miss the entire war season.�
�Come on,� Van said, �how long can it take?�
�Man, the last town that I was with took nearly two years before they were solid enough to field a real army,� Sahara said.
�It�s true, man,� Bidane said as she crossed her arms. �It�ll take forever.�
�We don�t really have time to rebuild,� Sang whispered in Van�s ear.
�It�s not so bad,� Van said. �Let�s put together a task force, call out for some workers and��
�How about this?� Kylian said, �How about we put together a mercenary company instead? It would be a faster way to raise an army without having to waste time building this town. Then when we�re big enough, we could go seize another town and claim it in the name of Silver Peaks.�
Van wrinkled his face. That wasn�t the worst idea in the world, though. He looked at Sang. �Thoughts?� he asked.
�I say we pick whatever choice is the fastest,� she said.
�A mercenary company is the fastest!� Dolly interjected. �And it�ll let us get in on all of this season�s war action!�
The group heartily agreed to that much.
The more Van thought of it, the better an idea it sounded. Rather than spend all of his energy trying to build a town, he could just put together a killer mercenary team. Why hadn�t he thought of this before?
�Alright, team, I think we�ve got a new plan,� Van said with a wide grin. �Let�s ditch this town and focus on starting a mercenary company. Then we�ll just build an army so we can participate in the war season without having to wait!�
�Hear, hear!� Kylian said. �That's the kind of plan I can get behind!� the rest of the team heartily agreed, as well.
�So, what I�m thinking,� Van said as the plan began to unfold more in his mind, �is that we start off fighting with some weaker nations in order to gain numbers. After we grow enough, we�ll strike at Ceren!�
�That sounds a little crazy,� Sahara objected. �A lot of kingdoms are getting shredded by Ceren�s forces.�
�No guts, no glory!� Van said. �I�m not the kind of guy who settles for second best. Just because Ceren�s being run by a pro doesn�t mean we can�t take them down.
�That seems a little crazy,� Dolly said.
�Aw, come on!� Van said. �Think about it. The mere fact that we�re underdogs means that we have a chance! No one wants Ceren to win this big conflict. And a lot of kingdoms have been trashed by King Lemuel, and people are getting sick of it! By getting these smaller kingdoms� support, we can potentially take a unified force against them.�
�Well, it�s something high-reaching, that�s for sure,� Kylian said. �I like it. I feel, for one, that it is patently crazy, but who cares? I didn�t survive two shootings to be cautious in some video game. Let�s do it!�
�Good point... I�m in!� Dolly said.
�I�m chill enough to do whatever, really,� Sahara said.
Bidane nodded. �It beats sitting around here and waiting for some timer to go off.�
Capello didn�t say anything. He just sat there and blankly stared forward.
�Uh, are you in?� Van asked.
Capello blinked a few times and moved his head. �Oh, I�m sorry, I was afk. What�s up?�
�We�re going to go kill a bunch of bad guys,� Kylian said.
�Oh, hell yes! I�m in for whatever it is! I don�t even care who it is!� Capello said as he leapt up from his stool and drew his axes.
�Relax, cowboy,� Kylian said. �There�s no one to kill yet.�
�Aw, you got my hopes up.�
Van grimaced at the exchange. It was clear that Capello would be a murder-hobo. The traditional joke from old tabletop adventure games was that, since player characters were usually wandering adventures without homes or jobs, they were hobos. A murder-hobo was the kind of player who wasn�t really interested in doing things like roleplaying or having conversations, but was rather interested in just fighting people. They were prone to severe violence and would kill anyone for any reason. Van made a mental note to keep tabs on Capello in the future.
�Alright, it�s settled then!� Van said, holding up his fist high. �We are united! We shall make the epic journey on foot to seek the blessing of the King of Bikorn!�
�Why do we need his blessing?� Sang asked.
�It officially forms us as a mercenary company and gives us a reputation. It�s super important if we�re going to reach Bloodrock,� Van whispered.
�Cheers to that!� Kylian said as he raised his glass high. �Welcome back, Van. It�s time for us to actually do something fun around here!�



            Chapter Four
�This is not my idea of fun!� Capello said as he thrust his shovel into the ground, pushing up the loose dirt.
�Quit complaining,� Sang said. �Everyone has to do something when we�re setting up camp.� She could not believe the sheer amount of backtalk that she received from the new members of the party. They were willing to listen to Van�s instructions, but whenever it came to her giving orders, they�d back-sass or complain to Van.
Van had chosen to delegate camp management to Sang, and she was trying to run things as effectively as she could, but there was a considerable amount of resistance from the others. For some reason, they just didn�t seem to trust her.
�Alright, crew!� Van shouted as he walked into the center of the camp. They had been out in the Windswept Crags for a few hours before it had gotten too dark for them to continue their journey. The campgrounds weren�t ideal, as they were in the middle of a canyon, but Van was confident that the team had the combined skills to turn it into a great area for resting. He strolled towards one of the tables and placed a map on it. �Here�s the deal. We�re going to have to travel for a good distance before we�re able to reach the Kingdom of Bikorn. There are a lot of problem areas that we can either go around or fight through. Judging from our numbers and power levels, I would say that we have a fair shot at fighting our way through just about any area, but I want to make sure everyone is on the same page.�
�I�m dying for a fight!� Capello said as he threw his shovel to the ground. �I�ve had enough shoveling. Three days in a row, I�ve been shoveling!�
�Yeah, and I�ve been cooking for the last three days!� Sahara said as she leaned over a horribly burned pig roasting on a spit. �I�m sick of it!�
Van raised his hand. �Hey, gang, no complaining. We�re all given tasks and chores. If you want to do something different, sorry, but don�t fuss about it; you�ve got to be respectful of Sang�s leadership. She�s the camp leader, so that means that whatever she says goes.�
�Whatever she says?� Capella asked. �All she does is tell us to do whatever we did last night!�
There were more than a few fussy shouts from the crew. Even Kylian piped in, �I�m honestly tired of having to hunt. I thought we�d be changing up jobs every night.�
Van looked at the small group and back at Sang. He shrugged. �Sorry, but my orders stand. She�s in charge. Get back to work before it gets any later. We need to have our rest bonuses if we�re going to be marching through dangerous territory tomorrow.�
There was a wave of grumbling as the party went back to their respective chores. Van walked away from the map and over to Sang.
�Hey, a word?� he asked.
�I know, I know,� she said. �I just can�t seem to get these people to listen to me! All they do is fuss.�
�They�re just not used to you. But no, we need to talk about something more important. You�ve seemed really antsy lately,� he said. �I�m worried something�s up.�
Sang grimaced. �Look, I don�t want to come off as frustrated with you or complaining in any way, but� things aren�t going so well with the brass right now. My latest report informed them that we have to go on some sort of grand quest to become mercenaries, and my bosses are pissed. First off, they don�t really understand how this game works at all. You try explaining leveling up to a bunch of old men who�ve made their careers working in the government. So, they�re putting a lot of pressure on me right now. I think they assumed things would move very quickly, but now that we�ve been playing for almost a week without anything to show for it, they�re starting to get impatient.�
Van shrugged. �Well, what do you want me to do about it? I�m trying the best I can here. But if we�re going to be getting some information out of King Lemuel, we�ve got to put together the perfect strike team.�
�I know, I know,� she said, sighing. �I�m just� really worried they�re going to try and cut the program.�
�Cut the program? They spent a fortune getting this all ready to go!� Van said.
�That�s the problem,� Sang said. �Apparently, someone leaked this information to a senator, and now he�s raising hell about it. He wants to know why the CIA is investing taxpayer money into some sort of video game investigation.�
�A leak? How?�
�I don�t know, Van. Someone sold us out here. I don�t know who. I mean, how many people know about this operation? There�s a lot of hands involved. What if one of those hands is currently monitoring us through the pods?�
Van shook his head. �I�m still trying to wrap my head around this. Why would someone leak this information?�
�We have two options. The first is that the mole is just some malcontent who wants to score political points with a senator by giving him something juicy� the second is that it could be someone working with Draco.�
Van drew in a sharp breath. �That would suck. Big time.�
�Yeah. So, we�re kind of on a ticking clock here. Not a lot of time for camping,� Sang said with a long, heavy sigh. She didn�t want to have to tell Van how dire things were, but at the pace the team was moving, the program would be cut before they could even reach their first destination.
�Alright, well, we�re just going to have to hustle,� Van said. �They�re not going to be happy about it, but we�ll just march till Sleep Time.�
�Are you sure? We don�t want them to leave,� Sang said.
�Here�s a trick I learned a long time ago: when it comes to motivating players, if you try to force them to do something they don�t want to do, they�ll get all fussy and mean. However, if you can find the sufficient carrot to hang out in front of them, they�ll follow just fine. Observe.� Van stopped talking and walked up to the map. He read it for a few minutes and made some exaggerated hmmm noises.
�What�s up, boss?� Capello asked as he stopped digging and looked over at Van.
�Oh, nothing, nothing. I just� nah, I dunno,� Van said, putting the map down.
�What is it?� Sahara asked, grabbing Van by the arm and tugging on him a little.
�Well, it�s just� I�m not sure it�s a good idea, but we could probably reach Coldridge tonight if we hustled. If that�s the case, we could probably do the Coldridge Treasure quest. It�s not a long one, and it�s kind of far, but...�
�I don�t mind going!� Capello said.
�Seriously, if there�s treasure in Coldridge, what are we even doing here?� Bidane asked as she emerged from the woods carrying lumber.
�Let�s pack up and go!� Dolly said as she hastily began gathering all of their supplies and shoving them into their bags.
�Are you guys sure? It�s really late and��
�Did you hear about the treasure?� Sahara asked Kylian as he walked up to Van.
�No, what treasure?�
�Van says there�s some kind of treasure in Coldridge. If we hustle, we can get to it tonight!� Sahara announced as she practically tripped over the cooking supplies in a mad bid to pack them up.
�Well, I thought we needed those rest bonuses?� Kylian asked.
�Who knows what bonuses are in those treasure chests?� Bidane replied as she grabbed her bedroll and rapidly packed it up.
�Alright, fine, we�ll go,� Van said, �but only because you guys want to.�
�Race you!� Capella said as he sprinted down the path.
�No way, he�s going to take all of the good stuff!� Bidane shouted as she ran after him. The party began to move much faster than before. Their pace would be hurried the entire way to Coldridge, Van guessed.
Sang was genuinely impressed with Van�s method of motivating the team, too. He didn�t yell at them, he didn�t pressure them, and he certainly didn�t try to use lame phrases to get them going. Instead, he just pinpointed the thing most players wanted and then let them come to the conclusion that they wanted it. That was enough to earn her respect.
�You coming?� Van asked as he splashed some water in the fire, extinguishing it quickly.
�Of course,� Sang said. �But between you and me, is there really a treasure there?�
�In Coldridge? That place is packed to the brim with treasure,� Van said. �I�m sure they�ll find something.�
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Sang huffed to keep up with the group�s pace. Ever since she had told Van about the pressure to move faster, he had been an expert at keeping everyone going. When someone wanted to log off, he convinced them to just let their character stay in auto-walk so they could keep up. If a party member got distracted with a side-quest, he�d convince them that they�d swing back around after the big adventure to get all of the smaller quests. The more he talked about the urgency of the mission and how great it was going to be, the more excited people would get. She couldn�t believe how exceptional a leader he was.
Sang herself wasn�t much for leadership. As a specialist for the CIA, she had been trained extensively on how to follow orders, but no one had particularly invested in her as a leader. On occasions when she�d been assigned to a lead a major counter terrorism effort, everyone had been so prepared and ready for the mission that they hadn�t really complained much when she told them what to do. Everyone had shared the same goal in her division: protect America from cyberterrorism. When it came to listening to orders, no one would question their superior. The mission was far too important. If there was any kind of frustration or lack of consensus, Sang never had to deal with it. Other departments were extremely political, and required a lot of strong leadership, but the electronic warfare division didn�t particularly need it. The introverted nature of the workers, as well as the long hours spent working alone at a computer, reduced a lot of the backbiting and politics that would happen in other branches. Everyone was quiet and focused on getting the job done.
As Sang observed the way Van was able to rally the team, she wondered how hard it must be to get an entirely volunteer organization whipped into shape. Everyone in the group had different ideas, goals, and agendas, but here, Van was able to masterfully pull everyone in the same direction. Regardless of the low-stakes nature of gaming, it was still a very impressive display of leadership.
�Hold up!� Kylian said, stopping suddenly and drawing his broadsword. They had been moving through the Crags of Thunder, on the main road, for a few hours, and hadn�t encountered a single problem. Now, Kylian seemed deathly afraid.
There was the sound of footsteps above them then, and Sang realized that archers had been sneaking around in the cliffs overhead.
�Stop right there!� called a voice that echoed through the canyons. A tall man wearing golden armor and a helmet with horns atop it strolled out in front of the party. Behind the golden armored man were six other soldiers, all wearing the same kind of armor but with no horns on their helmets.
�My name is Reginus Valorsteel,� said the horned man, brandishing a longsword as he stepped up to the party. �And who is in charge of this band of ragamuffins?�
�Hey, who are you calling ragamuffins?� Bidane shouted. �Also, what the hell is a ragamuffin?�
�I think it�s bad,� Dolly said.
�My name is Semimodo, the bard of glory and thunder,� Van said as he walked right up to Reginus. �And this is my fearless crew.�
�Who aren�t ragamuffins!� Bidane called back. The rest of the team heartily agreed with her.
�I see. Well, this is unfortunate,� Reginus said, �because you happen to be crossing right through my territory. Without my permission.�
�Hey, the crags are public space,� Van said. �The nearest city�s ten miles from here.�
�If you look at your map closely,� Reginus said, �you will see that my territory extends all the way up to this pass.�
�Look, are you trying to rob us?� Van asked. �Because we have plenty of forces and we�re not going to go down without a fight.�
�Rob you? Goodness, no! I�m merely affirming the Kingdom of Huar�s right to defend its territory. There are plenty of other areas that you can pass through. This isn�t one of them. Leave, or we will be forced to expel you through force.�
�Hah, you going to sneeze us out?� Bidane asked. �I say let�s kill these bastards!�
�Kill them?� Capello shouted, snapping out of his usual trance. Sang had observed that, unless there was a fight or talking about fighting, he never paid attention to anything.
Capello drew his axe and made a blind charge for one of the golden thugs. Steel clashed as they began to fight back.
�Kill them!� Reginus yelled. �Kill them in the name of Huar!�
Utter chaos broke out around Sang. Arrows began to fly from the clifftops where the archers had been waiting, swords clashed, and screams of rage pierced the air. Sang drew her bow and began to fire at the archers who were aiming at the fighters in the party. Her arrows moved swiftly and were able to deal damage to a few of them, provoking their attention. In unison, all six of the archers above aimed their bows at Sang and released.
�Crap!� Sang gasped, but before she could be riddled full of arrows, Sahara leapt in front of her and raised her hands high.
�WALL OF WIND!� Sahara screamed at the top of her lungs, causing a powerful gust of wind to burst out of her hands, knocking all of the arrows aside. �I can cast for as long as I have magic points!� Sahara called back to Sang. �You shoot them and I�ll protect you!�
Sang nodded and began to fire concentrated bursts of arrows at her opponents, taking her time to aim. By not letting the urge to shoot quickly overtake her, she was able to aim better and, in the process, took out two of the archers. The wall of wind was constantly blowing the concentrated arrows of her opponents aside, protecting her from all damage.
On the hand-to-hand front, things weren�t going so well. Van had been knocked onto the ground by Reginus and he wasn�t moving. Sang wasn�t sure if he was dead or not�she was too far away from him to see what his status bar was. She needed to move closer, but as long as the archers were focused on her, they wouldn�t be attacking the warriors. She was picking them off one by one, but not fast enough to get into the fray with the others.
Capello and Kylian were fighting back to back, fending off the six golden armored soldiers who were encircling them. They were fierce, but outnumbered heavily. As steel clashed and battle cries were unleashed, it was growing clear to Sang that the fight would be over soon.
�A little help here!� Bidane cried as she ran toward the back of the group, where Sang and Sahara were. Bidane�s white robes were soaked with blood and she was clutching her arm.
�Wow, how are you not dead?� Sahara demanded upon seeing that Bidane had only ten health points left.
�Reginus is coming! I need to pray�distract him!� Bidane said as she knelt down and pulled out a book of prayers.
Sang snapped off two more arrows, killing the last archer before turning her attention to the golden warrior strolling up to them.
�I�ve got this!� Sahara said as she stretched out her hands and pointed them toward Reginus. �Power of flame, I�oof!� she screamed as Reginus punched her in the jaw, knocking her out in one square blow.
�Why are wizards so bad in this game?� he wondered aloud as he turned his attention to Sang.
�Die!� Sang shouted as she fired an arrow at the man, but the arrow bounced off of his golden armor. The words Insufficient Piercefloated above his head. Crap. Her arrows weren�t strong enough to break through. This was going to suck.
�Well, I was honestly just trying to get you idiots to leave our territory,� Reginus said. �You attacked first. But oh well... experience is experience, I suppose.� He swung his longsword at Sang, but she narrowly dodged it.
�Oh, no, you don�t! I�m not going down that easily,� she said as she drew her own short sword and took a stab at him. He quickly parried her blow. Steel rang out as they clashed their blades together. He was very quick, but Sang�s stamina was high enough for her to survive by parrying. Each time she blocked or dodged, however, her bright green bar would dip.
�Nice try, ranger, but you don�t have a chance in hell of winning this!� Reginus said as he flourished with his sword and knocked the blade clean out of her hands.
�Ah, crap!� Sang said, holding her stinging hand.
�Now then, I believe it�s�� His triumphant words were cut off as a flash of light erupted all around them.
�My prayer has been answered!� Bidane shouted. �I cast Mass Revive!� The flash of light struck Van, Kylian, and Sahara, all of whom had been lying on the ground in critical condition. The three quickly stood back up and immediately reengaged with the fighting. The enemy soldiers were surprised and were soon cut down by Kylian�s attacks and Van�s misdirection. Capella, however, still lay motionless on the ground, probably dead.
�Crap!� Reginus said as he turned his attention to the charging Kylian. As he tried to block Kylian�s blow, Dolly suddenly appeared behind him and dug her daggers into his back, hard. He gasped and tried to turn to face what had assaulted him, distracting him from Kylian. The older fighter stopped right at Reginus and swung with all of his might, lopping the man�s head clean off.
�Nice!� Sang said, high-fiving Dolly. �That was a perfect use of an invisibility potion!�
�No time for celebration!� Kylian said as he pointed at a larger group of golden armored thugs advancing towards them in the distance. �Looks like the reinforcements are here. Someone grab Capella�s corpse and let�s get out of here!�
Sang rushed over to Van, who was busy rummaging through the fallen enemy soldiers� inventories.
�What are you doing?�
�Check it out!� he said, leaning up and dangling a necklace. �It�s going to come in handy.�
�We don�t have time for looting,� Sang said. �We just spotted a ton of reinforcements coming from the north.�
�Well, at least they aren�t coming from the way Reginus came. Let�s get out of here,� Van said.



            Chapter Five
The canyons and crags weren�t suitable for horses to travel through and Van�s team was wearing relatively light armor�meaning that Van�s crew had an advantage when it came to travelling quickly. After a few hours of hustling, it was clear the enemy had long given up chasing them.
�Oh man, I cannot believe we got into that bloodbath!� Van said, shaking his head as he wiped some remaining blood from his jaw.
�That stupid nephew of yours!� Bidane shouted, pointing an accusatory finger at Kylian. �If it wasn�t for that jackass, we probably could have just talked Reginus into letting us through. Instead, he had to go berserk and just attack. Worst of all, this counts as a negative mark against our whole group!�
�Capella�s a stupid kid, but he didn�t mean to cause this kind of trouble,� Sahara said. �He wasn�t paying attention and thought it was time to attack.�
�You�re really standing up for him?� Bidane asked, pressing herself incredibly close to Sahara. �You almost died! Do you know how much it sucks for a wizard to die? How many spells would you lose?�
Sahara sighed and looked at her feet. �All of them. I would lose all of my spells.�
�Exactly,� Bidane said. �There was literally no reason for him to risk all of our lives by getting into some kind of needless fight!�
�Come now,� Kylian said, �we�ve been through worse problems than my nephew jumping the gun on a fight. If you think that Sir Reginus had anything other than violence on his mind, you�re woefully naive. The only thing that Capella did wrong was attack first, incurring a penalty on himself.�
�I don�t think it�s fair to say that he would have attacked us,� Van said as he stepped in between the shouting members of the party. They had gotten very heated, and everyone was up in arms. Capella was nowhere near the group; he had respawned somewhere far off, making the argument even more pointless. �But regardless of who was going to attack who first, I want to make it very clear to this group: we are a team. We are not here to point fingers, blame one another, or shout. If we have a problem, we�re going to solve it through an arbitration process.�
�Feh, your arbitration process can go right to hell,� Bidane spat.
�Sure, you say that now, but think about it,� Van said. �Right now, we�re arguing over one problem. We�re an adventuring party full of many different people with different ideas about how things should work. As we grow larger, we�re going to continue to have problems. Do you want to handle each problem on a case-by-case basis? Or would you rather have a system in place that handles all of the problems automatically?�
Bidane chewed on those words for a moment. She nodded a little. �Okay, I understand what you�re saying. So how does this arbitration process work?�
�It�s simple,� Van said. �If there�s a complaint, we bring it up during the camping phase. We discuss it, bring the charges up, and allow the offending party to defend themselves. Then we have a group vote and, if the party votes guilty, I then mete out a punishment that fits the crime.�
�Sounds pretty simple,� Bidane said. �But why do you get to be the one to choose the punishment?�
�Because I�m in charge,� Van said. �And I�m going to make decisions that are in the best interest of the group.�
Bidane shrugged at that and began to walk away. �Fine, okay. Whatever�we�ll handle this matter in arbitration when we camp.�
Van grinned. �Perfect; glad that worked out.� He turned to face Sang, who had been hovering nearby. She had been watching with curiosity, but hadn�t said a word during the argument.
�Nice work,� Sang said. �You think up that system on the spot?�
�Nah, it�s always how I handle disputes. It works because it cuts down on the drama, reduces the chances of infighting, and most importantly, since camping takes place after several hours of fighting and exploring, everyone tends to forget about the problem unless it was really serious,� Van said with a chuckle.
Sang nodded. �Good thinking. So�� she paused and took a deep breath. �We need to keep moving. We can�t afford to wait for Capella to get back here.�
Van shrugged. �Look, I understand your desire to move, but we�re pretty banged up here. It�s gonna take a few hours for Bidane to use all of her healing spells to repair us, and we�re out of potions. Getting to Bikorn tonight just doesn�t seem feasible.�
�I�m not trying to be pushy here, Van,� she said, �but you�ve got to realize that we�re on a timer. If we don�t get some kind of results soon, I�m going to be in a ton of trouble with my supervisors.�
�I know, I know,� Van said. �But I can�t push them any further. It would be reckless and would probably get most of us killed. The only way to Bikorn is to push through this side of the mountain, and there are a ton of Trolls and Rocktossers waiting down there. Unless you have some proposed method of getting us through dangerous territory unnoticed, we�re going to have to hang out here.�
�What about Reginus� forces? Won�t they be looking for us?� Sang asked.
�There�s a lot of places for a player to hide,� Van replied. �If they wanted to search for us, it would take them days to comb a fourth of this mountain. We�re going to be safe.�
�Look� we just don�t have time!� Sang said. �And I don�t know what to tell you other than that we can�t waste another day waiting to get to Bikorn.�
�Fine,� Van said, throwing his hands up. �If you feel like you have some method of circumventing a ton of dangerous obstacles so that we can get down the mountain faster, go for it. But until then, the rest of us are going to be focusing on healing and building up a camp so we can rest for the night.�
Van hastily walked away from Sang, fuming from the conversation. Her insistence and pressure were beginning to wear down on his nerves. He had worked incredibly hard to move the team at a breakneck pace, and it still wasn�t enough for her. Yes, he understood that the government had recently come under threat of investigation by some blustery senator, but it wasn�t his problem. Sang was the CIA operative with experience, so she should be able to convince her bosses that the project wasn�t going to wrap up in just a few days. Instead, all she did was pressure him.
Van glanced over at his compatriots, who were busy working on the camp. Bidane had created a shelter by running a tarp over rocks, Kylian was digging a well using one of his survivalist skills, and Sahara was lighting fires to illuminate the area. While he had only been travelling with these characters for a few days, he found that he preferred their company to Sang�s. They were fun, jovial, and above all, they were grateful. Even though it had been a rocky start with him trying to lie to them, they had accepted his leadership and were performing admirably. Even in spite of a major hiccup with Capella attacking a small army, they had managed to stay cohesive enough to rally and win the fight. They were Van�s kind of people, and he sincerely felt an aching urge to just stay in the game and forget all about the alien hunting nonsense. Yes, it was important that he helped save the world, but did he really have to feel so unappreciated for his hard work?
As Van pondered the situation, a loud clamor caught his attention. There were shouts of excitement and a yapping sound. He glanced up to see that the entire party had gathered around Sang, who was holding Jet in her hands.
�Whoa!� Sahara said, slowly reaching her hand out to touch the dragon. Jet nipped at her fingers, causing her to jump back.
�Is that a real dragon?� Kylian asked.
�No way, it�s some kind of illusion spell or something,� Bidane said as she placed a hand on top of Jet�s head. Jet seemed to like her, and allowed her to touch him.
�It�s real, alright,� Sang said. �My very own dragon companion!�
�This is crazy!� Sahara said. �I thought only Draco pros got dragon mounts!�
�Well, I actually did a very important quest a while back,� Sang said, smiling at the group. They were all so enamored with the dragon that no one bothered to look at Van as he approached.
�I�ve never heard of a quest that could get you a dragon�� Kylian said. �And I�ve been playing this game for a long time.�
�It�s true,� Van said. �She did some special event or whatever; landed herself a dragon egg. It hatched a while back.�
�Well, this is definitely our team mascot!� Bidane said. �Hah�other jerks have to ride horses, but we�re going to be riding a full-grown dragon!�
There was a triumphant cheer from the rest of the group.
�Well, that�s the thing,� Sang said. �There�s only one way to help this little guy grow.�
�How?� Sahara asked as she tried to touch Jet again. He snapped at her fingers a little harder this time, but wasn�t quick enough to nab her.
�We need to get down to Bikorn as soon as possible,� Sang said, causing Van to grimace. He couldn�t believe what she was about to try. �I believe there�s a merchant in that general area who has access to a special kind of food source. That will increase the growth speed of little Jet.�
�Whoa!� Sahara said. �If we can get him to grow faster, everyone is going to want to join our mercenary company!�
There was a general murmur of satisfaction from the rest of the group. They all seemed to believe Sang�s words, even though Van knew they were filthy, filthy lies. It wasn�t cool of her to so blatantly lie to them, either�especially considering the fact that there was no way for her to validate her lie. They would reach Bikorn and she�d be exposed quite easily. Then they�d never trust her again.
�So, here�s what I�m thinking,� Sang said. �We can hang out here for another night and waste all of our time, or we can get moving and reach Bikhorn before Sleep Time.�
�I dunno,� Bidane said, putting her hands on her hips. �We�re pretty damaged, and my magic points don�t recharge until some time around dusk.�
�Hey, the sooner we get down there, the faster I can get that food,� Sang said. �Would be way better to have a dragon on our side.�
�But why the rush?� Kylian asked. Van could see that the older man was beginning to think things through.
�Because the vendor doesn�t stay in one place for too long!� Van interjected. �It�s a moving character and he randomly moves between locations every few weeks. It�s the end of this week, and he�ll be moving again.� This lie was perfect because all Van had to do was state that they hadn�t made it in time when they arrived in town.
�Damn vendors,� Kylian grumbled. �I don�t know why they can�t stay in one place. Once had to chase down a sword all across the Volcanic Grounds of Ashtoth. Worst week of my life in this game.�
�Right, so that�s why we�ve been hustling so hard,� Van said. �Sang wanted to keep the dragon secret so she could surprise you guys, but with that fight earlier, it�s kind of a pick-me-up.�
�Well, I don�t mind rushing,� Sahara said. �I still have plenty of spell points to burn. If we sneak through the mountain pass, we can avoid the Trolls and other nasties.�
�We do have a few invisibility scrolls,� Bidane said. �We can cast them on the less stealthy party members. Although, we�ll have to buy new ones when we�re in town.�
�Perfect,� Sang said, �then it�s settled.� She took out a map and placed it on a small boulder. �I�ve figured out the best route to travel through. It�s not too dangerous and I�ve already used my Map skill to ensure the route will get us down the mountain 33% faster.�
Kylian shot a look over at Van. He ambled over to Van and grabbed him by the arm, pulling him away from the group.
�She�s lying, isn�t she?� he asked. �And you�re covering for her.�
Van gritted his teeth. Kylian was a tough guy and wasn�t a sucker. Van knew he couldn�t lie to the man, but he wasn�t sure what his options were at this point. If Kylian blew the whistle on Sang, they�d both be in a ton of trouble and the group cohesion would be shattered.
�Look,� Van whispered, �I�m not gonna lie to you, man. How�d you figure it out?�
�She just seemed extremely well prepared for moving out tonight. Plus, it seems a little odd for you guys to mention this so abruptly. I took a risk in telling you she was lying, but your reaction confirms it.�
�We�re not up to anything sketchy; she�s just really impatient. She�s, uh� on a trial basis in this game,� Van said.
�What do you mean?�
�Well, essentially, she�s playing this game because she�s being paid to. It�s for research for a company that�s interested in Draco and wants to learn more about the game. The only problem is that they don�t quite understand how things work, and they�re getting really frustrated with the speed at which things are going. So, she�s desperate to prove to them that her job is worth keeping.�
Kylian frowned. �I don�t understand�why would someone pay her to investigate this game?�
Van shifted a little. �Look, Kylian, I can�t really tell you a whole lot. She�s in this game because it�s a job for her. I�m being paid to assist her however I can.�
�So, what is all of this talk about rallying up and building a team?� Kylian asked.
�That�s still one hundred percent real,� Van said. �My goals are a little different than hers. At some point, she�s probably going to disconnect from this game and be gone for good. Me? This game is my home and I�m not going anywhere. So, I want us to have a veritable army by the time I�m done with my escort quest.�
Kylian looked at Van long and hard. �I don�t really get what you�re up to,� he said, �but� if you make sure that Capella�s well taken care of, I really don�t care.�
�What do you mean?� Van asked.
�Eh, he�s been going through a rough time,� Kylian said. �He�s not as old as the rest of us; he�s sixteen, but likes to act like an adult. His parents are divorcing and it�s been hell on everyone in the family. I�m just trying to help him have a good time by letting him come along with me, but all he wants to do is stab anything he comes across. It�s been hard keeping him in check. So, I don�t care what you�re up to, as long as you make sure he isn�t kicked out of the group or anything like that.�
�Okay, fine,� Van said, surprised at Kylian�s request. �I�ll make sure to watch out for him.�
�Good,� Kylian said. �His mother will kill me if he gets kicked out of another group.�
Van couldn�t believe his luck. Kylian had been his main concern when it came to motivating the group, but now the power was in his hands. With this kind of leverage, it meant that Kylian would be a very useful ally to him and Sang. He turned his attention to the rest of the crew, who had begun hastily packing everything up. The three ladies were very excited about the dragon and were talking about how they couldn�t wait to ride on its back. Hopefully, they wouldn�t be too disappointed when they reached Bikorn.
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�There it is!� Sang called out triumphantly as she stood at the edge of the forest. Van emerged from the trees to see a large stone castle a few miles in the distance. �That must be Castle Bikorn!�
�Indeed, it is!� Dolly said as she turned off her Stealth mode. �Home to one of the most powerful kings in this land. King Bikorn is a fierce and savage king, but he�s been known to grant blessings to those who earn his approval.�
�And we�re going to get that approval today!� Van said. He glanced at his in-game clock. They had been travelling for nearly three hours, and Sleep Time was about four hours away. They had made insanely good time.
�I�m here; what�d I miss?� Capella asked as he walked up to the group. He was wearing only a burlap pair of pants and was covered in blood.
�What happened to you?� Van asked as he handed Capella a satchel full of the warrior�s gear.
�Ran into some players on the way over. Good thing I have hand-to-hand skills,� Capella said as he equipped with his armor and his dual axes. Van wanted to ask more questions about the reason why Capella had gotten into a fight with some players, but decided against it. Most likely, Capella had murdered some people for no reason whatsoever. That was going to be a problem, but as long as Capella wasn�t focusing his teenage rage on Van�s team, it wasn�t worth worrying about right now.
�Okay, let�s hit the shops really quick,� Van said as he pointed to a small series of huts and market stands at the foot of the castle. �Get anything that could help in the next quest. Gaining the king�s favor isn�t easy, so make sure you stock up on health potions and any consumables that can help. Get ready to give it your all!�
�And don�t forget to find the vendor!� Bidane said as she and Sahara ran over to the scrolls and potions stand. �We need that dragon to be huge!�
Van glanced over at Sang, who shrugged. They hadn�t talked about her lying yet, and while he wanted to contain his anger, he felt it boiling a little bit at the sudden reminder of her lie. It wasn�t going to be fair to have to lie to his entire team any more than he already had. The more he was commanding them, the more he grew to care about them. It was going to be painful to see them lose their trust in him when all of this eventually came to light, assuming it did.
Sang slunk off toward the vendor stalls, too, acting as if she were looking for someone. Kylian grunted at the effort and followed after Dolly, who had entered Stealth mode again. She was probably going to try and steal some items from the stalls. Van just hoped that Dolly had the Stealth skills to not get caught. The last thing the party needed was for the entire town guard to be chasing after them.
Van turned to see that Capella was staring at him. His gaunt, yellowish eyes were nearly bugged out of their head as he looked on, mouth agape. It was somewhat unnerving.
�Can I help you?� Van asked.
�My uncle said I have to talk to you,� Capella said, looking down at his feet. �Are you going to kick me out?�
�No, I�m not kicking you out,� Van said. �But you are walking on some very thin ice with the rest of the party. No one appreciates you getting us involved in a fight like that. We were all hoping to resolve that situation back there peacefully, but instead, you decided to try and get a quick kill. You got yourself killed over it, and you could have gotten all of us murdered.�
�I�m sorry, I just wasn�t paying attention; I like this game the best when we stop talking and start fighting,� Capella replied.
�I get that, but you can�t be a murder-hobo in this game. You can get into plenty of fights and battle against anyone that�s trying to kill us, but you aren�t allowed to draw first blood; got it?�
�Okay, that�s fair,� Capella said. �Thanks for not yelling at me.�
Van smiled at the youth. �Don�t worry about it. Now come on, and let�s go take a look at their weapons and see what they have in stock.�
As they walked toward the market stalls, Van felt the hairs on his neck stand up. He looked around and noticed that, off in the distance, there was a man standing by the trees that they had been navigating through. This man was dressed like a hunter of some sort. He wore leather armor, and had a large belt buckle and a crossbow at his side. He almost looked like a pilgrim, with the tri-corner hat that he was wearing. This stranger�s gaze never left Van. The man just stared intently, not making a sound or moving.
Who was this guy? Van looked at his team, busy purchasing various goods, and then back at where the man had been standing. The stranger was gone now. That didn�t bode well, Van thought as he checked his mini-map. There were no indications of other players, except for his own team. He hoped this wouldn�t be problematic, but instinctively knew there was something wrong. That man was following Van, which meant he probably worked for Draco.
�Hey, Sang,� Van said as he walked up beside her. She had been busy browsing for arrows at the weapons stand, away from the rest of the group.
�What�s up?� she asked, turning to face him.
�Just had some weirdo staring at us,� Van said, pointing to the trees. �Think he might have been following us.�
�Bandit?� Sang asked.
�A bandit wouldn�t follow a large band of heavily armed players. I�m thinking Draco,� Van replied.
Sang�s expression brightened. �Hey, that might be just the break we need!�
�Come again?� Van asked.
�The CIA wants information; if this stalker is some Draco goon, then all we have to do is grab him and make him talk.�
�Hey, that�s brilliant!� Van said, �But� I have no idea where he is.�
�I�ve been putting enough points into the Tracking skill to where I shouldn�t have trouble finding him,� Sang said. �Tell you what�you take the crew to meet with the king, and I�ll see if I can get the drop on this guy.�
�Are you sure you�ll be safe?� Van asked. �He seemed well armed. Crossbows are no joke in this game. They pack a real punch and treat armor like it�s nothing.�
�I�ll be fine, Van,� she said as she grabbed some green paint out of her pack. She then began to quickly mark her face to help her blend in with the woodlands area.
�Just shoot me a message when you find him,� Van said. �We�ll see if maybe we can lure him into some kind of an ambush.�
�Perfect,� Sang said as Van turned again to face his allies.
They had all finished their shopping and had gathered before the large steel gate to the castle. There was an air of anticipation surrounding Van�s team, and he could hear them all buzzing with excitement. �Alright, are you folks ready for the start of our big quest?� he asked as he approached them.
Sahara nodded emphatically. �I don�t know about you, but I�m way more excited about the dragon growing,� she said, throwing her bright red hair over her shoulder.
�Wait, there�s a dragon?� Capella asked.
�Yes!� Bidane said. �And we�re going to be using it as our mount one of these days.�
�So awesome! Uncle Ky, did you hear that?� Capella asked as he turned to his uncle. �We�re going to ride a dragon!�
�That�s great, Capella,� Kylian said as he walked over to the steel gates preventing people from entering the castle. �But we�re not here to just talk about a dragon; we�re here to get that quest. No mount is going to be of any use to us if we can�t make ourselves a mercenary company.�
�He�s right,� Van said as he grabbed the large rope that was hanging by the gate. It was attached to a bell, and ringing it would begin the quest for being granted the title of a mercenary company. �We�re going to go in, get the quest, and then emerge victoriously! No time to worry about Jet�we�ve got a job to do.�
And with that, he rang the bell. The quest description appeared in front of him:
King Bikorn�s Thorn in The Side
King Bikorn has issued a call out to all able adventuring parties who are seeking fame: come see him and he will task you with a mission that will make your adventuring company a household name. He is currently residing within the castle and will accept visitors at any hour.
Perfect, Van thought as he clicked Accept Quest. A bright yellow arrow appeared in front of him, pointing toward the entrance to the castle. The large, steel gate creaked as it opened up, granting the party entry.
�Alright, people, let�s be polite with the king,� Van said. �He�s prone to be moody, so don�t say anything offensive.�
�Isn�t he just an NPC?� Sahara asked.
�Yeah, but royalty has the most advanced AI I�ve seen; he�ll probably be able to recognize thousands of words. So, let�s not take any chances,� Van replied as they all began to walk through the courtyard of the castle. The large stone structure was eerily quiet. Van didn�t see any other characters or players in the area. There was no staff, no guard... no one. The entire place seemed to be empty.
Van hadn�t played this quest in almost five years, so he could barely remember what the mission was supposed to be. He could remember that there was something involving a weapon of some kind, but that was about it.
The big wooden doors to the main castle opened up automatically as soon as the adventuring party got close. The interior of the castle was huge, almost cave-like in its size and space. The walls were adorned with many photographs of various dragons and adventuring parties. A red carpet led all the way into the throne room. Despite the size of the castle, though, it was almost eerie how quiet it was. Not a single NPC could be seen.
They reached the main throne room where a twenty-foot-tall dragon was quietly resting. It was green and wore a huge golden crown atop its head. Hovering above the creature were the words King Bikorn Level 85. Unlike many of the other dragons that Van had seen, this one�s snout was exceptionally long. It was almost flute-like, jutting several feet away from the rest of the dragon�s body.
As they approached, King Bikorn opened one eye.
�Well, this got more interesting,� Bikhorn said as he stood to attention, stretching his wings. Despite the fact that they were indoors, there was plenty of room for Bikhorn to fully expand his wingspan. His razor-sharp jaws opened up as he yawned. �I didn�t expect to see you,� he said as he looked down at Van. Bikorn�s yellow eyes were almost piercing right through Van, and it felt odd to be scrutinized so heavily by the dragon.
�No matter,� Bikhorn boomed as he lowered his head to ground level with the rest of the players. �I suppose, in these trying times, one might need the assistance of mercenaries. As you can see, adventurers, my castle is laid bare. What was once a place full of humble peasants working merrily, and guards protecting my land and their own homes, is now barren. This is not how a king should, live, don�t you agree?�
�Of course,� Van said. The rest of the group chittered in agreement.
�But, alas, it would seem that my own people have grown ungrateful toward me. This land was nothing more than a worthless thorn patch before I came a thousand years ago. I reshaped this land, fertilized it, gave it plants and crops so that the starving peasants here would be able to thrive on this land, and this is the thanks I get? They have all turned against me! My home is empty, for all those whom I once served so loyally have decided that my reign should come to an end. And so, they are gathering a powerful artifact that they believe will bring an end to my castle. If you are interested in providing me with aid, I can be a powerful ally.�
�Of course, we can help,� Van said.
�Excellent!� the king said, flapping his wings with excitement. �Then you must head north of this kingdom to the Forlorn Valley, where the peasantry has assembled to depose me. Find the Gem of Rending and return it to me. Then you will have my undying gratitude and support.�
�We shall go at once!� Van replied as he bowed down. The rest of the party all bowed in unison as a map marker appeared on Van�s mini-map. The valley wasn�t too far�it would take less than twenty minutes to get there.
�What�s the plan?� Kylian asked as they departed from the dragon, who had already gone back to sleep.
�We go steal a gem from like a thousand peasants, of course!�



            Chapter Six
Sang crouched and watched her target. The strange man had been following Van�s team from a distance for quite some time, and as soon as they left the castle, he picked up his pace to keep up with them. Thanks to Sang�s Tracking skills, she had been able to identify his path and follow him while hiding in the woods. Van and the rest of the party were heading toward the Forlorn Valley, and thankfully, the forest that she was hiding in surrounded the entire region, meaning that she could follow the stranger continuously without risking exposure.
Sang had tried to pull up the stranger�s character sheet, but she�d only received a message that read: This player has the Discrete Skill, making them impossible for you to identify! He was definitely up to something sketchy, though, and she was determined to figure out what it was. If she could somehow get the drop on him, she might be able to interrogate him and get some kind of a lead. With her bosses breathing down her neck, she knew she had to do something soon.
The stalker was also moving through the trees carefully, keeping to the edge of the forest where he could see Van�s team at all times. Despite the fact that it was getting close to midnight, there was plenty of illumination from the moon. Sang didn�t know what kind of lunar cycles the game had, but the moon seemed so close that it was almost like a lantern, lighting up the entire area.
Sang crept through the woods and ducked behind a tree for a moment. She checked her inventory.
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The Weakness Poison that Dolly had given her would be the perfect item to use against the man. It would strip him of his strength and eliminate his ability to run, leaving him completely unable to fight back. Without knowing his level or class, she had no idea of whether a poison would work on him, but she knew she had to try something.
She gently smeared the poison on her short sword�s tip. All she had to do was creep up on him and hit him once, and then the poison would do its job. There were only a few abilities in the game that gave a player poison resistance, and if this stranger didn�t have them, he�d be in real trouble.
With a deep breath, Sang walked out from behind the tree and followed after the stalker. He was moving slowly, trying to keep his eyes on Van from his vantage point in the woods. He stopped for a moment to write something down in a notepad, giving Sang the perfect opportunity to lunge forward and stab her blade into his back.
Sneak Attack 250 damage appeared over his head as he gasped and fell to his knees. The word Poisoned also floated above him.
�Gah!� he wheezed as he began to writhe on the ground.
�Well, well, well,� Sang said, standing over him. �Looks like you�re in a bit of trouble.�
The man�s hand reached down to grab his sword, but as he tried to pull the blade out of its hilt, he gasped and wheezed.
�That poison should be sucking all of your strength away,� Sang said, pressing her foot against his chest. �You�re in trouble, but fortunately, I�m not here to player-kill.�
�What do you want?� he asked. �Gold?�
�No, I�m looking for information. What�s your name?�
�They call me Kenwar. Manhunter Kenwar,� he said.
�Well, it�s nice to meet you, Kenwar,� Sang said as she dug her heel into his chest a little harder. �But we need to talk. Why are you following my friends?�
Kenwar scowled at her. �I�ve been hired to follow Van,� he said. �And you, as well, Sang.�
The words caused Sang�s blood to run cold. This wasn�t a good sign at all.
�How do you know who I am?� she asked.
�Draco employs me,� Kenwar replied. �They�ve asked that I keep an eye on you two.�
�Why are you being so straightforward now? Shouldn�t you be trying to lie to me?� Sang asked.
�I have no interest in lying to a potential ally,� he said.
�What are you talking about?� Sang asked as she glanced around. His confidence indicated that he might have some kind of upper hand, but there was no one else around.
�Here�s the situation, Sang,� Kenwar said as he shifted a little, moving his hands away from his sword and holding them up non-threateningly. �I happen to work for some very powerful people. People who I don�t particularly care for... but they like me. And they want me to work for them. I�m sure, as you know by this point, Draco isn�t a company that most people can say no to. So, I�m in a tough position. I can either say yes and be rewarded, or say no� and be punished.�
�What kind of punishment are we talking about?� she asked as she lessened the pressure on his chest. If he really wasn�t a fan of Draco, he could be a very valuable ally.
�I�d prefer not to get into it,� Kenwar said as he shifted underneath her boot again. �But I can be persuaded to talk.�
�What do you want?�
�I want to be out of this stupid game. I want to be free from having to work with Draco ever again, but quite frankly, that�s not going to happen until they�re satisfied. Problem is, I don�t know when they ever will be.�
�Are you trapped? Can�t you log out?�
�Oh, I can log out alright. But, when you�re a certain rank in the Draco pro world, if you don�t log in at least every day, they send someone to check on you. And I worry about that person being armed.�
Sang frowned. There was a somewhat cavalier attitude that Kenwar had; something about the way that he spoke so casually, so that it made her worry that perhaps he wasn�t telling her the truth at all. One thing was established, though: he was working with Draco. Now, whether it was of his own volition or not, she still knew she couldn�t trust anything that he had to say.
�So, you just want to be free from this game? For good?�
�Of course. I never wanted to be part of some crazy conspiracy; I just wanted to be a gamer. I did not sign up for any of this,� Kenwar said.
Sang couldn�t shake the feeling that Kenwar was absolutely lying to her. Or was she just being paranoid? There was only one way to find out.
�You know I�m connected with people, then,� she said. �Give me your home address and I�ll send a team to pick you up right away. You won�t have to worry about Draco bothering you again.�
�Really? You�ll do that?� Kenwar asked. His eyes had lit up and she could see genuine hope in them.
�Sure thing,� Sang said.
�Great�my real name is Kenneth Galber and I live in Scranton, Pennsylvania. My address is 1831 West Penn Street. But you better move fast. Draco can�t monitor our verbal communications due to the way the servers are designed, but they can read any messages that are sent. As soon as you send a message to your team, they�ll know about it.�
Sang was surprised at his cooperation, but she wasn�t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. The worst-case scenario was that he had laid out some sort of a trap, but she would alert her superiors of the chance. No one was going to be pulling anything funny over on her or her team. And this development would give her a little bit of breathing room. With Kenwar in CIA custody, her superiors would at least be able to focus on gaining information from him instead of pulling the plug on the program. She grinned as she began to type up a coded message to her task force. This was the best news that she had encountered all week.
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Van looked at the small war-camp which had been assembled at the bottom of the hill. There was a large collection of peasants wearing militant clothing and wielding farming tools as weapons. There were about six hundred in total, but Van knew the peasants wouldn�t be a problem against his team of seven. Sang had rejoined their group shortly after they�d reached the Forlorn Valley. She�d been excited to tell him about a new development, but he didn�t want to talk about it until after they retrieved the gem. Sleep Time was right around the corner, and Van was dead set on getting his hands on the Gem of Rending before they were booted out of the game.
�Alright, team, what�s the plan?� Van asked, turning to face his compatriots. He, of course, had a great plan, but he wanted them to be able to feel as if they were contributing by coming up with suggestions. He knew a good leader should never look like they were the one calling all of the shots, or else followers would grow jealous of him hogging the spotlight.
�I think we should go in and see how many of them we can kill!� Capello said with a laugh. He brandished his twin axes and began hacking away at the air. �I�m guessing I can kill at least a hundred by myself.�
�Wow, you can kill one hundred poorly trained peasants armed with farming equipment fashioned into weapons? What a hero,� Bidane said. �I say we go and just convince them to stand down and return to their liege. We�ll probably get an experience points bonus for solving the issue without violence.�
�How is solving something without violence a good option?� Capello replied. �I say we just go down there and bathe in the blood of our enemies!�
�They�re peasants who are mad at the king, so they are bad guys,� Dolly said.
�Let�s not try to get into the political dichotomy of who�s right and who�s wrong,� Kylian said. �We�re mercenaries. Our job is to just do whatever it takes to get paid.�
�That counts as a vote in my favor,� Capello said.
�Alright, team, since we�re looking at a split in opinions, I say we put it to a vote,� Van said. �In addition to the plan of slaughtering a bunch of peasants or trying to negotiate, I would propose that we just send our stealthier team members down to steal the gem. It�ll be easy, and we won�t have to waste time in combat.�
�That�s not a bad idea,� Dolly said. �Then, if we get attacked, the rest of the party can flank them from this side of the hill.�
�I like it,� Sang said. �We�ll be in and out in less than a few minutes.�
�Alright, let�s vote!� Van said. �All in favor of taking the loud and violent approach?� Capello and Dolly raised their hands.
�Okay, next, in favor of diplomacy?� Bidane raised her hand.
�And in favor of Stealth?� Van, Sang, and Kylian raised their hands.
�Sahara, aren�t you going to vote?� Van asked. The wizard had just been standing still, watching everyone without reacting to what they were saying or doing.
�Oh, I�m sorry, my mom just called on the phone,� Sahara said. �I gotta bail early, so good luck!� And with that, she vanished from their presence.
�Great, whatever are we going to do without an easily killable wizard with barely any useful spells?� Bidane asked.
�Hah, be nice, Bidane,� Van said. �She�s only five levels away from getting her first offensive spell. Fireball is incredibly powerful. If you aren�t careful, she might use it on you.�
�I�d put money on her dying before she hits Level 25,� Bidane replied.
�I�ll take that bet!� Capello said.
�We�re not betting on a party member dying!� Van said. �At least, not without a clear rule stating that those betting against her survival won�t try to hasten her death.�
�I�m a Cleric of the White Fox,� Bidane said. �We�re forbidden from harming our friends and allies!�
�But not against betting on their early deaths?�
�Definitely not,� she said with a smirk.  �Come on, now�the vote has been passed, 3 votes in favor of the Stealth mission.�
�Okay, cool!� Dolly said, walking up to Sang. �You ready, Stealth sister?�
�Why are you so cheerful?� Sang asked. �I thought you wanted to vote in favor of the murderous route.�
�Oh, I�m just trying to play more to what my character would do. See, I�m a ruthless rogue who has no trouble slitting throats to get her way. So, I�m going to do whatever she would do.�
�You�re probably one of the nicest people I�ve ever met,� Sang replied.
�Hey, take that back!� Dolly said. �I�m a brutal cut-throat!�
�Just because you say it doesn�t mean that it�s true,� Sang said as she grabbed her bow and her satchel. �Alright, we�re going to head down to find the gem.�
�My Prayer of Clairvoyance has indicated that the gem is located within the center of the camp, inside of a crate near the fire pit,� Bidane said. �You might want to bring some water to douse the fire with so it doesn�t give away your cover.�
�I dunno,� Sang said as she looked up at the sky. �With this moon, we�ll be visible even if there are no other light sources.�
�Well, hopefully your Stealth skill isn�t too impacted by the light,� Van said. �Good luck down there!�
�Thanks,� Dolly said. �Alright, let�s go! First one to the bottom of the hill has to dig the latrines at the next campsite!� And with that, both Dolly and Sang became translucent as they rushed down the hill.
Van turned his attention to preparing the team for the journey back to the dragon. Everyone was quick to pack up the gear they had laid down at the top of the hill and prepare to head back. Van just hoped that the two ladies wouldn�t have trouble with retrieving the gem.
After a few minutes of packing and small talk, Capello�who�d been posted as the look-out�gave a shout. �There they are!�
Van turned to see Dolly and Sang climbing up the hill, thankfully without anyone chasing them.
�Did you grab it?� Van asked.
�Yeah, it�s here,� Dolly wheezed, producing a gem the size of her fist from her satchel. It was a beautiful shade of turquoise and seemed to shimmer in the moonlight.
�Nice work!� Van said. �Anyone spot you?�
�You know, all of those peasants were Level 5 and 6,� Sang said. �They didn�t have any points in the Spotting skill. We probably could have walked in un-stealthed and just taken it.�
�Perfect,� Van said as he clapped his hands together. �Well, we got the gem, so let�s go get our reward!�
The group quickly turned around and headed back to where the castle was located. Van was a little disappointed with how easily they had acquired the gem, but then again, he doubted that the mission was going to be this straight forward for long. He could vaguely recall that there was more to the story than just stealing the gem, but it had been such a long time since he had done this quest that he just couldn�t remember for sure.
As the group made their way through the empty, windswept valley towards the castle in the distance, they heard a loud commotion behind them. Turning around, Van could see there were four peasants chasing after them, frantically waving their hands and asking for them to stop.
�Oh yeah!� Capello said as he pulled out his axes. �Let�s hack these guys clean in half!�
�Take it easy,� Van said. �I think they want something other than to fight us. No violence until I give the go-ahead.�
One of the peasants, a short man with the words Fredlin the Bannerhost hovering above him, reached the group first and held out his hands. �Please, adventurers, I implore you, listen to my humble request!�
�Alright, we�re listening,� Van said. �What do you want?�
�We, the Bikorn Resistance Force, are desperate to fight against the evil tyrant that is King Bikorn! We know that he has hired you to retrieve our sole means of defeating such an evil beast. Please, whatever he told you, know that it is not true! We are nothing more than humble people who are desperate for our own survival. Don�t give away our sole means of self-protection!�
�Hasn�t the king been providing for you?� Van asked.
Fredlin shook his head vigorously. �Not at all! He is moody and evil, attacking our crops and livestock whenever he feels that we have displeased him. He is prone to intense mood swings, and is paranoid, as well. We were forced to take up arms after he destroyed our last big crop before the Moon of Harvest. Now, we�ll starve unless we destroy him and raid his treasury!�
�Uh-oh,� Sang said. �This doesn�t sound good.�
�Who cares about some dumb peasants?� Capello asked. �I say we just take the gem to the dragon and get our reward. It�s way easier than explaining to him that we�re siding with the peasants.�
�Yeah, he was Level 88,� Kylian said. �It�s not like we have a chance of defeating him.�
�Oh, but you see,� Fredlin said, �the Gem of Rending will easily destroy him! All you must do is throw it at him and it will explode, killing him instantly! The gem was created by the powerful Dragon Sages of the Old World. They feared that some dragons would grow tyrannical and controlling, so they created a few of these gems as a way to rein them in.�
�Wait, so that thing kills a dragon?� Capello asked. �Screw what I said earlier�let�s kill ourselves a dragon!�
�Even if it does kill a dragon, we�d have to get close to the king first,� Sang said. �I doubt a dragon king can be caught off guard.�
�Everyone, shush,� Van said. �I�m trying to think. I�m not sure what the best choice is.�
�It�s a basic morality quest,� Kylian said. �We can take the high road and work harder, or we can take the low road and be rewarded immediately. It seems straightforward to me.�
�Just because it�s straightforward doesn�t mean it�s an easy choice,� Van said. �What kind of mercenary company are we aiming to be? This choice will basically set us up as either in the negatives in our morality rating or in the positives.�
�Morality rating?� Sang asked.
�Yeah,� Bidane said, �it�s a specific rating that all mercenary companies get. It ranges from -10 to 10. If you�re on the negative scale, it means that your group does shady things and could potentially be evil. A positive rating means that you�re the good guys. The rating doesn�t really have an effect on how NPCs view your organization, but good groups can fight against bad groups without penalty. But if bad groups attack a good or neutral group, they get a penalty.�
�I see,� Sang said. �So, if there�s no real benefit other than determining who we fight against, why not take the easier option?�
�Well, the problem is that there are a lot of good guys out there who can make our lives a lot harder if we�re in the negative,� Van said. �So, if we take the easier road now, we might end up screwed later on. Evil mercenary groups tend to leave good ones alone, but there are some mercenary companies of good guys who just travel around and kill any evil group they can find.�
�Hmmmm,� Kylian said. �That doesn�t sound like a good idea then.�
�I vote for being evil,� Dolly said. �It�s way more fun that way.�
�I�m torn here,� Capello said. �On one hand, I like the fact that bad guys can kill the most amount of people without getting in trouble, but on the other hand, we have the opportunity to kill an actual dragon. How many people can say that?�
�I have no idea,� Van said, �but assuming other players have done this quest, it�s doubtful that you can actually kill King Bikorn. He�ll probably run away or something.�
�Well, we better choose soon,� Bidane said. �The clock is ticking, and the game will be kicking us all out soon.�
�Fine, fine,� Van said. �I think we�re going to have to go with the good option. Let�s try to kill the big, angry dragon.�
�Yes!� Capello said. �I knew you were the best leader ever.�
�Sounds good to me,� Bidane replied as she grabbed her staff and lifted it high. �I�ll cast a Protection from Fire Spell, but this is literally the last spell I can cast until we get some serious rest.�
�Alright, team,� Van said. �Our new mission is simple: we�ve got to liberate these peasants. We�ll have one shot at this, so we need to be extremely careful. Sang�s our ranger, so she�ll be the one to throw the gem. I�ll try to distract the dragon by talking to it, and the rest of you, just be ready for whatever happens.�
While Van wasn�t particularly a big fan of the idea of fighting against the dragon, having a gem that could instantly kill it would be perfect for the situation. Still, he knew there had to be some kind of twist involved. He sighed heavily, wishing that he could remember how the quest was supposed to end.
The team made their way back to the castle with the gem in their possession. Van�s nervousness was growing stronger with each passing minute. The castle was still as empty as it had always been. There was no one around, and no one impeded them from being able to reach the inside of the castle�s court.
The dragon was awaiting them eagerly; he was fully alert and awake, pacing back and forth. His massive spiked tail swung with each step that he took. Van became acutely aware of how big the dragon was now that it stood to full attention.
�You return!� King Bikhorn cried. �With my gem, as well! I am pleased!�
�Of course,� Van said as he walked up to the dragon. �I am so thrilled to present to you this gem, so that you are able to�� He stopped talking and pointed behind the dragon. �Holy crap, what�s that over there?�
The dragon stared at him blankly. �Really?� it asked. �I am a thousand years old, so do you really think that would work on me?�
This response startled Van. While he had been expecting the dragon to fall for his Distraction skill use, the creature had instead spoken to him� like a real person. Van�s mind darted back to the dragon�s reaction when it had first seen Van. It had mumbled something about things getting more interesting upon seeing Van and, while it had tried to act like it was just giving the standard NPC speech, Van had known there was something off about it.
�We tried!� Van said as he leapt out of the way of the inevitable torrent of flames that would be coming his way. �Now, Sang!�
Sang ran forward, gripping the gem tight. She pulled her arm back and lobbed the gem in a perfect throw. The glowing turquoise gem sailed through the air, but before it could reach the king, it exploded, crashing against some kind of invisible force field that surrounded the dragon.
�Oh crap, run!� Bidane shouted as she scrambled out of the chambers as fast as she could. Dolly, Kylian, and Capello were close behind her. Only Sang remained�she had drawn out her bow and was ready to make a final stand.
Van tried to run to where Sang was, but felt the sharp sting of claws raking across his back. He fell to his knees and, before he could get up, he found himself being grabbed by the dragon.
�Hahahahaha,� the dragon said as he lifted Van up. �Now, that is some serious guts, I�ve got to say. Trying to kill me?�
Sang fired a few arrows at the dragon, but whatever force field surrounded King Bikorn was strong enough to cause the arrows to bounce off harmlessly.
�That was certainly one of the more entertaining things I�ve seen so far,� Bikorn said as it held Van close to its face. The large, yellow eyes seemed to pierce Van�s very soul as he squirmed to escape.
�I�ll tell you what... as you should know, a peasant army is of no real concern for me, and now that the gem, the only thing capable of doing me any harm, is gone for good, I�m going to be an exceptionally merciful dragon. You humans might be annoying, whiny, and frustrating, but I�ll be damned if you aren�t brave and tenacious, as well! For your mad courage in fighting against me, I, King Bikorn, hereby reward you with the rights to claim yourselves as a mercenary company.�
The words ENTER MERCENARY COMPANY NAME immediately appeared before Van. He let out a sigh of relief. The test had just been for show! They hadn�t blown their chance at becoming mercenaries at all. He paused for a few minutes as he considered what to call their group. With a shrug, he wrote in the words: The Iron Dragon Mercenaries. The title had a good ring to it, and would make sense when they had a dragon for a mount.
The game display immediately showed the stats and members of the mercenary company, and Van grinned. They had successfully completed the quest.
�Nice work, pal,� the dragon whispered to Van.
Van titled his head and looked at the dragon. �Huh? What did you say?�
The dragon said nothing more, merely grinning at him. It dropped him on the ground and resumed its pacing routine.
�Well, that surprisingly went well,� Sang said as she went over to check on Van.
�Where�s the rest of the crew?�
�They panicked and ran the moment the plan failed,� Sang said. �Such cowards.�
�I don�t know if it�s cowardice when they literally have no chance of winning,� Van replied.
�It�s only cowardice when you leave your own behind,� Sang grumbled. �Come on. We�ve got a lot to talk about.�
As they walked out of the castle, the experience point tally appeared in front of them.
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�Wow!� Van said, �That�s enough experience points to level up!� He quickly pulled up his character display and took a look at his options.
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Grinning, he saw that he would now have one of the more powerful bard spells for this level. He selected The Dancing Fool�s Song. This song would force any humanoid enemy who heard it to dance until the song ended. It was highly powerful, as it would make any enemy completely helpless. Plus, he could probably test the spell out on Sang, forcing her to dance. That would be hilarious to watch.



            Chapter Seven
Van squinted as the case to the pod slowly opened. They had been inside of the game for the max amount of time allowed�nearly 19 straight hours�and as much fun as it had been, he felt exhausted.
�Rise and shine, sleeping beauty,� said a familiar voice. Van looked up to see that it was Agent Neil hovering over him.
�Neil?� Van asked, coughing a little. Hydration was accomplished intravenously when in the tube, but his mouth always felt incredibly dry after playing for such a long time.
�In the flesh,� Neil said as he grabbed Van roughly by the arm and pulled him out of the tube.
�Easy, easy,� Van said. �I�m up.�
�We don�t have a lot of time here,� Neil said as he glanced around. Van realized that the operators who were monitoring the game and responsible for running the operation weren�t around. It was just him and Neil.
�What�s going on?�
�We�re hitting some snags in this operation,� Neil said as he motioned for Van to follow. �So, I figured I�d let you in on some state secrets.�
They walked into Van�s bedroom. It was only marginally better than the one in the abandoned office building where they had been hiding a month ago, but at least it had a softer bed.
Neil slammed the door shut behind them and looked around nervously.
�What are you looking for? This room is barely large enough for the both of us, let alone a third person,� Van commented as he sank into his bed. While he was interested in what Neil had to say, he was feeling sleepy from all of that gaming.
�Things are heating up internally. I�ll spare you the politics, but this program is looking at an early death if we don�t find something juicy soon,� Neil said. �But fortunately for you, I�ve got us a way out of this mess.�
�And what would that be?� Van asked.
Neil grinned. �Agent Sang caught us an actual informant from Draco. He�s some Draco pro named Kenwar. You ever heard of him?�
Van shook his head. �There�s too many to know them just by name.�
�Anyway, we nabbed this guy a few hours ago. Gave himself up and wants protective custody from Draco. Says he knows all sorts of interesting things.�
Van frowned. �That seems awfully convenient.�
�It is,� Neil said. �It�s convenient enough for me to wonder what kind of grift Draco is running. It could be a simple double-agent thing, or it might be more complicated. But still, the first rule to counterintelligence is to never let your opponent know that you�ve caught on. So� we�re hooking up a new pod and sending Kenwar in with you guys.�
�I�m sorry, you�re doing what now?� Van asked.
�This Kenneth guy is really smooth. Easy going, calm and unflappable. He seems to think that he�s completely fooled us. So, I say we act like we take the bait. He�s claiming he can lead us to one of the decision makers, someone who�s a core member of Draco. He�s also telling us that he knows a work-around that will let him shut down a player�s ability to log out. According to Sang�s reports, you guys have been trying to build a group to go capture someone important, right? Now we can be sure that he can�t escape. The best part is, since he�ll be locked in the pod, he�ll have to tell us the truth.�
�And if Kenwar betrays us?� Van asked.
�Not if, my friend. When. When Kenwar betrays us, we�ll see what it looks like! We�re transferring him to our facility right now. Once he�s inside of these doors, he�ll be at our mercy. He might think he�s so smart, but the moment he gets into our pods, we can choose whether or not he�ll get those very important saline drips pumping through his arms. Essentially, he�ll be our own prisoner if he tries anything funny.�
�Neil, this seems like a terrible idea. On all accounts. Don�t forget, Draco still has some method of killing people trapped inside of the pods.�
�Yeah, yeah, I get you. That�s why I�m here to ask you to do something for me.�
�What?�
Neil grinned again. �I need you to flip in Draco�s favor. I want you to be our own double-agent.�
�A double-agent? That�s a little crazy,� Van said. �I�m not really cut out for the spying kind of life. I could barely lie to my own team about my name.�
�Espionage isn�t about lying, my friend; it�s about gaining trust. If your mark trusts you, they�ll be the ones to convince themselves that you�re on their side. Since Kenwar is already convinced that he�s pulling one over on us, he�s confident. You can use that confidence to take advantage of him. All you gotta do is make him feel like he�s suckering you, and he won�t even notice as you gain access to all sorts of information!� Neil said with a grin. �It�s the perfect plan!�
�It�s a terrible plan,� Van said. �It�s terrible and I won�t be a part of it.� He paused and looked at the stone-cold expression on Neil�s face.
�Do I really need to resort to violence and threats to motivate you again?� Neil asked. �I thought we were past that.�
�Hey, if you smack me, you�re going to be on probation! All I gotta do is tell Sang and she�ll complain about you!� Van said. He had taken precautions to make sure that his two CIA buddies, Neil and O�Hara, wouldn�t be able to physically accost him anymore. One such precaution was that Sang was to be fully informed of all of the threats levied against him. She would take his side in case of an emergency.
�Argh, fine, whatever,� Neil said as he stood up. �You�ve got a choice here, Van. Either you can step up and be a team player, or you can cost us this mission. It�s up to you. With the brass breathing down our necks, we don�t have a lot of options. My strategy might not be the best idea, but it�s something. Sang won�t be able to pretend like she�s a double-agent due to the fact that she�s not a gamer. You�re the perfect guy for this job because you have a vested interest in gaming. Kenwar will think that your love of the game has driven you to join Draco. We�ve got one good shot at this. Whatever information you can steal from him during your conversations will get right to our superiors. We can prevent a full-blown internal investigation and, best of all, we can keep the operation running.�
Van slowly nodded at that. Neil was making some level of sense. �It�s just really risky�� Van said. �What if Kenwar�s plan hinges on getting us back into the game with him? What if there�s some way he can hurt us?�
�Then he�ll be committing suicide. If you guys die, he dies,� Neil said. He leaned in close to Van�s face. �I�ll make sure of it.�
Van sighed. �Alright, if this is really the only way we can keep the mission going, fine. I�ll pretend to let him flip me, or whatever.�
�Great!� Neil said. �Well, get some rest. You�re going back in first thing tomorrow morning.�
�Don�t I need any kind of training?� Van asked.
Neil shrugged. �There�s nothing that you can learn about espionage between right now and seven in the morning that will help. Try to let him talk as much as he likes and always act like you�re conflicted. Should work like a charm.�
�Is everything we do around here so ramshackle?� Van shouted as Neil walked out. He sighed heavily and looked at his bed. This mission was getting more complicated by the minute.
�I�m starting to wish none of this had ever happened to me,� he mumbled as he fell onto his mattress. Things had been so much easier back when he was just a simple gamer, trying his hardest to become a professional player. Now he was stuck working with a Draco spy who might have the ability to kill him and Sang at any moment. As Van drifted off to sleep, he felt deep regret overtaking him. Maybe things would have been better if he had just chosen to walk away from this job once and for all.
Van�s sleep was fitful that night. His dreams were increasingly focused on the conversations that he had been having with Sang and Neil. In his dream, he was carrying a massive bag full of bricks. He knew that no matter what he did, if he dropped the bag, he would be in a lot of trouble. Yet, he also knew that, if he kept carrying the bag, he�d eventually fall over dead from exhaustion. The dream was troubling enough that he woke up with his fists clenched around his sheets. The piercing scream of his alarm continued until he managed to tap the snooze button. The alarm repeatedly blinked 7:00, eliciting a groan he couldn�t hold back.
�Hey, you awake?� Sang asked as she poked her head in the door.
�You ever hear of knocking?� Van mumbled as he tried to roll over. It was way too early for him to even consider getting out of bed.
�Sorry, champ, but we gotta get up,� Sang replied. �Lots to talk about with the team.�
�I�ve heard we�re getting a new friend,� Van said as he slowly got out of bed.
�Yeah, I�m not so happy about it, but O�Hara says it�s for the best,� Sang said as she dropped a tray of eggs and vegetables on the nightstand. �This should help you out a bit.�
�So, what are your thoughts?� Van asked as he slowly began to eat. He was hoping there�d be some Cwake with his breakfast, but to his dismay, there was no drug to be found. Ever since they�d begun working with multiple branches of the government, Neil had stopped supplying Van with the life-giving pill. He supposed it was for the best, since he would easily have traded away his future health just to feel awake right now. Perhaps that was what addiction was like.
�Well, he�s obviously up to something, but then again, it�s impossible to tell just what he�s going to be doing,� Sang said. �So, we�re going to have to work with what we�ve got. Just keep an eye on him.
Van paused to consider whether Sang knew that he was supposed to be doing some kind of double-agent shenanigans. Perhaps Neil would have left her out in order to sell it more. He didn�t want to say anything, just in case he was supposed to keep the arrangement secret, so he merely nodded instead.
�Anyway,� Sang continued, �we�ve bought ourselves some time with the higher-ups with his presence. They�re willing to give us about a week�s extension before we have to give a formal report.�
�Formal report? Is that bad?� Van asked.
Sang shrugged. �Well, if we have a good deal of information to show the government that Draco is up to some seriously shady things, we�ll be in the clear. However, if we don�t have anything to show except for accusations and the testimony of the two of us, well� this senator isn�t going to be too happy with us.�
�Ugh, this job is just getting better and better, isn�t it?�
�You learn to deal with it,� Sang said. �I�ve rarely ever had a job in the CIA not immediately get derailed due to politics, either internal or external. It�s just something that you constantly have to worry about when you�re in the government.� She shifted around a bit more. �So, what�s our next step for our merry band of adventurers?�
�Well, since we�re a brand new mercenary company, we have the ability to participate in any kind of war, regardless of the side. All we have to do is declare paid allegiance to a kingdom and we can fight for them, and receive money and fame. Since it�s the war season, it�s a good idea for us to head toward the Kyriss and Melvania kingdoms. They�re twin nations that were founded by a guild that ended up splitting up. Those kingdoms will fight at the slightest provocation, and they tend to always be at war during this time of year. Whoever we join, there�s going to be plenty of fights and experience points for us.�
�Perfect!� Sang said, �This is just what we need! When we join these soldiers, we might be able to recruit them to our company, too. This could boost our numbers quickly! Fast enough for us to maybe get to Bloodrock within a week!�
�It�s possible,� Van said, �but I�m not making any promises. We�re going to have to see what happens first.�
�Fair enough,� Sang said. �Come on�we�re going to have to meet with Kenneth and get back into the game.�
�His real name is Kenneth?� Van asked. �Kenwar... heheh, not very original.�
�It�s still better than Jane,� Sang replied. �If I�d known I�d be in this game for so long, I�d have picked something better.�
�Like what?� Van asked.
Sang paused and pondered the question. �Definitely Sangwar.�
Van laughed as they walked out of his room together. He was growing continually more surprised at how much warmer Sang was becoming over time. She had begun to really get into the game and, while she still made mistakes here and there, she was nowhere near as grumpy as she�d once been. Things were definitely looking up for their relationship.
As Van reflected on his friendship with Sang, they entered into the pod room. A tall, square-jawed man was standing in the center of the room. He looked to be in his mid-twenties, and every few seconds he would glance behind him. He seemed incredibly nervous.
�I�m guessing that�s Kenneth,� Van mumbled under his breath.
�Hi there,� Kenneth said as he approached the pair. Despite his height, the man was incredibly hunched over, and looked almost akin to a weasel of sorts. His coke-bottle glasses were practically hanging off of his face and his expression offered the sick kind of grin that a used car salesman would get when he saw an elderly couple. �The name�s Kenneth. But I guess you�ll be calling me Kenwar in the game.�
�I�m Van, and this is Sang,� Van replied as he shook the man�s hand. He was surprised at the feeling of sweat. The man really did come off as incredibly nervous.
�It�s a pleasure,� Sang said without extending her hands. �But let�s get one thing straight. See that guy up there?� She pointed to the balcony where all of the operators were busily working on their consoles. Neil was leaning over one of the rails and watching them. �If anything funny were to happen to us within this game, he�ll��
�I�m well aware of all of his threats,� Kenneth replied. �Why do you think I look so nervous? Look, with Draco breathing down my neck and you guys watching me like a hawk, there�s very little incentive for me to do anything fishy. I�m just here to get out of a very bad situation.�
Sang shot a look at Van that showed that she clearly wasn�t buying his attitude. Van wasn�t sure what to think. Kenneth really did look nervous, but then again, Van had been incredibly nervous during his own first few weeks working with the CIA. In fact, he was probably still nervous on a subconscious level.
�Well, it�s good to meet you,� Van said, pushing past the two of them. �But we don�t have time to share our feelings. We�ve got work to do.� With that, he popped open the lid of his own pod and climbed into it.
Moments later, Van found himself standing outside of Castle Bikorn. No matter how many times he switched from the real world to the haptic pod system, he was always surprised at how smoothly the transition went. Sang and Kenwar appeared right next to him.
�About time you logged in!� said Kylian. Van turned around to see that his entire team was waiting for him.
�You guys are all up this early?� he asked.
�Double experience weekend!� Dolly said. �We�re gonna be grinding all night! No sleep till Brooklyn!�
Sahara rubbed her eyes. �Speak for yourselves; I�m exhausted beyond all belief. Too much homework to do last night.�
�Enough jabbering!� Capello said. �Who�s ready to stab some jerks?�
�Honestly,� Bidane said, �we�ve been waiting almost thirty minutes for you guys.�
�Sorry, sorry,� Van said. �We�d like everyone to meet our new teammate, Kenwar. He�s a��
�Manhunter Kenwar?� Kylian asked. �Wow! Why are you here?�
�Oh, uh, heard about this company and thought it would be, uh, you know�� Kenwar stammered. It was clear that he hadn�t been expecting someone to know who he was.
�He�s joining us because Draco would prefer that a professional player help a mercenary company to spice things up during this war,� Sang said. �It�s a special part of their event; he was scouting around and liked the way we handle ourselves.�
�Wow!� Dolly cheered. �I cannot believe we�re going to have a Draco pro on our side!�
�I used to follow your live stream when I tried to learn what the hell all this gaming stuff was about,� Kylian said.
Van�s eyes widened at the comment. The last thing that he needed was for one of his team members to have some kind of loyalty toward Kenwar.
�Wow, that was a long time ago,� Kenwar said.
�Well, enough jabber, guys. From here, we�re heading to the north,� said Van. �Now that we�ve got a company, let�s go get in some large-scale fights.�
�I�ll do anything if it means I get to stab something,� Capello said. �Our last adventure completely sucked. Nonviolent quests are the worst.�
�Agreed,� Sang said. �I prefer riddling my opponent full of arrows instead of trying to reason with them.�
�Now that, I like!� Capello replied. �Where to exactly?�
�We�re going to side with one of the Bickering Kingdoms,� Van said as he drew out a path on the group map. �We just need to pick one.�
�Oh!� Dolly said. �I vote for Melvania! They�ve got the best color scheme�orange and black!�
�Orange does work with my robes,� Sahara said.
�I don�t care one way or the other,� Bidane said. �The White Fox doesn�t watch over the north, so it�s all meaningless to me.� Van rolled his eyes. Bidane was one of those types of players who would randomly roleplay at the strangest times. She barely had any commitment to her character, but would occasionally break into fits of prose, just yammering on and on about her goddess.
�Voting is stupid; let�s just go!� Capello said as he pushed through the group and began to run in the opposite direction of the north.
�Sang, go grab him,� Van said, and then turned to the others. �Let�s head to Melvania. There�s not much difference between the two nations, so let�s just pick the one that Dolly likes.�
�Yes!� Dolly said, pumping her fists in the air.
With that, the adventuring party began their long trek toward the Northern Spires, a mountain range that wasn�t too far from their current location. In-game, it would take less than two hours, which had been the real reason why Van was interested in joining either of the two kingdoms. With the clock ticking, they had to take every shortcut they could.
The trip was relatively uneventful until they reached the Sandswept Desert. The small desert had been created by a powerful wizard a long time ago, and while it was in the northern area, it would always remain the same blistering temperature of a regular desert. The team struggled a bit to move through the territory, sweating profusely and trying their best to keep cool, but the exhaustion from the heat was overwhelming.
�This is starting to really slow us down!� Sang said as she tapped against her empty canteen. �My stats are dropping like crazy.�
�The end of the desert isn�t too far!� Van replied as he gasped for air. The heat was beginning to make the very act of talking difficult, as well. He could feel his lungs filling up with the hot, desert air, and the burning pain was beginning to be too much.
�Man, everything about this sucks!� Capello said. �Why don�t we just turn around?�
�We�re at the point where it�ll take just as long to go back as it will to go forward!� Bidane said. �We must soldier through!�
�What is wrong with all of you?� Sahara asked. She was strolling around comfortably, while the rest of the team was staggering to keep up with her pace. �This heat is great.�
�Maybe f-for a fire wizard,� Kylian said. �But it�s going to kill the rest of us.�
�Hah, so I guess my class is pretty useful after all!� Sahara said.
�If only you could fight as well as you could survive deserts,� Bidane shot back.
�Dolly�s unconscious!� Sang reported as she stooped down to pick up her compatriot.
�My stamina�s not looking so good either,� Van wheezed as he watched his green bar continue to drop down. Once his stamina was gone, any effects from the heat would begin to affect his health.
�Over there!� Bidane shouted as she pointed at a large rock formation in the distance. �I see a cave!�
�Hurry!� Capello said. �Get to the shade!�
The group hurried toward the cavern. As he moved, Van glanced over to see that Kenwar was quietly striding alongside the rest of the group. He hadn�t spoken a word since they�d taken off on their adventure, and Van could tell that the heat wasn�t much affecting the manhunter. Perhaps he had some kind of skill that protected him from weather effects.
�Whew! It�s so nice in here!� Bidane announced as she collapsed on the ground in the mouth of the cave. The rest of the team came to a halt and sat down, sprawling in various areas and panting for breath. The only real exception was Sahara, who still didn�t seem phased in the slightest.
�Nice cave,� she mused as she walked around. �It�s pretty big.�
�Big indeed!� came a voice echoing through the cavern. The cave was deep and, in the distance, Van could see a pair of glowing, yellow lights.
�Who�s there?� Kenwar shouted as he leapt to his feet and pulled out his crossbow. The rest of the adventuring party slowly stood up and drew their weapons. Van groaned as he felt his legs buckle a little when he tried to get up. The heat had done a real number on his stats, and he was struck with the Exhausted status, meaning that until he was able to sleep for 8 hours, he�d have a negative -4 attached to all of his physical stats.
�Who indeed?� the voice replied.
�I don�t like this,� Kenwar said. �Dark cave, and a deep tunnel to reach that voice. Who knows how many people are lying in wait for us?�
�Relax,� Sahara said. �It�s probably some kind of desert quest.�
�Whatever it is,� Capello said as he began to walk into the darkness. �I�m gonna go kill it.�
�Slow down!� Van ordered. Capello ignored Van and continued walking. �Capello, I said come back!� Van shouted. His voiced echoed through the space, but Capello did no such thing.
�Are you kidding me?� Bidane said. �That jackass is going to get us killed!�
�Let�s leave him then,� Kenwar said. �No reason for the rest of us to run into a trap.�
�We don�t leave anyone behind, no matter how dumb a decision they make,� Van replied. �Kylian. He�s your grandson, so go grab him!�
�I�m going, I�m going,� Kylian said as he began to follow after him.
�Whoa!� Capello shouted. �Guys, come check this out! It�s a Sphinx!�
Bidane immediately took off running into the darkness. Van looked at Sang, who merely shrugged and followed after the priestess. The rest of the team followed, as well, with the exception of Kenwar, who merely stayed behind and muttered something about keeping an eye on the entrance.
Van ran a few yards with the rest of the group, only to stop suddenly upon seeing the creature before Capello. The fighter�s head was staring straight up, his mouth agape.
�Greetings, adventurers!� said the beast. It had the head of a human and the body of a lion. Above it hovered the words Great Sphinx Level 50. �I see you have come into my lair! What do you seek? Treasure? Power? Gems?�
Bidane, for some reason, had knelt on the ground and was mumbling, in some kind of a trance. The rest of the party stared at the gigantic creature in wonder. It was nearly 60 feet tall and sat comfortably within the cave. Van could see what looked to be large claw marks on the ground, indicating that the Sphinx must have long ago tunneled this cave itself.
�Greetings,� Van said, stepping forward and making eye contact with the enormous being. Its eyes glowed a bright yellow in the darkness. A few torches had been lit around the creature, creating enough light for them all to see the enormous Sphinx, but not enough light to see what was behind it.
�I am the Great Sphinx of the Desert! Many travel through this accursed land in the hopes of finding my wisdom,� he said with a booming voice. �But be warned, for dealing with a Sphinx is far trickier than dealing with anything you�ve ever met! Say the wrong thing, do the wrong thing, and GULP!� It shouted, snapping its massive jaws at the party in emphasis. �I swallow you whole!�
�Bidane, what are you doing?� Van asked as he looked over at his companion. She was still kneeling before the creature and praying incessantly.
�I�m trying to access the Quest of Saint Alberta,� Bidane replied. �Praying is how I can get special quests from the White Fox! Rumor has it that the Tears of Saint Alberta are located within a cave containing the Great Sphinx! I didn�t know it was around here.�
�I�ll do any side quest as long as they don�t involve going back out in that heat,� a now recovered Dolly said.
�I agree,� replied Sang as she helped stabilize Dolly, who had begun to wobble a bit once more.
�Alright, sounds good!� Van said. �What does the quest involve?�
�Well,� Bidane replied as she slowly stood to her feet, dusting the dirt and rocks off of her robe. �We need to figure out a way to get past the Sphinx�s riddle and into the deeper parts of the underground network of caverns. There, it is said that the Tears of Saint Alberta have been preserved in a vial, for those who are worthy.�
�What do the tears do?� Capello asked.
�They have the power to immediately heal any amount of damage, and cure all statuses and wounds,� Bidane replied. �But the real value isn�t in drinking them; it�s in selling them. The quest cave randomly moves around from area to area, making the tears incredibly rare to find. There�s a much bigger quest where you have to collect five artifacts owned by Saint Alberta, and this one is always the hardest to accomplish.�
�So, if we get our hands on this�� Van said, �we�re going to be making a fortune?�
Bidane emphatically nodded. �Like you wouldn�t believe! There is so much money to be made off of these tears. Let�s do it! Sphinx! We request passage through this area!�
The Sphinx looked at her with a wry grin. �In order to receive passage,� it giggled, �you must be willing to travel through the darkest places and fight the hideous underground-dwelling monsters! But most importantly of all, you must be able to solve a riddle with speed and skill!�
�Argh, more talking!� Capello groaned. �Why can�t we just get a quest that involves pure violence for once?�
�Easy, Capello,� Kylian said. �Let�s hear the riddle, Sphinx.�
�Excellent! Prepare yourselves for a riddle. You have one minute to solve it!� the Sphinx said as it reached its large paw over to the entrance of the cave and blocked them off from being able to leave.
�Here it is!� he said with a chuckle as he began to speak...
�Every dawn begins with me
At dusk I�ll be the first you see
And daybreak couldn�t come without
What midday centers all about
Daisies grow from me, I�m told
And when I come, I end all cold
But in the sun I won�t be found
Yet still, each day I�ll be around.�
Van wrinkled his face up in thought. He hadn�t heard this riddle before, and he puzzled over it.
�Is it an axe?� Capello asked.
�Capello, don�t just shout out the answers,� Van barked back.
�I think it�s an axe!� Capello said as he drew out his twin axes and began to charge towards the Sphinx. �Hahahaha!�
�Are you kidding me? Sang, stop him!� Van cried. Sang leapt into action and rushed toward the homicidal player, dive tackling him before he could reach the beast.
�Seriously, kid? What is wrong with you?� Sang demanded as she wrestled him down to the ground.
�Soo� any ideas?� Sahara asked. �Not much time left.� She pointed at a large timer that was slowly ticking down.
�I�ve got an idea!� Bidane said. �It�s gotta be the ground!�
�How would daybreak start with the ground?� Kylian asked. �No, it�s gotta be some kind of clever puzzle... maybe a play on words.�
�Well, whatever it is,� Dolly said, �if we don�t get it, we�re gonna be fighting a level 60 Sphinx.��
�Crap! Come on, think!� Sahara shouted.
�I can�t think under pressure!� Van shouted back. �Riddles are not my strong suit! Any ideas, Sang?�
�A little busy here!� Sang replied as she struggled to keep the fighter from breaking free and trying to attack the gigantic monster.
�Come on, guys, there�s like seven of us here,� Van said. �How can none of us figure out a riddle?�
�Wait! It�s a letter!� Kylian said. �Of course�the common thread is that all of those words involve the letter D; that�s what it�s talking about, in those very words!�
�I�m waiting on the final answer!� the Sphinx said. �Clock is almost up!�
�It�s the letter D!� Kylian shouted.
There was a moment of silence and everyone tensed up, waiting for the creature to attack them. Van winced as he reached for his bagpipes.
�You are correct!� the Sphinx said. �You have answered the riddle of the Sphinx! You may enter into the Holy Catacombs of Saint Alberta! But be warned, for while you have passed the test of the mind, you must also pass the test of courage and strength. Toodles!�
And with that, the beast vanished into thin air.
�Alright, well, let�s get moving,� Bidane said as she hurried deeper into the cave. With the Sphinx gone, they could see a large slope leading them on. This would lead them on toward the catacombs were the tears were to be located.
�Capello, did you really think that attacking that Sphinx would be a good idea?� Van angrily demanded. He knew he had made a deal with Kylian not to kick the guy out of their group, but this kind of thing was absolutely over the top. It was unreal how much of a liability this kid was starting to become. While Kylian was a good fighter and a very wise man, was it worth having Capello around?
�Hey, I figured, no guts, no glory, am I right?� Capello asked. �It�s not like we wouldn�t have been able to kill it. There were plenty of us.�
�Even if we were able to kill a creature that was way higher-level than us, it would have easily murdered at least one or two of us. We can�t afford to lose people at this point in the game!� Van snapped. �You�ve got to learn how to stop attacking people unless I give you the go-ahead.�
�What�s the big deal?� Capello asked with a shrug. �If we die, we just come right back. It�s just a silly game. There�s no reason to get bent out of shape when I�m only trying to help.�
�You�re not trying to help at all!� Van shouted. His voice echoed through the darkness. �If you�d wanted to really help us out, you�d have tried to figure out the riddle. All of these petulant attempts to kill people are starting to get me too pissed off here. Next time we camp, we�re going to have to bring you up on charges of failure to be a team player. You might even get kicked out.�
�My uncle said I could play with you guys as long as I wanted,� Capello said. Van�s words had visibly shaken his confidence.
�Well, your uncle isn�t in charge of this group. I am!� Van said. �Unless you clean up your act, I�ll make sure we vote you out and you�ll never come back here!�
�Aw, come on, man,� Capello said, lowering his head. �I�m not trying to cause any trouble; I was just wanting to help.�
�If you ever try to attack anyone without permission, you aren�t helping!� Van said.
�Fine, fine, I�ll only attack whoever you tell me to,� the boy replied. �Are you happy?�
�Thrilled,� Van said. �Now come on�it looks like the rest of the party has gotten far away from us; let�s go catch up with them.�
As they began to walk on toward the party, Van saw a dark figure out of the corner of his eye. He turned to see that it was Kenwar approaching, and waited for the other man as Capello walked ahead.
�Nice work,� Kenwar said. �You really know how to discipline players.�
�Yeah, well, you get used to it when you�re leading raids all the time,� Van said.
�This game really is something else, isn�t it?� Kenwar asked as he continued to follow after the group. He had deliberately slowed his pace down, forcing Van to walk a little slower so that he could talk to him.
�It really is amazing. That desert was probably one of the more brutal experiences I�ve ever had in this game.�
�You know�� Kenwar began as he cautiously looked around to make sure that no one was listening. �I find it incredible that someone like you could be working with the government.�
�How so?�
�Because you�re one of us. I mean, for me, I was sort of forced into this job, but you? You had the ability to walk away, free and clear, but you didn�t. You chose to stay and keep helping the CIA out. It�s sort of surprising to see someone just blindly turn against everything that they love.�
Van felt his heart rate begin to accelerate. This was exactly what Neil had predicted would happen. Kenwar wanted to convince Van to join Draco.
�I�m not turning against anything,� Van said. �I�m just trying to help Sang out.�
�No, you�re turning against Draco here, aren�t you? You�re turning your back on this incredible game and all of the people who enjoy it.�
�Well, if Draco really is the problem child here, I don�t have any qualms about turning against them,� Van replied. �They�re up to no good.�
�Says who? The government? The same CIA that blackmailed you into playing this game?�
�How�d you know about that?� Van asked.
Kenwar grinned. �I overheard someone talking about your history when they were transporting me. They thought I was outside of earshot. I know your whole story, Van. I know you�re the type of person who was really hoping to make something of his life. I know you wanted to go pro.�
�So what? I�m kind of pro right now,� Van replied. �I�m just playing for the good guys.�
�Good guys? Good guys! Van, they threatened to kill me if I didn�t work for them. They said they�d take me out in the desert, make me dig my own grave, and then shoot me in the back of the head. Neil was very specific with his plans for how he�d end my life if I didn�t cooperate. How could good guys do that?� Kenwar asked.
�Well, what�s the alternative? We let Draco take over the planet and kill off the majority of the population? Let�s face it, Kenwar, these guys are bad news. Yeah, the CIA is shady as hell, and yes, they once took me out to a beautiful wooded area and showed me exactly where they�d bury me, but that doesn�t make Draco the good guy in this situation.�
�That�s where you�re wrong,� Kenwar whispered. They stopped right at a massive gate that would lead to the next area. Van had sent a private message to Sang, telling her to keep the rest of the team moving while he had a private conversation. �Draco isn�t what you think. They are beyond anything that you can imagine. An alien being isn�t the same as a human.�
Van wrinkled his face at the comment. Finally, he would be able to get some answers about what exactly these creatures were. �What do you mean?�
�Draco comes from across the stars and works to enlighten various races that are worthy of their attention. They saw humanity and thought it would be good for them to give us some basic technological advances a few thousand years ago. They brought things like the wheel, fire, agriculture. Over time, as humanity continues to grow faster and faster, they introduce new things with the hopes of seeing how humans do with them. However, once humans received power over the atom, things quickly went south. We developed nuclear weapons and threatened to obliterate the world several times over. You know how the story goes,� Kenwar said.
�Yeah, so what, you�re meaning to tell me that all of our high-level technology comes from Draco?�
�Well, not all of it. They would just give specific gifts every now and then to see how humans would do with them. They aren�t happy with the results, however. Mankind has been using their vast resources to kill their own planet and murder one another. So, what do you think their opinions on humans are?�
�Probably insanely low,� Van replied.
�Exactly. Draco isn�t thrilled with their investment. They aren�t happy to see their gifts used for violence, warfare, and destruction. Most of all, they�re growing more concerned with humanity�s obsession with spaceflight. You read the news lately? We�ve finally built the first commercial space flight system. Cruises to the moon are gonna be sold soon. Do you think that Draco wants mankind bringing their violence and hatred to the rest of the galaxy?�
�Probably not�� Van said. He honestly couldn�t tell if Kenwar was lying or not, but something seemed off. His mind idly drifted back to the movie The Day the Earth Stood Still. Hadn�t aliens been displeased with humankind in that movie, and wanted to warn them about their course toward total destruction? Van was almost one hundred percent sure that Kenwar was making this up and was using a classic sci-fi movie for inspiration. He decided that he�d play along. �So, you�re saying that since Draco helped humanity develop, they feel responsible for our violence?�
�In a way, yes. They�re frustrated with our actions and wish to find some way to fix us. These pods, this game, is a way to solve that problem. Only those who are of the right kind of character can be recruited to the status of Draco Pro, though. They consider these people they are recruiting to be the very best of humanity.�
�Yeah, but what about the whole �eliminate a chunk of the population� thing?� Van asked. �That should be enough to prove they�re evil.�
�Over one hundred thousand people die every day, and millions die per month,� Kenwar offered. �Many of them die due to preventable diseases, poverty, starvation, hunger, or even just straight-up murder. How many are taken out of this world because of humanity�s sins? In 150 years, the current population of earth will be dead, and a new population will have taken over. Everyone who is born dies anyway, right? What�s so wrong with cleansing the earth right now and starting over? Fresh?�
�You�re being crazy, Kenwar,� Van said. �Murder is wrong.�
�Oh, I agree. But what about the next time there�s a war? Or when America finally gets a little too excitable with nuclear technology and decides to blow some things up? Millions don�t just die, Van, they also suffer. Think about World War Two. That was one of the greatest tragedies to ever occur; tens of millions of people died, but think of how many more suffered. What is the point of living if we can�t live well?�
�Enough,� Van said. �I don�t even know why you�re trying to tell me all of this.�
�I�m trying to warn you, friend,� Kenwar said. �You think you�re on the right side, but you�re not. You use the term �good guys�, but let�s be honest here. What crimes and horrors have the government perpetrated against other people? These CIA goons aren�t your friends. They�re going to turn against you as soon as you aren�t useful to them.�
�Well, whatever,� Van said. He knew that he had to offer some kind of resistance, or else Kenwar would see right through his plan to be a double-agent. �Regardless of who�s good or bad, do I need to remind you that we�re lying in pods surrounded by the CIA? So, let�s just do what they tell us until the mission is over, and then we can go home and figure out where to go from there.�
�If Draco catches wind of what we�re doing and decides that they�re tired of us, they�ll just turn on the lethal biofeedback system,� Kenwar mumbled as he ran his hands against the stone door before them. �Then, the next time you die, you�ll actually die for real.�
�They can do that?� Van asked, feeling his blood run cold. A nervousness overtook him. He�d known that Draco could kill somehow, but he hadn�t known if there were any limitations.
�Yeah, the lethal system was designed as a way to test how players would react when they knew their lives were on the line in a game, so Draco has the power to enable it at any moment,� Kenwar said. �They don't have the power to just vaporize us, though,� Kenwar said. �Now, they could lock the pods on us, so we�d die of dehydration, but we have people who�d break us out before then.�
�Can they kill us directly?� Van asked. �Push a button and just end us?�
�Weren�t you listening?� Kenwar chided. �They don�t have the power to directly zap you, but they can activate the lethal system at any time, essentially marking you for death.
�Is there any way to disable this lethal system?� Van asked.
Kenwar shook his head. �Nope. Not from what I�ve seen. I mean, even a haptic system that isn�t a pod could easily surge electricity into the human brain, enough to fry it. There is honestly no way to play this game without that risk.�
�So why aren�t any of us dead yet?� Van commented.
Kenwar grinned. �They have one weakness. They don�t have eyes and ears outside of these pods. Once we�re in the real world, they have no power over us. So, all they saw was the fact that I logged out. They don�t know that I�m logged in from a CIA headquarters now.�
Van chewed on that for a moment. He didn�t know what else to say to gain more information from the manhunter.
�Are you guys coming or what?� Sahara demanded as she breathlessly burst through the stone door ahead of them. �Sang made me run all the way back to get you guys! The fighting up ahead is crazy and we need all hands on deck!�
�Of course,� Kenwar said, his gaze never shifting from staring straight at Van. �Who doesn�t like a good fight?�



            Chapter Eight
�There�s too many of them!� Van cried as he threw a few more darts at the advancing hordes of Ratmen. They were feral, half-human, half-rat hybrids that hissed and shrieked violently as they rushed through the dark tunnels.
�I�m on it!� Capello bellowed as he leapt into one of the catacomb tunnels and began to scream loudly as he chopped his way through dozens of monsters. The creatures, while numerous, died very quickly beneath the axes of the berserker.
The catacombs had been an absolute nightmare to fight through. Van had been expecting just a few Ogres or some kind of Tunnel Troll clan, but the Ratmen were the worst. They had a very quick respawn rate and would come bursting out of the tunnels every few minutes. The team had violently fought them back, but as the day was continuing, they were growing wearier with each passing fight.
�How far until we find these stupid tears?� Sahara asked as she raised her hands to cast a minor spell of illumination. Light flashed through all of the tunnels, giving Sang just enough time to determine which one to go through.
�I figured we�d have found them by now,� Bidane replied. �But this kind of dungeon is just beyond the pale. I can�t make heads or tails of anything.�
�Only tails I�m seeing belong to those retched Ratmen,� Kylian said.
�Wait! I found something!� Kenwar shouted as he pointed excitedly at one of the walls. �It�s a secret door!�
�Perfect! Open it up, but get ready just in case there�s something violent in there,� Van instructed as he cautiously took a step away from his team. He had taken a beating during one of the Ratmen ambushes and his health was only 50 points away from meaning his death. He knew that, if he was hit by one more deranged attack or firebomb, he�d probably end up dead.
�Got it!� Kenwar said as he fiddled with the wall, causing it to pop open.
�Are those the tears?� Sang asked hopefully as she peered into the secret room.
�No, it�s just a ladder. Leading up,� Sahara said.
�Well, maybe it�ll lead to the tears,� Sang said. �Or at least to somewhere that isn�t as claustrophobic as hell. I�ll investigate.� She hastily scampered up the ladder.
�Rat attack!� Kylian shouted, pointing down one of the tunnels. The familiar sound of dozens of skittering feet echoed through the catacombs.
�Now this is my kind of quest!� Capello gleefully shouted as he leapt into the tunnel on the right and spun his axes around. �Come and get it, freaks!�
The hideous, shrieking rat-fiends came running into view at full speed. There were at least fifteen of them, and they were packed together tightly into rows of three.
�Let�s do this!� Capello shouted as he began to slash his blades back and forth, easily killing the first two ranks of rank fiends.
�Van!� Sang called, dropping down from the ladder. �You�ve got to come see what�s upstairs!�
Van, who had been busy playing his war tunes with his bagpipes, hastily slung his pipes over his shoulder and rushed up the ladder. �Handle this fight!� he shouted to the rest of the team as they backed Capello up. On the good side, no matter how many swarms of rat fiends came rushing through, it seemed that Capello was always excited to be fighting against them.
Van climbed the ladder with his own excitement, hoping to see the tears of Saint Alberta, but much to his dismay, Sang led him into an empty room.
�What�s the deal?� Van asked. �There�s nothing here but a few windows.�
�Look!� Sang said as she pointed out of one of the windows. Van peered through and gasped. He could see two massive armies gathering in the distance. They looked as if they were preparing to go to war. Each side carried a different flag, and Van could see the word Melvania on one of the banners.
�What? How the hell are we this far up north?� Van asked.
�I checked my map�apparently, these catacombs run all over the place. This was one of the access points. I guess this cavern system was designed to work like some kind of fast travel option.�
�Sang, this is perfect!� Van said as he looked at the time. About 9 hours of in-game time had gone by, but it would have taken nearly 14 hours to reach Melvania from where they�d been, and that was without wasting time in what was supposed to have been a short side quest.
�So, are we ditching these tears or what?� Sang asked. �Because we need to get moving. If we can join one of those armies, we can count this day a success.�
Van nodded. �Yeah, I�m in favor of skipping, but I�m not sure the rest of the team would be so happy with our decision.�
�Figure it out then,� Sang said. �You�re the one in charge, so I�ll leave it to you.�
�Thanks,� Van said. He paused and really soaked in her compliment. �No, really. Thank you for letting me lead this team. I know you�re frustrated with how much time everything is taking, so it means a lot that you�re willing to accept that we�re not moving as quickly as just the two of us could.�
Sang shrugged. �I�ve got two options, really. I can rage against the unchangeable and drive a wedge between me, you, and the rest of my teammates, or I can just bottle all of that frustration and take it out on whatever army we�re going to be fighting.�
Van laughed. �Good point. Come on and let me see if I can get these guys to ditch the mission.� He quickly climbed back down the ladder to see that the entire team was covered in blood.
�What happened?� Van asked as he rushed to inspect them all. No one was dead, but they were all drenched from head to toe in blood.
�One� one of the rat people exploded!� Sahara said. �He had some kind of bomb strapped to his stomach and, when he died, he just blew up.�
�It was disgusting,� Kylian said.
�Horrible in every way,� Kenwar said. Unlike the rest of the team, however, he was completely clean.
�I dunno, that was pretty fun to me,� Capello said. �I think I look better in red anyway.�
�Well, the good news is that we�re actually right on Melvania�s border, and this ladder is a shortcut, but taking it means we�d have to ditch the�� Van�s words were interrupted as Bidane stormed past him and began to climb up the ladder, leaving bloody hand prints with each step upwards. The rest of the team piled after her.
�Well, that was way easier than I expected,� Van commented as he followed his team. The secret room turned out to be an abandoned tower that was fairly easy to exit. It took quite a bit of walking, but eventually they were able to make their way out of the tower and toward a stream, where the blood-drenched adventurers were then able to clean themselves up enough so that they looked presentable for the Melvanian army.
�Alright, team!� Van said as everyone toweled off and prepared to move toward the armies by the north side of the stream. �We�re going to be talking to some very important people; the Melvanian army happens to be run by a Draco pro by the name of Captain Edwardson. The man is a living legend amongst Draco pros due to the fact that he ran one of the best gaming events in history!�
�Yeah!� Sahara said. �He helped everyone with the Strange Invaders Event a few years ago. He was seriously one of the coolest players, and helped unify every nation to fight against the violent Strangers.�
�Man, that was before I was in this game. Sounded like fun, though,� Kylian said. �So, what made him so great?�
�Primarily, it was because he knew exactly how to lead an army to victory. He�d pull off crazy wins that no one had ever dreamed possible,� Van said. �So, he�s kind of an important type of guy. Draco put him in charge of Melvania�s army because they only go to war against their neighbor, Kyriss. This lets Edwardson create an exciting sense of drama and action without really conquering anything. For some reason, Draco prefers that these two nations perpetually fight. If Edwardson was running his own show, he�d probably have conquered every nation here without breaking a sweat.�
�Nice! So, are we going to recruit him?� Capello asked.
Van shook his head. �I�m afraid not; he�s way too much of a major player. But we are going to try and join him for a bit of time. I�m going to warn everyone now: he�s an extremely discerning type of guy. If he detects any level of smartassery or rudeness from us, he most likely won�t let us join. So, I want everyone on their best behavior�understood?�
�Got it!� Capello said. �So, we won�t attack him unless you give the secret signal.�
Van sighed. �No, there will be no secret signal. And we�re not trying to attack him, remember? We�re just trying to convince him to let us join his army so we can recruit people. If we pull this off, we�ll probably be able to join that massive fight today.�
�Well, we better get going,� Sahara said, pointing to the armies. They had already begun to engage in a serious battle. It looked as if it was going to be a defensive engagement for the Melvanians, as they were busy trying to protect the bridge from the Kyrissian forces trying to push their way in. Forces on both sides of the stream were piling up, preparing for a charge.
�Yeah, let�s move, team!� Van said as he and his group quickly made their way toward the back of the Melvanian forces. A large tent had been set up, and Van could see that there was a solid wall of guard NPCS surrounding the tents.
Van paused and looked at Sang, who was stuffing some pieces of chicken in her bag. �How are we doing with Jet?�
Sang shrugged, �He�s fine, I suppose. He�s getting a little bigger, but still not speaking anything coherent.�
�Anyone ask about him?� Van asked.
�Well, they all wanted to know if he was going to grow any time soon, but I made up a bunch of crap about missing the merchant and insufficient levels. They bought it for now,� Sang whispered. �But let�s try to keep him out of sight as long as we can.�
�Good thinking,� Van replied as he nodded.
�So Edwardson, he�s in there?� Sang asked.
�Yeah, we�re going to need to appeal to him directly, so hopefully this should work,� Van said as he approached the NPCs.
�Halt!� said one of the guards. He was wearing orange and black armor, and looked somewhat like a Halloween decoration. �This area is off-limits to those who are not members of the Melvanian army.�
�My name is Van and I�m with the Iron Dragons Mercenary Company. We�re here to petition Captain Edwardson for the right to serve in this year�s campaign.�
�You may enter!� the NPC said as he stepped aside. �But be warned, if you attempt anything, the entire camp will be put on high alert.�
Van looked back at his ragged team. They were worn, exhausted, and their clothes were still heavily stained with blood, but he was most worried about their behavior. All it would take to invoke the ire of the captain would be one smartass comment, and then they�d probably be massacred.
Van approached the tent, where he could hear a familiar voice.
�Well, if we waste anymore time on this bridge, we�ll probably end up having to get more reinforcements from Castle Melvin. That�s going to take some time. How can we win this quickly?� asked Captain Edwardson. Van knew his voice instinctively. During the Stranger Invasion Event a few years back, every time Sleep Time had ended, every player would log in to access some kind of audio report from him. He was a dedicated role-player and a tireless worker. Van was a little thrilled to meet him, but also a bit hesitant due to the fact that Edwardson was linked to Draco. This meant he couldn�t be trusted.
�Excuse me,� Van said as he walked into the tent. The rest of his team followed along. The tent was modestly sized, able to house a dozen soldiers. There was a big table in the center with a large map of the region ornately drawn upon it. Edwardson was standing over the map and giving instructions to a runner.
�What�s the meaning of this?� Edwardson asked as he turned to face Van. The man was in his mid-thirties, clean shaven. and had a noble air about him. He wore plate mail armor, but eschewed the traditional colors of the Melvanian armor in favor of having a simple banner emblazoned on the chest of the banner.
�Oh, hi,� Van said. �I didn�t mean to interrupt, but my name is Semimodo. This here is the Iron Dragon Mercenary Company.�
�Mercenaries?� Edwardson replied. He raised an eyebrow. �It�s rare to find mercenaries who are interested in taking work from a kingdom that exclusively fights its neighbor at any chance it gets. Most people would prefer to join a kingdom that will actually gain enough land to award some of it to those who participate in the campaign.�
�We�re newly formed, and we�re looking to build a reputation�not necessarily to gain land,� Van said.
�Ah, I see. Well, I must say, I am impressed with your motley crew here. Almost a full minute of conversation and no one has uttered as much as a peep. They must be very loyal to you,� Edwardson replied as he walked up and down the ranks of the Iron Dragons, inspecting each of them.
Van winced when he watched Edwardson get his face very close to Capello�s. But much to Van�s surprise, Capello didn�t do anything other than stand and stare blankly forward.
�Well, why should I invite you to join my organization? You don�t seem well equipped, and you�re rancid, poorly dressed, and worst of all, I don�t see any decent levels on you. I mean, no one here is above Level 30? Not really the kind of people that I would like to join my crew.�
�I absolutely understand your hesitancy there, sir,� Van said. �But you underestimate my people and their desire to win a fight. We can be extremely useful! Sahara is a wizard, Bidane is a cleric, and I�ve got two stealthy characters perfect for a strike team; the rest of us are useful in a fight.�
Edwardson wrinkled his face at that. �Well, everyone is accounted for, except for you. You don�t particularly look like the kind of person who could survive a single hand-to-hand encounter, let alone an entire army.�
�Oh, I�m a bard, so my talents lie in organizing people and leading them to win. My powers are useful for inspiring soldiers.�
�Yes, but I�m looking at your character build and it is abysmal. Why in the hell is your Charisma only 10? Did you decide to build a character who was the anti-bard, incapable of inspiring anyone? I�m sorry, Van�while I am impressed with the make-up of your team, you�re not a particularly well put together character. This indicates that either you weren�t paying attention when you made him, or that you�re brand new to the game. Either way, I�m not interested in working with someone like you.�
�Aw, come on, there�s got to be some way you�d let us join in,� Van said. �It�ll cost you nothing to let us be a part of your team. We�ll get the same rewards as everyone else, and you get a few more specialists on your side.�
Captain Edwardson shook his head and walked over to the map, dropping his gaze from them and focusing only on the board. �My apologies, Van, but I�m not a man who is in the habit of repeating himself.�
�Allow me,� Kenwar said as he strolled over to Edwardson. He leaned forward and began to whisper into the captain�s ear. Van craned his neck to listen in on their conversation, but he couldn�t hear them. After a few moments, Edwardson turned to face the team.
�Apparently, this colleague speaks very highly of you all. He would wholeheartedly recommend that I take your team aboard, despite the fact that you don�t meet my normal requirements. The testimony of a professional player is quite highly regarded around these parts, though... Don�t make Mr. Kenwar regret his decision.�
�So, we�re in?� Van asked.
�Yes, you�re in. Your first task is a simple one. There is a wagon train carrying healing supplies from the east toward this battle. The only problem is that the wagon train isn�t on our side, but belongs to our enemies,� the captain said. �Go take care of it. Either destroy it, loot it, or hijack it and bring it to me; I don�t care how you handle it. I just don�t need the enemy players receiving a massive shipment of healing potions.�
�Perfect!� Van said. �We�re on it.�
And with that, Van and the team hastily left the tent.
�Oh, I cannot believe we pulled that off!� Sahara said. �I wanted to make so many jokes!�
�I owe everyone here a round of beer at the next tavern we hit,� Van said. �No one said a word! You were all perfect!�
�I made Capello log out,� Kylian said. �He set his character to auto-follow and left for the day.�
�Oh�� Van said. �That�s an option?�
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�Move over!� Dolly said as she shifted around. Sang gritted her teeth in pain as she felt Dolly�s knees dig into her sides as the girl tried to climb over her.
�Take it easy,� Sang hissed. �If you keep moving, you�ll blow our cover!� The two of them were in a hole by the side of the road. Van had come up with a clever trap to ambush the wagon. Since the supply wagon would most likely be surrounded be enemy players, he felt it would be a good idea to strike quickly.
The ambush was going to be a simple one. They�d dug a large hole in the ground and covered it with foliage and leaves to hide its presence from the wagon. Once the wagon crashed into the hole, Sang and Dolly would leap out of their hiding places and quickly kill as many players as they could from behind while Van and his forces would charge from the front, distracting them. The plan was perfect, with the exception of Dolly, who just couldn�t seem to stay still.
�Dolly, if you keep moving, they might see us,� Sang said.
�Why does the hole have to be so small? I can barely move around,� she fussed.
Sang couldn�t tell how old Dolly was, but by the way she talked, she was assuming that she was in her teen years.
�You know, a real hardened criminal would sit still for hours if it meant slitting some throats,� Sang suggested. That was all Dolly needed to stop writhing around. She stopped moving and stood perfectly still. For some reason, the girl was so overly obsessed with being a criminal that all Sang ever needed to do in order to motivate her was suggest that her actions would be similar to a real criminal. It was a weird and somewhat manipulatory way to motivate the girl, but Sang had to work with what she was given. She had learned this style of leadership from Van, who seemed to always know exactly what to say to get the team moving.
�Ca-caaaaw!� Capello screamed at the top of his lungs, and with the most un-birdlike caw that Sang had ever heard. That was the signal, though. The wagon was close. Sang stood, gripping her blades tightly. They had covered the hole with a bush, so she was unable to see, but she could hear the creaking of the wagon as it rolled steadily along.
�Almost there, boys!� called a voice. It probably belonged to one of the wagon drivers. �We�ll be eating steak tonight!�
Sang grinned as she gripped her daggers. This was going to be the perfect ambush.
�Whhoooooaaaa!� screamed the wagon driver as the sounds of wood shattering and horses whinnying filled the air.
�Charge!� Capello shouted at the top of his lungs, and Sang knew that was the second signal. They had to count down to five and then the fun would begin.
�One� two� three�� Sang whispered, glancing at Dolly and nodding at her. They both turned translucent at the same time, going into Stealth mode. Quietly, they emerged from the pit to see that complete chaos had overtaken the scene. There were fifteen soldiers, clad in Kyrissian outfits, fighting against Capello and Kylian. Bidane was lying on the ground, unconscious and with several arrows sticking out of her, and Van had only 15 hit points left. The wagon had crashed into the hole, but it hadn�t fully dropped into the trap�it appeared that the driver had veered hard to the right, preventing the entire wagon from falling through.
What happened? Sang thought as she rushed forward, short sword drawn. Two archers standing beside the damaged wagon were expertly shooting through the melee, riddling Capello full of arrows. The berserker ignored his wounds, however, as his Class power allowed him to ignore the debilitating effects of damage until the end of a battle. Despite the fact that blood was pouring out of the short warrior�s body, Capello was still hacking away at his foes.
Sang struck the first archer with her blade and the words CRITICAL DAMAGE appeared over the archer�s head as he sank to the ground, dead. Her Stealth mode disengaged immediately after the attack and the second archer spun around to face her. Before he could shoot her, however, Dolly leapt onto his back and sank both of her daggers into the man�s neck. He coughed and wheezed for a moment, then hit the ground with a thump. Sang was a little disturbed at the realism of the way the archer had gurgled, choking on his own blood.
�Come on!� Dolly shouted as she rushed to the back ranks of the soldiers who had surrounded Kylian. Capello was now on the ground unconscious, but Sang could see that his status was Dying. Until he received a medical roll or healing, his health would drop every few minutes until he died.
Sang drew her bow and began to shoot the exposed backs of the Kyrissian soldiers. 100 damage appeared over each soldier as she fired arrow after arrow. Her fingers were beginning to grow tired from the sheer amount of arrows that she was firing at the opposing forces. The soldiers were well armored, and their damage reduction was making it hard to fight them.
�Where�s the wizard?� Sang asked as she took a moment to catch her breath. There were only seven soldiers left, and Kylian was still standing, as well. Bidane was slowly getting to her feet with the help of Van.
�No idea!� Dolly replied as she rushed back to where Sang was. She was covered in blood and her health was extremely low. �These soldiers are packing a real punch, though�I don�t know if we�re going to win this.�
Sang looked over at Van. He waved at her frantically. �Sang! Plan B! Now!�
�You hear that?� Sang asked as she grabbed a bottle from her backpack. She handed it to Dolly. �You know the drill.�
�Damn. Well, we tried,� Dolly said as she vigorously shook the bottle. With a heave, she threw the bottle right into the wagon. Brown liquid splashed all over the wagon, soaking the wooden frame.
Sang snapped off a single arrow at the wagon. The arrow sailed through the air, igniting as it flew. As soon as the fire touched the liquid, the entire wagon burst into flames.
�Crap!� one of the soldiers shouted, abruptly turning his attention to the wagon. �Get the wagon! Get the�� His words were cut off as one of the wagon wheels that had been keeping it suspended above the pit shattered. The wagon made a horrible groaning noise as it slid backwards and flipped, crashing down into the pit. The sound of a thousand glass bottles shattering accompanied the sounds of wood splintering upon impact.
�Perfect!� Sang shouted as she ran as fast as she could toward the mountainous area nearby. A few of the soldiers gave chase, but they weren�t nearly as quick as she was. Dolly had run in a different direction. The orders had been relatively simple. If the attempts to steal the potions failed, just destroy them instead and regroup somewhere else. While she would have preferred that the first plan succeed, she was equally pleased that the back-up plan had worked. When in doubt, set things on fire, right?
Eventually, she made her way back to the rendezvous point, being cautious to make sure that no one else was following her. Once she was clear, she returned to the riverside where Van and the rest of the team were waiting.
�What happened back there?� Sang asked as she grabbed her canteen and began to fill it with water. �Where was Sahara? And Kenwar?�
Van grimaced. �Yeah, well, that sucked. Sahara�s system crashed, and so she was kicked out right as she was casting her Windwall Spell. Those archers made short work of our healer and me. Then Kenwar� well, we had some disagreements and he said he needed to go check something. Ran off in the heat of battle.� Van didn�t say anything else about the matter, but Sang could see that he was worried about Kenwar�s actions. Leaving in the middle of battle was incredibly suspicious. What was he planning?
�At least we destroyed the shipment,� Sang said. �And no one died?�
�Capello died. He respawned somewhere in those rat tunnels,� Van said. �For some reason, that area counts as some kind of a home. So, he�ll be joining us once he finds his way out.�
The rest of the team didn�t say much. They were all sitting around a fire now and were trying to get warm. Kylian looked pissed off, Bidane was just staring forward, and Dolly was whittling a block of wood with her knife.
�The, uh, team doesn�t look so great,� Sang whispered as she pulled Van aside.
�Yeah, they don�t feel like our victory was actually a victory,� Van replied. �I�ve tried to convince them that we won, but they feel that it doesn�t count since we got our asses kicked.�
�That sucks,� Sang said. While she didn�t particularly care about morale, she knew that it would be important for Van to continually motivate them. �What do we do about Kenwar?�
Van shrugged. �He can go anywhere he wants in this game, but he�ll still be at the CIA headquarters. Nothing to do but find out what he was up to outside of the game.�
Sang nodded. �What�s the plan?�
�Well, Sleep Time is right around the corner. Let�s report back to the captain and finish out this quest,� Van suggested with a heavy sigh. He slowly turned around and began to instruct his team to pack up and move back to their new home base. Sang could see just how weary Van had become. She had been pushing him insanely hard, and it was beginning to show. She felt a pang of guilt, but then remembered what was at stake. This wasn�t about some petulant demand to move things along; this was about the safety of the human race. She couldn�t afford to get emotional about the cost.
They returned to the camp to find Captain Edwardson in the process of packing up his entire force.
�Ah! They return!� Edwardson said as he turned to face Van and the team. �That was quick. Was it a success?�
�We destroyed the shipment,� Van said. �The ambush went down well, but we were outgunned, so we just did what we had to do to destroy the supplies and win the day.�
�Smart thinking! It�s a wise man who focuses on mission completion instead of superiority,� Edwardson said, clapping Van on the back. �I shall award you appropriately! Just one second��
Edwardson fiddled with the air for a moment, and suddenly an experience point screen appeared before Sang.
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Sang frowned at the amount of experience. That was hardly a drop in the bucket, considering what she needed to get to the next level. Such a small amount of points for what had amounted to being a total disaster? Now she was the one who was starting to feel demoralized.
�This seems a little low,� she whispered to Van.
�Don�t worry about it. See that wartime bonus? It increases each time we do a war-related quest. So as long as we keep doing quests, no matter how small the initial amount of experience we get is, the wartime bonus will just keep getting fatter and fatter. This is why people love wars in this game. It�s a veritable goldmine of experience!� Van whispered back.
�Now then, we�re moving out. Sleep Time is in ten minutes, so that�s pretty much it for the night. Tomorrow, we�re going to be going on a serious expedition. You are all expected to be there. Have a good one!� Edwardson said. He turned to face his troops and saluted them before logging out.
�Alright, that was a waste of time,� Kylian said. �I�ll see you guys tomorrow.�
�Later,� Bidane said with a yawn. �Man, you guys are way too hardcore. I�ve never played a game this much before.�
�Bye!� Dolly said.
Sang took a deep breath as she brought up the logout option. Her fingers hovered over the button. She felt a temptation to keep playing, to use a hack to bypass Sleep Time, but she knew it was a bad idea. The official rule was that there should be no hacking unless it was a dire emergency. Draco had changed some security measures, and hacking was far harder to do now. Not only that, but it was far more traceable�meaning that, if she made a mistake, Draco would be aware of her presence. For some reason, they were still unable or unwilling to target her directly, but that could change.
With a sigh, she pressed logout and felt the familiar sensation of real air rushing into her lungs. She blinked for a few moments, realizing that she was back in the pod. It hissed as it slowly opened up, allowing her to get out.
�Ugh, I feel sick!� Van said as he leaned up from his own pod. �My stomach is killing me!�
�You�re fine,� Sang said. �You were probably in there a little too long.�
�No, no, I gotta, I gotta go�� Van said as he scrambled to his feet and hobbled out of the room. That was odd. Sang had never seen him adversely affected by pods like this before. Normally, she was the one who suffered from motion sickness.
She glanced over at Kenwar�s pod. It was still closed, and she could see that all of the vitals were functioning just fine. He was resting quietly within his pod.
�How was the game?� asked a familiar voice. Sang turned around to see the red-haired O�Hara waiting for her. The middle-aged woman�s arms were crossed and she wore a large frown on her face.
�It was okay,� Sang said. �We made some real progress today.�
�And our new friend?� O�Hara asked as she walked over to Kenwar�s pod and banged on it.
�He�s� useful in some ways. He got us into the army we need to be a part of if we�re going to beat Draco. At the same time, he just kind of ran off during a battle. The fact that he hasn�t been kicked out due to Sleep Time is curious, as well.�
�Just to be clear,� O�Hara said. �This whole thing was Neil�s idea. He thought it would be a great idea to send a known enemy into this game with you.�
�I�m still not sure what to think,� Sang said. �We�re getting desperate. Any word on this senator�s actions?�
O�Hara shrugged. �Not really. We�ve got about six days until the hearing. Sang, if you don�t bring us anything by that time, this program will be cut. We�ll probably be fired.�
�I don�t need that kind of pressure, O�Hara,� Sang said as she pressed her hands to her face. �Why can�t you just tell me something encouraging?�
�How�s this for encouragement?� the red-haired woman asked as she pulled out a flask.
Normally, Sang didn�t drink on the job, but she made an exception now. �Give it here,� she said as she grabbed it and took a swig. �Ugh, what is this crap?�
�Only the best rotgut whisky you can find,� the other agent replied as she grabbed the flask back and took a drink.
�Thanks, O�Hara,� Sang said as she slid down to the floor and leaned against the pod. �I think I�m going to hang out and wait for Kenwar to wake up.�
�I�ll join you,� the agent replied as she sat down next to Sang. They spent a few minutes in silence, passing the flask back and forth. The whiskey truly was foul, but Sang didn�t mind the distraction of booze. Things had grown way out of hand lately, and she needed the brief respite.
�I�m getting worried,� O�Hara said.
�About this job?�
�Nah, I hate this job and every minute of it,� she replied. �Getting fired would be a relief. What I�m worried about is Van.�
�He�s been doing great. You should see him in the field,� Sang said. �This guy is able to motivate people like I have never seen before. I�m honestly very impressed with him.�
�He was puking his guts out in the restroom when I came in here,� O�Hara said. �His heart rate has been extremely high these last few days. Nightmares, too, apparently. Neil heard him screaming something about the pressure a few days ago.�
�Is the pod affecting him? I thought we worked hard to make sure that they were safer to use.�
�Not the pod, Sang. It�s the stress. Tell me�how stressed are you by this whole affair?�
Sang paused to sip from the flask, trying her best to not convulse as she swallowed the foul liquid. �I have to admit that this definitely is one of the more stressful jobs I�ve had in this department. I mean, beforehand, I was fighting cyberterrorists, but this is kind of a bigger deal.�
�Yeah, it is a bigger deal. And yeah, you are stressed. But you aren�t nearly as stressed out as him. You know why?�
�Why?�
�Because this isn�t your first time to the rodeo. Yes, the stakes are way higher than you�ve had to deal with before, but you�ve dealt with high pressure scenarios. You�ve had to handle hacking into terrorist cells, you�ve monitored drug deals gone bad, and you�ve dealt with the stress of being a CIA operative.�
�On the other hand,� Sang mused, �Van hasn�t dealt with anything remotely close to what I deal with on a weekly basis. So, while I�m stressed��
�It�s nowhere near the same as what Van�s feeling,� O�Hara finished. �And this is gonna be a real problem. He�ll crack, before the end of this.�
�I doubt that, he�s been such a strong leader.�
�What makes a leader strong? The ability to present a good image? The ability to hide your doubts and fears, pressing forward endlessly and leading others to greatness? Internal strength is what makes a leader strong. Anything else is just a sign of a poser.�
�Van isn�t a poser!� Sang practically shouted. She quickly lowered her voice. �The guy really knows what he�s doing.�
�He might know what he�s doing,� O�Hara said, �but he doesn�t have the strength to keep leading. The weight of what we�ve asked him to do will crush him.�
Sang frowned. She wanted to argue that Van was tough enough to handle it, but at the same time, she had seen the weary look on his face. She had heard the tone of near exhaustion in his voice. �So� what? What are we supposed to do? He doesn�t really have time for therapy.�
�You�ve got to be the one to keep him going,� O�Hara said as she stood up. �I don�t know how, but I just want you to know that he�s going to crack soon. And when he does, who knows what�ll happen?�
With that, O�Hara wandered off, leaving Sang to her thoughts. How was she supposed to help Van? The guy was a very canny leader and he seemed to be strong enough to keep the team going, so what was she supposed to say? Would he even listen to her? In the gaming world, he was the rock star, not her.
As Sang pondered what her options were, the hissing of the pod behind her caught her attention.
�Urgh,� Kenwar mumbled as he leaned up and stretched his arms out.
�There you are,� Sang said as she leapt to her feet. The booze had thrown off her coordination a little, but she was able to stop herself from stumbling over.
�Oh, um, hi there,� Kenneth said. �I would have figured everyone would be sleeping by now.�
�I�m onto you, you know!� Sang said. She felt incredibly forceful and strong at the moment, and she didn�t know why. It was probably the liquor. �I�m going to figure out your game and I�m gonna see to it that the rest of your life is a living hell.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about,� Kenneth said with a grin as he pushed up his glasses. �I�m on your side.�
�Are you? Because you just vanished during a critical fight.�
�Since when is robbing a wagon of healing potions a critical fight? If you must know what I was doing, I was going to try and retrieve those damnable tears we had been fighting so hard for.�
�Sure you were.�
�I can prove it to you. Tomorrow, when we�re in the game, I�ll have them,� Kenneth said, his expression never changing.
Sang frowned. He was clearly up to no good. And besides�if Draco was supporting him, they�d have no problem handing him any item he needed, just to help him keep up his cover. She briefly considered using physical violence against the guy, but realized that she wasn�t the strong, skillful warrior that her character was.
�Look, Sang, I�m just trying to get out of this whole thing alive,� Kenneth said. �That�s all.�
�That�s what I�m worried about. Cowards will do whatever it takes to survive,� Sang hissed. �I�m going to watch you like a hawk. If you leave again, I�m gonna give the go-ahead to Neil. He�ll make sure that your disappearance will be permanent.�
Kenneth chuckled a little as he stepped back. The chuckle seemed to be far more nervous than amused. �Come now, let�s not be rash.�
�Oh, you�re going to find that we are nothing but rash,� Sang whispered as she pressed her face right into his. He winced and tried to back away, but was pressed up against the pod. �You are a dead man if you try anything, you got it?�
�Fine, fine, okay. I�ll tell you the truth!� he squeaked. �I was trying to meet one of my contacts at Draco. We couldn�t make contact, however. I don�t know what happened. My plan was to get some information on the lethal biofeedback, but nothing came of it.�
Sang frowned again. She had no idea if this was true or not. She decided to press a little more. �Why? Why do you think your contact didn�t show up?�
�I have no idea. We were in talks via the private messaging system that I�d rigged. It was unmonitorable for Draco.�
�How? I thought they could access everything except for VOIP chat?�
�Well, they technically can access everything, but they don�t bother to check everything. The sheer amount of information that is constantly being traded online is ridiculous. So, we had a system. We�d trade items that we gave custom names. It was simple enough; I�d use the postmaster option to mail a sentence or two every few hours.�
�Who was your contact?� Sang asked. The way that Kenneth rattled off the information so easily indicated that he might not be lying. She wasn�t sure.
�Her name was Sioal. Sweet girl�joined Draco and freaked out when she was told the truth. She decided to resist internally, however. I thought we were getting somewhere, but she just vanished,� Kenneth explained. He was breathing heavily now, and Sang could see the fear in his eyes.
�Damn� alright, fine,� Sang said as she pulled away from him. �You�re off the hook for now. But don�t think for a second that I�m okay with you slinking off. Keep us informed, alright?�
�Yeah, of course. Sorry,� Kenneth stammered. �I�ve just never worked for a team before�� he trailed off. �Sang, please tell me something.�
�What?�
�Are they going to kill me after this job is done? Even if I help?� he asked. She could hear the desperation in his voice and see that there were tears forming in his eyes. The man looked downright terrified.
�Believe it or not,� Sang said with a sigh, �it�s not at all like what you see in the movies. We don�t just drag people out into the desert and kill them for no reason. If you cooperate, you�ll be safe.�
�I have no guarantee�all I have is your word,� Kenneth said. �I�m not here to make trouble, but I need to get out of this thing alive. Between you and Draco� I don�t know who�s better for me.�
Sang could see that there indeed was real fear in the man�s heart. He was going to do whatever it would take to survive, even if it meant playing both sides until he got what he wanted. She made a mental note to inform Neil of the trait. It would be good to play on. As long as he was legitimately afraid of dying, there would be little chance of him actively working to screw Sang and Van over.
�Here�s the deal, okay? We�re in this for six days, and then we�ve got some big meeting. If you can give me your everything for six days, I�ll make certain they let you go.,� she said. Of course, Sang had no intention of following up on the promise, but if it would make him cooperate for just a few more days, then it would be worth the lie. If things went well with the meeting and they were allowed to continue investigating, she�d be able to figure out some other way to motivate him.
�Really?� he asked.
�Yeah, I promise. Now, you have no idea if you can trust me, but think about the alternative. If you don�t help us out, and six days pass� well, I hope you�re handy with a shovel.�
�Fine, fine. Six days. No more mysterious stuff,� Kenneth said. He let out a sigh of relief. �Thanks, Sang. I owe you one.�
�Yeah�� Sang murmured as she looked at the empty pod. �You owe me your life.�



            Chapter Nine
Van opened his eyes, smelling the smoke of the game world. It was crisp and stinging, burning his nostrils as if it were the real thing. He glanced over to see that Sang and Kenwar were also connected into the game. He stretched his arms out and yawned.
�Alright, gang,� he said. �We�ve got a lot to get done over the next few days. The rest of the team is already in the game�they�re over at Tower Banesfield. There�s going to be a major push from the Kyrissian forces toward the tower. We�re going to have to prepare fortifications and hold against it.�
�Sounds good to me,� Kenwar said. �My crossbows are getting antsy for a real fight.�
�Van, a word?� Sang asked as she motioned for him to come closer.
�Yes, of course,� Van said as he walked up to her. �What�s up?�
�Not too much,� Sang said as she placed a hand on his shoulder. It was an odd gesture and he didn�t quite understand what she meant by it. �I just wanted to tell you that, uh, you�re doing well at this whole thing, and I�m appreciative of how hard you�re working. I understand that it�s difficult to be a leader and that the various pressures and assorted challenges are weighing heavily on you, but don�t worry. You�ll do exceptionally well, and I commend you for it.�
Van wasn�t quite sure what she�d just said. He cocked his head. �Sang, I�m sorry, you just kind of rambled at me. What are you talking about? Is everything okay?�
Sang tried to suppress her frown, but Van knew her well enough at this point to know he had annoyed her. �I�m trying to encourage you, Van,� she snapped. �I literally just told you you�re doing a good job.�
�You said a ton of words in a rapid onset of sentences,� Van replied. �That�s not a great way to say �good job� at all.�
�Fine, then you tell me how to say it,� she said, folding her arms.
�Fine. It�s easy. Try this: �Van, you are� a rugged and handsome man���
�Alright, I�m walking this way. Take your damn encouragement for what it is,� Sang said as she briskly walked away. Van chuckled to himself as he followed after her. He wasn�t quite sure why she was being so kind to him, but he didn�t mind it. Things had been getting more tense over the last few days, and the chance to goof off and get on her nerves had been welcome.
They made their way to Tower Banesfield. The tower itself was nothing special; it was just a large stone tower with a pointed top that made it look somewhat like a wizard tower from a fable about Merlin. At the base of the tower were several thousand players and several hundred thousand NPCs.
�That is an army!� Sang said, pointing at the group. �How are there that many people in this game?�
�It�s a popular game,� Kenwar said.
Van abruptly turned to look at him. Kenwar was normally silent during the course of the game. The only time he ever talked was when helping make tactical decisions or when he�d tried to convince Van to join Draco�s side. Never had the man spoken so casually before.
�Come on, I see the team,� Van said. He pointed to a large collection of his friends who were hanging out at the edge of the camp. They were all waving to Van. The entire party was there.
�There you are!� Sahara said as she rushed up to hug Van. �Oh, my goodness, I am so sorry! My computer overheated at the worst possible time. Bidane said you all almost died because of my incompetency�I�m really sorry!�
�Oh, hey, it�s not like it was something that you could control,� Van replied as he pried the girl off of him. She was far too handsy for his liking. He wondered if she had a crush on him. The way that she was always just a few feet away from him and constantly talking up to him made him curious. It wasn�t like he didn�t like the idea of having a girlfriend, but... what with all of the talk about the end of the world and facing his own potential death, he didn�t really have the time to think about it.
�Good news,� Bidane said. �We�ve just gotten word that the entire freaking Kyrissian army is on its way. We�re looking at a force of about 30,000 players.�
�Crap, that is a lot!� Van gasped. �Just players?�
�Well, their NPCs are going to be triple that number, so yeah� it�s gonna suck,� Kylian said as he walked up to them.
�What�s the good word from our commander?� Sang asked. She grimaced for a moment and adjusted her backpack�s strap.
�Well, he hasn�t logged in yet,� Kylian replied. �So, we�re hoping that�� His words were interrupted by the sound of leather ripping open.
Jet came tumbling out of Sang�s now torn bag and fell to the ground. The dragon rolled around and hopped up. He had grown significantly larger than Van remembered, and now broken out of Sang�s bag. Beforehand, Sang and Van had made an agreement to keep the dragon hidden, as a way to detract from potential thieves and protect them from curious players who wanted to know how they�d obtained a dragon at such a low level. Now it seemed that Jet was getting far too big to keep hidden.
�Ah, crap,� Sang said as she scrambled to pick up the items that had spilled all over the ground. �That�s what I get for feeding you beef jerky every few hours.�
The group laughed at that. Everyone was laughing, in fact, with the exception of Kenwar. Van noticed that the man�s eyes had narrowed upon seeing the dragon. He shifted uncomfortably as he watched the manhunter�s eyes intently gaze at the beast.
Jet slowly turned its head and looked right at Van. �Bad!� it hissed.
�Yeah, I know, it�s bad that you�re out of your bag,� Van said. �But we�re going to have to let you wander alongside us now.� He groaned as he tried to think of some kind of plausible lie to tell every curious player they would encounter.
�Oh man, we�re going to be flying on him soon enough!� Dolly said as she giggled and bent over to pet the dragon. It snapped at her with its jaws.
�Behave, Jet,� Sang said.
�What a marvelous creature,� Kenwar said. �I must know how you guys acquired it.�
�Why don�t you shut the hell up!� Sang barked. The yell startled Kenwar, who raised his hands up immediately.
�Sorry, I was just curious.�
Van glanced at Sang, who knowingly nodded at him. Sang stormed up to Kenwar and whispered a few words into his ear. Van could see the man�s face grow pale. He nodded vigorously a few times and backed away from the dragon.
�Alright, let�s get moving,� Capello said as he rushed up to the group. �Our glorious leader just logged in. He�s going to be making a speech.� He pointed to the tower, where they could see Captain Edwardson standing atop one of the balconies.
Everyone rushed to get to a good spot where they could hear their leader. As Van scrambled with the others, a private message popped up for him:
Van, please come to my location at once. � Captain Edwardson.
This was an odd missive. What did the captain want with him? With a shrug, Van made his way through the throngs of players and up to the tower.
�Please enter!� the guard said, opening the door for Van immediately. Van moved up dozens of stairs, unable to hear any of the speech from the captain. He grumbled a little as he walked. He�d wanted to hear the famous man speak.
He finally reached the balcony where he expected Edwardson would be standing. He opened the door just in time to hear the end of the man�s speech.
�And what is a good battle without a speech? There are over fifteen thousand players here today, but literally only one of you chose to be a bard! This goes to show how under-represented that class is.� He paused and allowed for laughter to sweep through the crowd. �But fortunately for us, I have made the acquaintance of a bard who has the skills necessary to buff us all up before this fight! His name is Semimodo!�
The crowd clapped as Edwardson gestured for Van to stroll up. �Oh uh, I�m doing what?�
�Just do your Rallying Speech,� Edwardson muttered. �And if you�re funny, make a joke or two. Just keep it light.�
Van looked at the sea of people and NPCs. He couldn�t believe that he was standing in front of so many of them. And they were all expecting him to say something clever. Normally, he was somewhat of a funny guy, but standing in front of so many people, he had no idea what to say. He took a deep breath, activated his Rallying Speech ability, and just started talking.
�Greetings, seasoned warriors of Melvania! Today is a great day!� he said. �For today is the day that we fight the Kyrissians for the first time ever!� This elicited a great deal of laughter from the crowd. �Now, I know what you�re thinking: you�re wondering if we have what it takes to fight our foe; you�re maybe worried that our inexperience at fighting these jerks will somehow slow us down. But to this, I say, yes, our inexperience is a huge problem!� This elicited more laughter. �But let�s really be honest here... how many times have we kicked their asses?� Van asked. �How many times have we been forced to beat them so hard that they had to change their flag to black and blue?� Everyone cheered at that.
�We�re not here to let them take this tower! We�re not here to let them take anything except for our excess arrows!� The crowd cheered again. Van could see the words Inspiredhovering above the heads of every single player at once. This was crazy, to see how powerful this effect was! The inspiration would increase their stamina regeneration, give them +5 to every skill use for an hour, and give them additional hitpoints known as Vigor.
�Nice work, Semimodo,� Edwardson said as he grabbed Van and pulled him away from the crowd.
�Are you kidding me? I was just getting started!� Van said as he tried to scramble back to the limelight.
�It�s always better to end a speech early rather than to let it go on for too long,� Edwardson said. �Besides, the speech I already gave was a good one. Now then, we�re going to have several thousand warriors pouring at us any minute. I suggest you grab your team and get ready to earn your keep.�
�What�s the assignment?�
�It shouldn�t be too difficult. As you can see, the tactical value of this tower is the fact that it is sitting in an empty field with no higher ground. This means they�ll be forced to come from all directions or, better yet, they�ll be forced to pick just a few flanks to charge down. If they spread too thin, we�ll easily be able to route them.�
�Got it,� Van said.
�So, what I need a strike force to do is to cause some trouble in the rear flanks of the opposing forces that are waiting to serve as relief. No army is going to send all of their forces at once. My question is: what are those rear flanks looking like? Our scouts have unfortunately been killed, and so we can only estimate the size of the initial force.�
�So, do you want us to go out and scout the position of the rear flanks? Count their numbers?� Van asked.
�Not at all. I want your team to go and disrupt them. I�m not a micromanager, so just do whatever it takes. Stop the rear flanks from moving in when they are supposed to.�
Van saluted the captain and turned to leave.
�Oh, and Van? That joke about this being our first fight was hilarious.�
Van silently did a fist pump as he moved out to inform his team of what the big plan was.
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�Man, if this works, I�m going to have to reconsider all of my life choices,� Kylian said from beneath his tarp.
�Shush it!� Van whispered as he steered the cart toward the large horde of soldiers. The mission he had come up with, unfortunately, wasn�t the best one he�d ever thought up, but considering the circumstances, it wasn�t the worst idea either. He had dispatched Dolly and Sang to get some information about the rear flanks, only to discover that, indeed, the flanks were composed of nearly 7,000 players. If they struck at the right time, it would be a disaster for the defenders of Tower Banesfield.
Their side would have no ability to fight off such a large force, and Edwardson had been dismissive of any request for additional forces, so that meant Van would have to use all of his wits to disrupt the forces. And his team hadn�t been terribly happy with the decision to pile into the back of a wagon, as they were handcuffed.
�You know the drill, right?� Van asked Kenwar, who was sitting next to him.
Kenwar sighed heavily. �Yes, I know the drill.�
�Don�t screw this up,� Van hissed.
�I�m sure it�ll work,� Kenwar replied. �Now, you better get in the back before they see you talking to me.�
Van climbed into the back and hid underneath the tarp with the others. He grabbed the extra shackles and cuffed them around his arms loosely. Kenwar�s Discrete ability prevented players from figuring out what his name was or what his allegiances were, meaning that he could pose as a member of the Kyrissian army. Everything hinged on this one detail working.
�Alright, you all know the drill,� Van whispered. �We all have the same story.�
�We�ve been going over this for almost an hour,� Sahara fussed. �I can repeat it in my sleep.�
�Van, I really do trust you here,� Sang said. Her tone indicated, however, that she was skeptical as hell about his brilliant plan.
�You know, people only say �I trust you� when they aren�t sure,� Van replied.
�Can it!� Kenwar hissed. Everyone lay perfectly still and began to moan as if they were in agony.
�Halt! You are approaching the King of Kyriss�s forces!� called a stern voice. �What do you want?�
�Greetings, friend, I am but a simple journeyman who has acquired some goods that I thought you might be interested in,� Kenwar said. Van could hear him shuffle to stand up and pull the tarp off.
The entire party writhed and moaned some more.
�Prisoners of war!� Kenwar said. �I captured them! They�re beat up pretty bad, but this one over here,� he pointed to Van, �was by the side of Captain Edwardson. I believe he even gave a speech.�
�Well, I�ll be damned,� the man said as he looked at the group. �What good fortune is this? How much for them?�
�In this wartime? I�m charging 20,000 gold pieces.�
�Are you kidding me?� the guard replied. �You�re a lunatic.�
�I might be nuts,� Kenwar said, �but even a crazy person knows how much the right information can be worth during a battle.�
�Lemme get the boss,� the guard said as he hustled off to find his superior.
�Great work, team,� Van whispered. �I think he bought it.� The make-up from his disguise kit was a good touch. His Disguise skill was so good that it had even fooled a player�s UI, convincing them that each player was only at 10 hit points or less. Jet had been safely stored away in a barrel back at the base. They had thrown a few live chickens in the barrel to keep the dragon sated while they were gone, and since the dragon didn�t seem to do much other than sleep, it had barely seemed to care when Sang had promised to return.
A few minutes later, a retinue of soldiers and players rode up on horses. In the center was a very tall woman, wearing the traditional blue and gold colors of the Kyrissian army.
�I hear that you are a seller of prisoners,� she said as her horse stopped by the cart. Several dozen other horses were surrounding them at this point, making it clear that, if Kenwar was up to anything clever, he�d be easily overpowered.
�That I am. These are worth a lot of coin to the right people. Information and hostage trades�you can�t beat what I�m offering!� Kenwar said.
The woman looked Van right in the eyes. Her name was Clara of Clane. �I see� well, we�ll pay you five thousand for him, and you can just kill the rest.�
�I don�t kill my slaves,� Kenwar said. �If you don�t want them, I�ll just ransom them back to the Melvanians.�
�What kind of players like to pretend like they are slaves instead of just logging out?� Clara asked.
�The kind that don�t like to lose their wartime bonus,� Kenwar replied. �Don�t forget that, if you log out during a war, you lose your entire bonus.�
Clara frowned. �You know, I haven�t lost a battle in such a long time, I barely even remember that�s a rule. Very well... we�ll pay you seven thousand for all of them.�
�Ten thousand gold,� Kenwar said.
�Eight.�
�Done,� Kenwar said, taking off his hat and bowing to the woman. �It was a pleasure, my lady.�
�Pay him,� Clara said as she reached down and grabbed Van by the arm. �And you are coming with me.�
�Ma�am,� said a man on horseback. He was coming from the direction where the massive battle was underway. �We�re at second signal!�
Clara nodded. �Perfect. Everything is going well then?�
�Exactly as planned for; no surprises,� the outsider replied.
�Great. Everyone else, let�s get moving. I don�t like being so exposed out here.�
�Ma�am, we�re in a valley,� said one of her aids.
�So? Only fools think they are safe in wide open spaces,� Clara replied.
The prisoners were loaded onto the backs of the horses and quickly transported to the camp where the rest of the reinforcements were waiting.
�Alright, here is the deal,� Clara said. �I�m in somewhat of an auspicious mood right now, so I�m going to give everyone a chance here to help me out. No doubt your wartime bonuses are very high and, goodness me, aren�t the penalties for death just so steep these days?�
Several guards had pulled each of Van�s team members off of the horses and forced them all onto their knees in front of her as she�d spoken.
Clara grabbed Van and pulled him over to her. �They told me that a bard had given some kind of speech that bolstered them all. It is rare to find a bard these days. Too many nerfs, if you ask me.�
�Well, you know how it goes,� Van said. �We�re not the easiest class to play.�
�No, no, you aren�t,� Clara replied as she forced him onto his knees again. �Now, I have some basic questions for you. Answer me right, and you all get to walk out of here after the battle. Answer me wrong, and� well.� She paused to count all of Van�s party members. �Let�s just say that you have six chances to answer me. After that, I�ll kill you.�
�Right, right,� Van said. �Look, we�re just players who wanted to fight in the war; we�re mercenaries, and we don�t know anything.�
�Mhmm,� Clara said as she looked Van directly in the eyes. She squinted a little. �You know, even though we are in a video game, I know that the eyes can tell me everything that I need to know. You�re definitely lying. What do you know?�
�Nothing!� Van said. �I don�t know a thing!�
�Very well,� Clara said as she turned to face the rest of the party. No one said anything. She glanced around and pointed at Capello. �Him.�
Van secretly sighed a breath of relief as two guards walked up and grabbed Capello. He was gagged, unlike the rest of the players, and he immediately began to grumble and shout, but his words were muffled. The guards cut his throat, killing him immediately. It sucked to see Capello die, but Van knew that, for this ruse to work, they had to pretend like they were fully at her mercy.
�Ah, crap! Why�d you do that?� Van asked. The rest of the players all began to shout, as well.
�Not cool!� Dolly gasped.
�I�ll kill you all!� Kylian said.
�Oh no!� said Sahara.
�Silence!� Clara bellowed, causing them all to stop talking immediately. �Now then, I�m going to ask you again, Semimodo. What do you know?�
�Alright, alright, please stop killing my team!� Van said. �I�ll talk if you let them go.�
�Of course, we will,� Clara said. �We aren�t savages like the Melvanians.�
�Fine, fine, what do you want to know specifically?� Van asked.
�What are his plans for this battle? Does he know about our detachment?� she asked. �Is he planning something special?�
Van shrugged. �I don�t think he would know about you guys hiding out here; you�re too far from the battle.�
Clara waved to her guards and they began to move towards Dolly.
�Wait, wait!� Van said. �Okay, okay, okay, I�ll talk!�
�That�s more like it,� Clara replied as she waved at the guard to stop their advance. �Now then, what is he planning?�
�Ahhh, okay. Fine,� Van stammered, trying his best to look like he really was flustered. �There is a large force moving in from southwest of here. They�re going to wait on your movement and, as soon as your forces get moving to reinforce the battle, they�re going to push hard into your rear flanks.�
Clara frowned. �Hmmm, it sounds like a reasonable tactic. My scouts haven�t seen anyone, though.�
�Yeah, well, you know how stealthy and careful Captain Edwardson is; he�ll have some kind of clever ambush figured out,� Van said.
�Hmmm,� Clara said as she looked around. The men were all watching her and a few of them seemed rather nervous. �I suppose it is possible that he�s somehow gotten a force around us. But, we are formidable. How big of a team are we talking about?�
�Twelve hundred players,� Van replied.
�That�s not nearly enough to take us down,� Clara said. She shook her head. �But if they strike when we�re moving� damn.�
�Ma�am, we have enough time; let�s go fight them and mess them up!� said one of the soldiers. The rest of them all cheered and shouted in agreement with the statement.
�No, that�s too much of a waste of time,� Clara said. �We would do best to stick to the current plan.�
�With all due respect, Clara,� said one of the players, who was named Thornton and was a wizard dressed in golden robes. �Your choice is crucial here. If we get derailed from behind while we�re trying to reinforce the flanks, we�ll be dead on arrival. It would be far better to take care of a strike force coming up behind us right now instead of dealing with them later.�
�Thornton, what did I tell you?� Clara asked. �You�re not in charge of this unit anymore. General Allus clearly stated that I was in command.�
�This isn�t about politics,� Thornton said. �This is about getting things done the right way. We need to pool our minds together.�
�Like you listened to my advice back at that river?� Clara asked. �I�m not interested in anything that you have to say about this matter any further. I will make my decision on my own.�
�Well, I�m taking my own team and we�re going to take care of that strike force,� Thornton said. �Regardless of whether you like it or not.� He started to walk away, but she reached out and grabbed him by the shoulder, hard.
�Desertion is punishable by death!� she hissed. �I will not have you, of all people, undermining me.�
Van glanced over at Sang. She slowly nodded to him. It was time for the second part of the plan. Now that a clear dissenter was recognized, all it would take was a little bit of persuasion to get them to follow after Van�s ruse.
�If you think for a moment�� The wizard was interrupted as Sang broke free of her shackles and rushed toward Clara with a small knife.
�Die!� Sang shouted. �For Capello!� She leapt forward and slash her blade across Clara�s face.
�Ah! Restrain her!� Clara shouted as she shoved Sang off of her. Blood began to fall from her cheek, but the wound was superficial at best. �Are you kidding me?� she muttered as she wiped the blood off of her face. �You really think that you can kill me?�
�I think I can poison you,� Sang said with a smirk.
�Ah, crap!� Clara shouted once she realized that her health was rapidly dropping. �I need an antidote, quickly!�
�See this?� Thornton shouted, throwing his arms wide. �She can�t even keep her prisoners under control! If anyone wants to take care of this army before they obliterate us, follow me! If you�re interested in just waiting for them to kill us in the heat of battle, I suggest you stick around with her.�
Much to Van�s surprise, the entire group of soldiers began to rapidly mount up. He had underestimated how bored they would be with hanging around. His plan had been risky, but it was working beautifully. He couldn�t believe his luck.
�I�m dying here!� Clara said. �Don�t any of you guys have potions?�
�I can heal it,� Bidane said. Clara shot a look over at her. �If we walk.�
�Are you kidding me?� Clara hissed. She turned to see that most of the camp was rapidly moving out. No one was paying her any mind, instead listening to Thornton�s orders.
�Walk us out of here and you get a healing spell,� Bidane said.
�Damn you all!� Clara hissed as she rushed over and forced the rest of the party to their feet. �You had this planned, didn�t you? Did Thornton put you up to this? I doubt there�s anyone over there.�
�Guess you�ll have to find out,� Van said once his own arms were free.
�There, you�re all free. I held up my end of the bargain, which by the way I was going to do anyway. If you get a reputation for being a liar to prisoners, you lose all interrogation credibility,� Clara said.
�I think you�ll want to work on your reputation for being a leader,� Kylian said. This elicited a chuckle from the group.
�Laugh all you want, but that mouthy upstart�s just friends with the king, that�s all. He�s terrible at this game.�
�Yet, he seems to be the one in charge,� Sahara said.
Clara growled, but did nothing other than cross her arms.
Bidane waved her hands as she cast a cure spell that rid the woman of her poison.
�Hey, you jerks are with a mercenary company, right?� Clara asked.
�Yeah, why?�
�You guys recruiting? I�m sick and tired of getting passed over for favoritism,� Clara replied as she watched the last of the soldiers move out of view. �I know you were lying to me. It all makes too much sense. You get yourselves captured, you hope that someone will believe your story, and then you kill me so it causes panic. Not a bad grift.�
�What are you talking about?� Van asked as he turned to his team. �Let�s get out of here.�
�Come on!� Clara said. �I�m pretty good at this game. I�m a warrior, and I�ve got great sword skills.�
�Always could use an extra sword hand,� Kylian mumbled to Van.
�I get you, but can we trust her?� Van asked. �What if she betrays us?�
�She�d have to leave the kingdom in order to join, meaning that she�s forfeiting her war bonus and her rank,� Kylian said. �Would be a pretty crappy trade-off to get revenge on a couple of nobodies.�
Van nodded. �Alright, if you want to join, come to our camp at midnight after the fight. If you haven�t deleted your allegiance by then, we won�t accept you.�
�And how will I know if this isn�t some prank?� Clara responded.
�Trust, I guess,� Van said.
�No reason to join us if you don�t trust us,� Kylian replied.
�I�ll think about it,� Clara said as the team walked away from her. Off in the distance, Van could hear the bleating of horns and the calls of runners who were rushing back to the now barren campsite where the army had once been.
�Nice work, Van,� Kylian said as they hurried back to the cart where Kenwar was waiting for them. Much to Van�s relief, Kenwar was still sitting there.
�Thanks�I�m honestly surprised that it worked as well as it did,� Van replied.
�I�m surprised that only one of us died, and that it was Capello,� Sahara said.
�I was positive they�d stab me,� Sang said. �But I guess they were too busy thinking about fighting our nonexistent army.�
�I still think the plan was a terrible idea,� Bidane grumbled.
�Terrible or not, it worked,� Van said. �Edwardson�s not the kind of guy who�s prone to giving people resources and hints. It seems that he likes to give people impossible tasks and then trusts them to find a solution. Even if we�d all died in that plan, if we�d achieved our goal, we would have found the best solution.�
�I understand,� Bidane said, �but I don�t get why we needed to risk everyone.�
�If we weren�t all there,� Sang said, �it would have made our escape far harder.�
�You can�t realistically expect us to have escaped from that size of an army?� Bidane asked.
Van groaned. The real reason he�d wanted everyone with him was so that no one would be alone with Kenwar. He was growing far more suspicious of the man with each passing hour, and he didn�t want any of the party associating with him more than necessary.
�Quit your whining,� Kylian said. �We won, and that�s all that mattered. The reinforcements are gonna spend forever trying to chase some nonexistent army and, without relief, the Kyrissian forces are going to be wrecked. Don�t be a crybaby.�
�I�m not being a crybaby�I�m just trying to understand a tactical decision,� Bidane said as they all climbed into the back of the wagon. Kenwar didn�t say a word; he merely cracked his whip, causing the horses to move back toward the home base.
Tension continued to build as they rode. Bidane didn�t say another word, but her furrowed brow and frustrated expression were all that Van needed to know that she was feeling agitated with the entire situation. She normally wasn�t that big of a fighter when it came to making decisions, but something was bothering her. If he didn�t handle it now, it would probably come back to bite him in the long run.
Van slid over to where she was sitting and just looked out at the plains. Neither of them spoke. The creaking of the wagon wheels continued for some time until finally she looked over at him.
�I don�t feel like either you or Kylian respect me,� she said. �Don�t think that I don�t know you two have been talking behind my back.�
Van nodded. �We have been talking, discussing other business about his nephew, but he�s definitely not in charge of any kind of decision making if that�s what you�re thinking, and we haven�t been talking about you.�
�Alright. But you always look to him for advice,� she said as she faced toward the plains again. �I�m starting to wonder if you�re really as fair a leader as I think.�
�Look, we took a vote when it came to this adventure. It came up five to three,� Van said. �Everyone has an equal say here.�
�Do they?� Bidane shot back. �Because when I see everyone vote, I know for a fact that Sang is going to vote with you, Kenwar is going to vote with you, and Kylian also always votes in your favor. So how fair is that? I don�t know what kind of favoritism or sweetheart deals you have with these guys, but it�s clearly stacking the deck.�
�Hey, they all have a choice to go against me if they want,� Van replied. �But they have chosen to vote in my favor because they trust me.�
�I trust you, too!� she said. �But that doesn�t mean that I can�t vote against you.�
�Of course not, that�s why we have the voting process,� Van replied. �But I�m not some kind of master manipulator, if that�s what you�re thinking. Sang supports me because we�ve been adventuring together for a long time and she�s aware of my decision-making process. Kylian trusts me because he�s got a good gut. Kenwar� well, I�ll be honest, Kenwar isn�t particularly on good terms with me, but he follows whatever Sang does.�
�I just don�t have any idea what�s going on and�� Bidane paused. �And I know there is something more than what you�re telling me. I don�t like being out of the loop.�
Van sighed. If she was smart enough to pick up on their urgency, she wouldn�t believe anymore of his lies. �Look, I can�t tell you what is happening, because frankly, it�s a tall glass to swallow. Only Sang, Kenwar, and I know what we�re really up to here.�
�I don�t like working without some idea of what�s going on,� Bidane replied as she crossed her arms.
�Yeah, I get ya, but trust me, it�s really important.�
�What could be so important in this game that it would require secrecy from your friends?� she asked.
�You�ve got me there,� Van said. �It�s kind of hard to understand from the outside, but if you could please, please trust me, I promise that at some point you�ll understand.�
�I don�t like it,� Bidane said. �I think I might just bail on this team. No offense, but if I don�t have the whole story, what�s the point? I have a right to know what you�re up to.�
�I would completely understand your decision, Bidane. But you�re not thinking about the big picture. Yes, you might not like the fact that there�s some kind of undercurrent, and yeah, you�re probably worried about what our endgame is. But think about it like this: we�re on the fast track to success. We�re winning plenty of fights, getting tons of cash, and we�re about to seriously be propped up for our activities here. We are the literal gravy train right now; do you want to hop off of it? And do what? Post  �LFG� on your name tag and wait around for adventure?�
�I�m not saying that I�m unhappy with the amount of experience we�re getting. That war bonus is going to be stacking up very quickly�� Bidane said. �I�m just� I�m just getting fatigued from all of the hushed words and whispered half-truths.�
�I promise that, at some point, you�ll know what�s up,� Van said. �But right now, for the good of the team, you�ve got to be on the outer circle of this. If you can stomach that and trust me, we�ll keep getting along just fine. We can keep moving and we�ll get plenty of treasure and experience points.�
�Fine,� Bidane said. �But you better make good on your promise. As soon as you�re able to, I want to know the whole damn story.�
Van extended his hand. �I promise that you�ll hear the entire thing.�
They shook, and turned their attention out to the battle that was slowly coming into view. It was clear that the Melvanian fighters were easily repelling the last of the major invasion. Without any back-up arriving, the ranks of Kyrissians were unable to determine what to do, and had opted to continue fighting instead of retreating. It wasn�t the worst decision, because if they were to break ranks and retreat, the Melvanian horseback fighters would easily chase them down and slaughter those who were running.
As the battle began to wind down, though, Van could see that the Melvanian flag was being hoisted above the tower. The words Battle Over floated above the tower. There was a loud cheer from all of the soldiers as the combat indicator immediately disengaged. Hundreds of players who�d been on the losing side ran off, no longer able to fight back. An experience summary appeared in front of Van.
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Van had participated in wars before, but he was still shocked at the sheer amount of experience he had earned right here. It was more than enough for him to move up to the next level. The best part was that this battle hadn�t even been a major one. It had just been a small fight to protect a strategic point. A few more days of this kind of fighting, and they�d easily be able to stroll into Bloodrock without a problem.
He pulled up his character sheet to see what kind of options he would have now.
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There were some really good options for a bard here, but since he was going to be engaged in a large amount of battles that would require mass inspiration, he chose to improve his Rallying Speech power. This would add 10% damage resistance to all of the players who heard the speech, and for a full hour, meaning that they would be able to ignore 1 point of damage for every 10 taken. It didn�t seem like much, but over the course of an hour-long battle, those points would really add up.
As everyone worked on leveling up, Van glanced over at Jet. It had never occurred to him until now that the dragon might have stats, as well. He pulled up the dragon�s character sheet.
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Much to his surprise, there were a large amount of undistributed skill points. Apparently, the dragon was leveling every time that Sang was, but neither of them had known about it. He grabbed Sang and pulled her aside.
�What�s up?� Sang asked. �I cannot figure out if I want to add another arrow to my Multi-shot ability, or if I want to buy that one power that lets me immediately go into Stealth after killing a target.�
�Always take the Stealth skill one,� Van said. �It�s the perfect tactical skill. But I wanted to bring your attention to Jet.�
�What about him?� Sang asked as she looked at Jet. He was lying on the ground, snoozing happily. For a dragon, he wasn�t a particularly active creature. He mostly just laid around and sleep, even during fights. Most players ignored him because they assumed that he was just a non-combat NPC.
�We can level him up!� Van said. �He�s got stats and everything!�
�Why didn�t we think to check before?� Sang asked.
�Too much going on,� Van replied as he patted Jet on the head. The dragon burbled back at them.
�Isn�t language a skill?� Sang asked. �If we upgrade its language, it should be able to speak more clearly to us!�
�That�s perfect!� Van replied. Despite all of the travel and physical growth of the dragon, it hadn�t learned much English except for their names and the occasional swear word. Sometimes it would speak gibberish at them, which Van assumed could be the alien language, but he just wasn�t sure.
�Here, let me level him up really quick, and let�s see what we can buff him with,� Sang said. She raised her hands and began to fiddle with the character screen. Van couldn�t see what she was working on due to the fact that Jet was her companion, but he trusted her enough with the game to not worry about her choices. She had come a long way from putting points into maps with every single level.
After a few minutes, Sang looked at Van with satisfaction in her eyes. �I think that I did a really good job�check it out.�
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Van grimaced as he looked at some of her choices. He opened his mouth to say something, but realized that she looked immensely proud of her decision to give a dragon the lock-picking ability. He shrugged, and merely said, �Looks great.�
�Looks great to me, too,� Jet said. He stretched his wings out a little and puffed out some fire. �I was getting tired of being incapable of speaking your language.�
�Wow! You�re smart?� Van gasped. This elicited a cold, irritated stare from the dragon.
�Why, I do believe I am smart, Van, yes,� Jet said. �I would wager to say that your level of surprise is rather rude.�
�He was surprised that you were a fully sentient creature,� Sang said. �We didn�t mean to insult you at all.�
�Intentions and actions are two different things,� Jet said as he began to stroll around. His voice was harsh and grating; it was a little more high pitched than the other dragons they�d heard in the game.
�I have so many questions for you!� Sang said as she knelt down to get on the dragon�s level.
Jet merely looked at her and hissed a little, stepping backward.
�Am I interrupting something?� Kenwar asked as he strolled up to the three. They had walked a good distance away from the party, so as to not be eavesdropped on.
�Yes, you are,� Sang shot back.
�My apologies, but I have a message from Captain Edwardson. Apparently, he was so impressed with your ability to singlehandedly delay an entire force from moving when they needed to, that he wants to publicly commend us. We�re all heading to the tower, where he will give a speech and then will host a feast to honor us.�
�We get a feast?� Van asked. �Hell, yeah! It�s about time we got a feast!�
�I wouldn�t mind something to eat either,� Sang said. �I�ve been starving for the last four hours.�
�Well, let�s go,� Kenwar said, never taking his eyes off of Jet. Jet growled a little, but said nothing. It was clear that Jet wasn�t interested in talking when there were others around.
�Fine, let�s go,� Van sighed. He checked the in-game clock. Sleep Time wasn�t too far away now, so they wouldn�t really have enough time to feast and have a long drawn out conversation with the dragon. The good news was that Jet wasn�t going anywhere.
�Let me stay behind,� Sang whispered. �I need to talk to Jet.�
�I can�t risk Kenwar eavesdropping,� Van said. �Let�s ride to the beginning of Sleep Time, and then prevent him from logging in tomorrow.�
Sang nodded. �Yeah, good idea. He can�t hear a thing if he isn�t in the actual game.�



            Chapter Ten
Van sat amongst a large group of warriors who were all eating and drinking merrily. The speech given by Edwardson had levied high praise to Van and his team, telling everyone that his mercenary company was one of the best things to have come out of the war. The next thing Van knew, there�d been a line stretching all the way outside of the feast hall with applicants who wanted to be a part of the Iron Dragons. The exploits of Van had been so exaggerated by Edwardson that players almost three times higher in level were itching to join up.
Van didn�t have much of a selection process, as all he really needed were players who were willing to go anywhere and do anything, so after writing out a quick pledge, he found that his small team of eight had expanded to a group of nearly one hundred players. This would be enough for them to push toward Bloodrock after a few more battles. With such a large group, Van knew it would be important for him to manage the players properly, so he quickly made all of his original team mates managers of squads. Each squad was composed of 14 people. This would allow for Van to not have to micromanage every single player. Instead, he�d still be dealing with his regular team, and would allow them to give out his orders to their people.
With the team figured out, Van was enjoying his scrumptious meal of roast chicken, corn, sauerkraut, and pie when a gangly fellow wearing a jester�s hat approached him.
�Why, are you Van?� the jester asked.
�I am!� Van replied, surprised that the jester knew his actual name. Most of the other players had called him Semimodo.
�Well, it is good to finally meet the man who was singlehandedly responsible for tricking an entire relief force into chasing a fake army,� the man said. �My name is Zac.�
Van looked at Zac�s name tag, which read Foolius. It was rare to meet a player who introduced himself by his real name.
�It�s nice to meet you, Zac,� Van said as he shook the jester�s hand.
�I�m a bard, as well, you know,� Zac said as he sat down, and grabbed a pitcher of beer and began to drink straight out of it.
�Are you here to join my mercenary company?� Van asked.
�Hahaha, no, not even close,� Zac replied. �No, I�m actually just here to congratulate you on your victory. My name is Zac and I happen to be one of the higher-ranking officials over in the Kyrissian army. This is one of my alts.�
�So, what, you�re actually a general?� Van asked. �I highly doubt that.�
�Fun fact, Van�I�m not just a general. I�m a Draco pro. I�ve been playing the part of leader of the Kyrissians as a way to keep Edwardson occupied.�
�Isn�t he a pro, too? I thought you guys worked together.�
�Oh, we do work together; he was just growing bored with the ineptitude of the Kyrissian forces and requested someone to liven things up for him. I was assigned, and have been doing somewhat of a good job. I�m not nearly as skillful as him at warfare, though. My talents� lie elsewhere.�
�So, you�re just here to tell me I did a good job?� Van asked.
�No, no, I�m also here to tell you that your kind of performance is just the kind of thing we�re looking for at Draco. You would make quite the professional player. Now, I�m not here on any official business, but I do know that most players who have professional advocates tend to get the job. Are you interested?�
�I�m afraid not,� Van said. �I like this game, but I don�t think I�m cut out to be a pro, sorry.� He stood up to leave, but felt the firm grip of the jester�s hand stopping him.
�Come now�why so glum, chum?� Zac chortled. �Does something about Draco make you nervous?�
�I�m just not the kind of guy who likes to be tied down,� Van said. �End of discussion.�
�Very well,� Zac replied as he took up another pitcher of beer and paused to drink down the entire thing. �But I just want you to know that I am watching you.�
Those words echoed in Van�s ears and he felt a shudder. It was as if the walls around him were beginning to close in. This was Draco�s world. Everything that he saw had been created by them. Every taste, every texture, every smell. All of it belonged to Draco. The way that Zac had so effortlessly gotten close to him reminded Van that he was walking down a dangerous path.
�You alright?� Bidane asked as she walked up to Van. �You look a little wobbly.�
�Just too much booze,� Van lied. �I need some air.� With that, he rushed out of the feast tent and promptly began to puke. After a few minutes, he leaned up and gasped. �What the hell am I doing?�
�Returning your feast, from the looks of it,� said Kenwar. Van looked up to see that Kenwar was standing by the tent, leaning against the tarp.
�Get out of here,� Van said. �Go party with the rest of them.�
�You look nervous,� Kenwar replied as he walked over and put a hand on Van�s shoulder. �Like you�ve seen a ghost.�
�I just ate some bad chicken or something; I�m fine,� Van said as he shoved Kenwar�s hand off of him.
�Sure, you did. The fact that a Draco pro just popped by to say �hi� didn�t have anything to do with your panic attack,� Kenwar said.
�That wasn�t a panic��
�Yes, it was,� Kenwar interrupted. �It absolutely was. Do you want to know how I know? Because I get them all the time. It�s what happens when you�re in over your head.�
Van shook his head. �I�m not having this discussion with you.�
�I�m on your side here, Van. I�m on your side because we�re on the same team. We�re on Team Do Whatever the Hell It Takes To Survive.�
�That�s a long team name,� Van said as he wiped his mouth. �Won�t fit on any jacket.�
�Look, I know you�re trying to be a good guy here, and I know you�re trying to help the CIA out, but let�s face it, man. We�re in a ton of trouble here,� Kenwar said as he walked a few feet away from Van and looked at the night sky. �We aren�t going to survive unless we start making some better choices.�
�Like what? Serving Draco? Siding with a bunch of psychos who want to kill the majority of humanity?�
�It�s better to be alive and a slave than to be dead and a free man,� Kenwar said.
�You�re a coward!� Van shouted. �You would do whatever it takes to survive this thing, including selling out your own race?�
Kenwar shrugged. �What else am I supposed to do? I didn�t really have a choice when they brought me in, Van. This was supposed to be some kind of fun video game. I never signed up for the whole crazy alien thing. But let�s face it, when you�re looking at something as grim as the destruction of mankind, you�ve got to be willing to make some hard choices about the kind of person you are. I chose to be a survivor.�
�What�s the point of survival if you live your life like a coward?� Van asked. He knew that he was supposed to be pretending to play along with Kenwar, to slowly succumb to the man�s lies in order to gain his trust, but at the same time, Van was growing exhausted. He couldn�t keep carrying all of these burdens, looking in every direction.
�What�s the point of dying?� Kenwar said. �You only live once. Then, after that, you�re dead. I don�t know about you, but I�m not counting on any kind of afterlife. No heaven, no hell. So, I�m stuck. Stuck with the realization that I very much do like to exist. I enjoy being alive. I have no desire for my candle to be snuffed out. So� I�ll do whatever it takes for me to stay this way.�
�What do you even want from me?� Van asked.
Kenwar took a deep breath. �That dragon is a problem. As of right now, it�s entirely immune to any of the biofeedback controls that would normally exist for a player in a haptic system. This means that Draco can�t really� kill it. So, they will have to employ other means to ensure that it�s permanently dead.�
�You want to kill it?�
�Me? Oh no, I don�t want to hurt a soul here. I just want to go home and never have to worry about Draco or your CIA friends. But that�s not an option. So, I�m going to do whatever it takes to survive. That�s where you can come in. The dragon isn�t really a living being; it�s code. Everything in this game is code. In order to kill it, you�d have to disrupt the code that�s allowing for it to transmit into the game.�
�And how do you disrupt the code?�
�Cut off the signal,� Kenwar said. �The dragon is functioning roughly like a cell phone. As long as it�s connected to the cell phone tower, it�s able to live. However, if a cell phone goes out of range, it won�t work anymore. There aren�t a lot of places where Draco can cut off Jet�s signal. However, I do know of one place. And Draco has made it clear to me that if� if Jet goes away, I�m off the hook for good. The CIA program will probably end, too, because they�ll have lost a major lead and� we both go home. Draco has no bad blood against you, Van. They�re impressed with the kinds of people who can successfully fight back against them. They respect strength.�
�Where is this place?�
Kenwar grinned. �A cave in Bloodrock. It�s entirely inconspicuous. Just looks like a regular cave to any regular player. Might have treasure, or maybe an Ogre. Your team wouldn�t suspect a thing. You can just stroll in there, watch Jet die, act shocked, and then we�re both free. We get to leave this game for good.�
�I don�t understand, Kenwar. Something�s not adding up. If all you want is to be free, then why wouldn�t you have simply flipped for the CIA and stayed out of the game? You�d be perfectly free then.�
�That�s� uh� the problem,� Kenwar said as he swallowed a little. Van could see the fear flash across his face. �Do you know how many Draco pros are in this game? Literally tens of thousands. They�ve been working extremely hard to gain a number of loyal followers. Out of those tens of thousands, how many do you think are loyal to the cause?�
�All of them, I assume,� Van replied as he coughed a little.
�Some are even fanatical. The fanatical ones� Draco likes to use them outside of the game to clean up loose ends. They left Trefor�s body behind as a message to you guys. Normally, someone comes in and cleans it all up, making it look like a suicide, or just vanishes the body.�
�What?� Van gasped. �They left his corpse behind on purpose?�
�Oh yeah. They wanted you all to be well aware of the fact that you really could die in here. They were hoping that you�d be afraid�too afraid to fight back. It�s a shame that you decided to dive back in. You�ve made life a lot harder for the rest of us,� Kenwar said as he shook his head.
�But� you can�t� you can�t be serious,� Van gasped. If Draco really did have influences outside of the game, it wouldn�t be hard for them to find someone like him and kill him for real.
�I am. Do you see why I�m so freaked out? I really like mankind, so I don�t want to see it get obliterated,� Kenwar said, �but what am I supposed to do? I�m just one guy. So, I�m going to do what�s best for me. Van, they were clear that this offer�s for you, too. Just let Jet die and we both walk away. You can even continue in your little adventure with Sang until the CIA cuts the program. You�re of no concern to them, but that dragon is.�
�What makes Jet so big and scary?� Van asked.
�Don�t ask me,� Kenwar said, �I�m just the messenger.�
�I�m not afraid of Draco,� Van replied.
�Maybe not, but you should be. Don�t displease them any further.�
�Ha, and what are you going to do if I do?� Van asked as he leaned forward. Kenwar took a step back.
�N-nothing.�
�That�s right,� Van said as he puffed out his chest. �You�re in our control right now. So, you would do well to stop thinking about how you�re going to help Draco out, and start thinking more about how you�re going to be helping us. We�re going to win this war.�
�I�ve never heard such confidence mixed with such delusion,� Kenwar replied. �You�re going to get yourself killed.�
�Yeah? Maybe I am. But at least I won�t have to live with the guilt of being a spineless weasel who�ll do anything to save his own neck,� Van said as he strolled back toward the tent.
�The offer is open, Van. Just lead them into that cavern and you�ll walk out of this game alive!� Kenwar shouted.
Van shook his head. While he was terrified out of his mind of the prospect of having to face a foe that could actually kill him, he knew the truth about Draco now. They were scared of Jet, and that meant that he needed to be protected at all costs. This was the big break he had been looking for.
He glanced around, looking for Sang, but she was nowhere to be found. Where could she be?
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�I�m going, I�m going,� Sang said as Jet pulled her pant leg toward the tower. Everything had been fine during the speech by Edwardson, but as soon as everyone had started to move toward the feasting tent, Jet had begun to bite and snap at her, indicating that he wanted her to follow. She wasn�t sure what he wanted, but he also refused to talk. Maybe he was worried about Kenwar listening in.
Sang followed Jet into Tower Banesfield. While it was considered to be a tactical position to hold, there wasn�t much in the actual building itself except for some barracks and a few empty rooms for archers to store their gear. Sang wasn�t sure what this had to do with her, but she followed after Jet. Even though they were alone, though, he still didn�t speak.
�What is it?� Sang asked as he stopped dead at a wall. With a black talon, he pointed at the wall itself. Sang shrugged and ran her hands across the wall, feeling around for a few minutes until she felt a stone push in. The wall made a grinding sound as it began to slide backwards, opening up and revealing a secret room.
Sang glanced around behind her, but there was no one watching. Everyone had left the tower to attend the feast. She crouched down a little and climbed into the secret passageway. The passage seemed to be deep�far deeper than what made sense for the size of the tower. With Jet following her, she walked for a few minutes until she came across a large wall made up of bright yellow gems. There were hundreds of tiny gems along the walls, in fact. Every few seconds, they would light up in some kind of pattern. Sang stared for a few minutes. Her mind darted back to the Morse code that she had deciphered a few months back. Was this the Allies trying to talk to her again?
Jet sat next to her and just stared at the wall. The lights repeatedly blinked as Sang began to try and decipher what was in front of her. Eventually, she was able to determine that it was indeed some kind of a code, but the letters made no sense. They seemed to offer sentences, but the words were full of gibberish. She scribbled them down on a piece of paper and stared at them. What did it all mean?
�I don�t suppose you want to take a crack at this?� Sang asked as she showed her notes to Jet. The dragon stared at the letters curiously and nodded.
�Draco�s language,� he hissed, baring his fangs at it.
�Can you read it?�
�Player Zac is to move to Bloodrock after the battle. Prepare to activate sleeper,� Jet read aloud.
�Is that really what it says? Who�s Zac? Activate sleeper?� Sang asked. �I don�t understand... what is this board? Is this how Draco communicates with players?�
�Excuse me?� said a voice behind Sang. She spun around to see that Captain Edwardson was standing right behind her. �This area is off-limits, Sang. I don�t even know how you found it.�
Sang saw his hand was slowly moving toward the broadsword hanging from his belt.
�Oh, uh, sorry, I just heard about some kind of Easter egg in here,� Sang said, forcing herself to laugh a little. �I didn�t realize this was some kind of a restricted zone.�
�What did you write down?� Edwardson asked as he pointed to the scrap of paper. His hand was firmly clenching the hilt of his blade, but he hadn�t drawn it yet.
�Oh, just� my journal?� Sang offered. She didn�t have any lies that would be able to convince him.
�I�m gonna�� His words were cut off as the words Sleep Time has begun, players! See you tomorrow appeared. She had never been more thankful to be forcibly removed from the game than she was at that exact moment.
�Oh, man!� Sang said as she leapt up from her pod. �Van, I�ve got so much�� she trailed off once she realized that both Neil and O�Hara were standing in front of her pod. Their expressions indicated that something was wrong. �Oh, hey, what�s up?�
�We�re moving up the meeting with the senator,� Neil said. �It�s starting in two hours.�
�What? I thought we had��
�We all thought we had more time,� O�Hara said. �But somehow, he�s demanding this meeting, and our higher-ups are allowing it. So, get ready for an ass kicking.�
Sang glanced over at Van, who was groggily rubbing his eyes as he emerged from the pod. �Did I just hear that correctly?� he asked.
�I�m afraid so,� Neil said. �They want the both of you in the board room. We tried to only put Sang in the spotlight, but Senator Franklin wants to talk to you both.�
�Ahhh, I don�t have anything yet,� Sang said. �I�m so close! I just had a major brea��
�Hey!� Neil interrupted. �Don�t focus on what your breakthrough was going to be; instead, focus on figuring out some way to communicate to this guy about aliens without getting us all fired. Our asses are all on the line here.�
�What happened?� Van asked. �Why is this all so� so sudden?�
Sang remembered the words of the Draco message. Prepare to activate the sleeper. There had been fear about a leak. If Draco had the power, they might have been able to arrange for this witch hunt to start at the most inopportune time.
�Crap, let�s just go,� Sang said. �We�ve got one shot at this, and we�re going to have to do everything we can to convince this guy to keep the program going.�
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Van shifted uncomfortably in his seat. The conference room was large enough to seat 24 people, but there were only four of them. Van and Sang were sitting across from Senator Franklin, an elderly man with a deep southern drawl and a white goatee. Next to the senator was Sang�s immediate superior, Frederick Yuri. Van didn�t know the guy very well, but at the beginning he had been a serious supporter of the program. On the other side of Yuri was a man in a suit, wearing sunglasses and utterly unconcerned with what was going on. Van figured he was probably a bodyguard or something.
�Miss Sang,� Senator Franklin said, his deep southern accent curling each word upwards, �do you really expect me to believe that this here video game has aliens inside of it?�
�Sir, I do understand that it�s a little hard to believe,� Sang said, �but as you have seen in all of our reports, we have reason to believe that we have been contacted by extraterrestrial creatures.�
This brought out a deep belly laugh from the senator. �Now listen here, sugar, I�m gonna tell you what I told that crackpot that you call a cryptologist: video games aren�t real. There is nothing to indicate that an alien presence is inside of some kind of computer game.�
�Sir, did you see the biological reports on me? I was healed from severe poisoning without any kind of external medication. Look at the detailed report on the technologically advanced level of these pods. And the deaths related to the game? All of this��
�Now, let me ask you, Sang,� Franklin interrupted, �do I talk down to you? Do I assume that you are incapable of doing your job? I have read the reports. I have had the discussions with your bosses. The reason why I have called you both down here is because I want to find out what it is about this game that has convinced two otherwise rational individuals to believe that they are truly hunting for aliens. Sang, you are an excellent agent. Even in light of your recent failures, you have still performed admirably, and have a long and prosperous career ahead of you. Van, you might not be the kind of guy that I would consider to be upstanding, but I do understand that you have played this game for a duration of more than ten years, am I correct?�
�Yes, sir,� Van said. It was clear that this meeting wouldn�t convince the man of anything.
�So why is it that you both seem to think that ancient space lizards or whatever are hiding in a computer game?� the senator asked.
�Sir, I have had personal experiences and contact with these creatures, on both sides,� Sang said. �I know there is no way for me to convince you with hard evidence. But you have to believe me.�
�Oh, I believe you, all right. I believe that you genuinely believe it to be true. See, who I�m most angry at is people here like Mr. Yuri, and your friends, Neil and O�Hara, who think it�s okay to force a star agent to cook inside of a long metal tube for nearly 19 hours a day for several months in a row. It�s no wonder you have lost your faculties! I would go stir-crazy being inside of one of those things for even an hour.�
�Sir�� Sang tried to protest, but she was quickly cut off again
�I am not interested in anything more that you have to say on this matter. However, I am most curious about you, boy,� Franklin said as he pointed to Van. �What do you have to say for yourself? Is there any particular reason that you find it fitting to run around playing X-Files on the government dime?�
�Well, sir�� Van said, taking a deep breath. �The death of a player is nothing to mock. I witnessed Trefor die firsthand, and it was revealed that he died in real life at the exact same time that he died in the game. This type of technology is something that we�ve never before seen, and quite frankly, I don�t think we�d ever be able to develop something so immersive in such a short amount of time. VR was developed 20 years ago, and now we have a game that simulates feeling and taste to such a real degree that� that you can�t even tell the difference between fantasy and reality.�
�See? That�s what I�m talking about!� the senator hollered. �I�ve been saying that these games are having an adverse effect on your minds, and you just admitted it.�
�Um, I, I, uh,� Van stammered. He wasn�t sure what to say next.
�Here�s the deal, Yuri. Now, I am a proud sponsor of the CIA�s various programs and you know, when it comes to funding, that I would prefer to keep you guys loaded with all of the resources that you need to be successful. However, if you are going to be using CIA resources on� on alien hunting inside of a damnable computer game... well, you�re going to need to rethink your priorities. I understand that you might have had support from a few other branches of the government, but it is my opinion and understanding that this was kind of a hush-hush type of thing. Even the President seems to think this is a good idea, but honestly...� He paused for a moment to take a drink of water from the glass that had been sitting in front of him. Van could tell he was taking his time with drinking the water, too, building suspense. He finished and gasped loudly. �So, here�s what I am going to do for you. You can cut this program right now and just move on. Or� you can continue it and then I�ll have all of your asses in an investigative hearing as soon as possible. Don�t think that I don�t have the resources or the power to do that, either.�
�Of course not, sir,� Yuri said. �Consider the program to be ending as of today.�
�Frederick!� Sang shouted. �You can�t be serious? This guy is trying to bully us, and we�re so close to the end goal!�
�Bully you? Ma�am, I assure you that my interests lie with the interests of the American people. You do not have the right to come in here and accuse me of bullying when the government has been paying you with taxpayer money to run around and pretend you�re an elf!� the senator spat back.
Van remained silent. He had no idea what to do. As he sank back into his chair, though, he realized something. He was free. With the program ending immediately, the CIA would be forced to cut ties with him. He could go back home and get on with his regular life again. He�d never have to� he paused as he tried to figure out what he would do when he got back home. Van had been playing Dragon Kings of the New World for almost half of his life. If he went back home, what would he do? Buy haptic gear and hope Draco never found out who he was?
The frustrated talking around Van became little more than white noise as he started to realize the implications of everything. If the investigation was ending, Draco would be able to continue in their evil plot against the world. Even if Van was able to jump back into the game undetected, he would be forced to live the rest of his life knowing that, someday, Draco would kill most of the population. And if he stopped gaming� well, he�d be losing a part of who he was. He didn�t want to live in the real world like some kind of a jerk. He wanted to be some kind of a crazy powerful warrior who didn�t live in constant fear. What in the hell was he supposed to do?
�Come on, Van,� Sang said, snapping Van out of his introspection. �We�re leaving. I�m sure as hell never voting for you!� she shouted at the senator as she grabbed Van by the arm and dragged him out.
�Sang, what are we gonna do?� Van asked.
�Wait!� Fredrick Yuri shouted as he ran after them.
�What the hell do you want? You were the one who came up with this program!� Sang hissed at him. �You were the one who made us go in there and risk our lives, and you didn�t defend us worth a damn!�
�There�s no defending against that jackass,� Frederick replied. �I�ve been dealing with him all month. He is insufferable and unstoppable. Look, he said that we need to cut the program, but if we can get something to the President, something good, he can move to shut the senator�s witch hunt down. You said you were on the brink of something? What?�
Sang sighed. �I�m not sure yet,� she said. �The dragon, the Ally, it�s learned how to speak in full sentences. We didn�t get a chance, but we can talk to it. We can get the whole story. I just found out something interesting, something about a sleeper. Give me time to investigate that some more, please!�
Frederick nodded. �Alright. You have one more shot at this. Go in there and find something out. I can only give you a day, and after that� we�re gonna have to shut this program down, at least temporarily.�
�It�s Sleep Time in there,� Van said. �We�ve got to wait until morning.�
�We don�t have time,� Sang said. �We need something as soon as possible. If that senator goes to the news, we�re utterly screwed.�
�Would he really do that?� Van asked.
�It�s the fastest way to get to a committee hearing,� Frederick mused. �Go to the news, talk about wasteful spending and make a mockery of it. Then the phone calls start pouring in, and the next thing you know, we�re all sitting before the entire Congress, being asked if we were able to find little green men. Sang, you know that this was my project, and I do take responsibility for the direction things are going, but I have a career to think about. My personal support of this project is ending tomorrow. Get something good, or I�m out.�
�You�d risk the fate of the world over your career?� Van asked.
Frederick shrugged. �Who�s to say that the world is really at risk here? Find me something to convince me otherwise, Sang.�
�Fine, let�s go,� Sang said as she grabbed Van and began to pull him back toward the pod room.
�Sang, I�m burned out! I can�t do another shift,� Van protested as he tried to fight against her grip. He was too fatigued to fight back, however, and was pulled into the pod room.  Neil and O�Hara were there, talking to Kenwar.
�Neil, we need Cwake!� Sang shouted as she stormed over to her pod and began to fiddle with it. �We�ve got enough time to go in once more, but if we blow it, the mission�s over.�
�Damn it, I knew it,� Neil said as he dug into his jacket and pulled out a few white pills. �Here you go�the best amphetamines that government money can buy.�
�I�m gonna need some, too,� Kenwar said, �I�m so tired.�
Sang abruptly stopped from her programming of the pod to face Kenwar. �You little weasel!� she screamed as she punched him right in the eye.
�Whoa!� Van shouted as Kenwar reeled back, clutching his broken glasses.
�Haha, nice right hook!� Neil said.
�Hit him again,� O�Hara cheered.
Van jumped in between them and held out his hands. �Sang, I get that you�re pissed, I know that this is a big deal, but we can�t just go beating the crap out of someone just because we feel like it!�
�Actually, we totally can,� Neil said. �You should try it�it feels great.�
�Sang, take all of this anger and point it toward the game; we need to get in there,� Van said. He had never seen her so angry before. Apparently, she was extremely invested in the game... far more than he�d realized. What had happened? Why was she so aggressive all of a sudden?
�Fine, but you�re not coming with us,� Sang said. �Neil, lock this guy up. He stops coming into the game, understood?�
�My pleasure. Should we schedule a trip to Arizona while we�re at it?� Neil asked. �I hear the deserts really are beautiful out there.�
�Oh, come on, I didn�t do anything wrong!� Kenwar begged.
Sang sighed. �No, Neil, no need to take any trips. Just lock him up. Don�t let him near these pods. Can we get the team up and running?�
�They all went home for the night,� O�Hara said. �But I�ll monitor you guys. It�ll be just like old times.�
�Great,� Sang said as she popped the pill into her mouth and climbed into the pod. �You coming, Van?�
Van didn�t know what else to do, so he grabbed one of the pills from Neil and popped it right into his mouth. He felt the familiar rush of adrenaline run through his entire body as the pill kicked in. It had an almost immediate effect. His eyes widened, he felt his heartrate skyrocket, and his hands began to shake.
�You okay, bud?� Neil asked.
�Yeah, I�m fine,� Van said as he climbed into his own pod. He was far from fine, but at least the distraction of focusing on finding out some more information about these aliens would prevent him from having to think about what his future would actually entail. He took a deep breath as the pod sealed over him. This job just kept getting worse and worse.



            Chapter Eleven
Van opened his eyes to realize that he was still standing outside of the feasting tent. No one else was around. He could hear a bird chirping its same repetitive song over and over again, probably glitching due to it being Sleep Time.
Sang stumbled out of the tower. �Van!� she cried. �I�m in here!�
�Are you okay?� Van asked. �You�re acting really erratic. I mean, punching out Kenwar? Taking drugs? What�s gotten into you?�
�Something� something just snapped in me when he said he was cutting the program,� Sang said as she led Van inside of the tower. �I don�t know what it was, but I just knew that I had to get back inside of this game. I think� I think I bonded with Jet or something. When those aliens sent that message into my mind, they pushed so much data in there. Van, I know everyone else isn�t convinced, but I know in my heart of hearts that Draco is a real threat.�
Van shrugged. �I believe you, too, but who�s going to take our word for it? We�re losing all support. Only Neil and O�Hara seem to believe us at this point.�
�At least we can count on them,� Sang said.
�Yeah,� Van said, remembering all of the many threats that Neil had levied against him. �Thank God for Neil.�
�There you are!� Sang said, turning to face Jet as the dragon came climbing down the stairs. �Please, we�re in a lot of trouble with our superiors. No one else is here. Tell us the truth. What are you? Who are you? Why are you here?�
Jet just looked at them both.
�Come on,� Van said. �We�ve been risking our lives by playing this game�can�t you help us out?
Jet still said nothing. Van went to open his mouth again, but yelped instead as he felt the ground fall out from beneath him.
�Ahhhhhh!� Van and Sang screamed as they both fell.
�Now you will see,� Jet said as he flew alongside of them. Darkness rapidly surrounded them and, for a split second, Van couldn�t see a thing. Suddenly, though, as if someone had turned a light switch on, the darkness became filled with stars and nebulae.
�W-what�s going on?� Sang gasped. They had both stopped falling and were now floating in space.
�I have no idea!� Van said. He could see dozens of planets and moons all around them. He found that he could control his movement by kicking his legs as if he were swimming. He began to swim around in circles, looking around at the beautiful galactic landscape before him.
�I have longed for speech,� Jet said, �so I thank you both. But we must be quick, for I fear Draco might intercept this communication. Behold!�
A large planet rushed into view, as if someone had pulled it towards them with a gigantic magnet. The planet was barren and rocky, except for one continent that seemed to be lush and full of green.
�Long ago, Draco came to visit my people,� Jet said. �But we did not know about them. They were experts at hiding themselves. Instead, they slowly converted people to their cause. Over time� over much time, my race began to experience a string of problems all at once. Famine broke out, nuclear reactors began to melt down, governments that had once been peaceful turned violent, and dictators rose. Within a year, a single year, everything was different. Billions of us died�some due to war, some to famine, but all due to Draco.�
�What?� Sang whispered. �That�s horrible.�
�They did things that are unspeakable in order to gain control of our planet secretly. They gave us gifts, gifts that we did not realize were from a foreign race. One such gift was these pods. That was how they determined who was worthy.�
�I knew it!� Sang gasped. Van said nothing; he merely watched the dragon in silence.
�Draco was patient. It took them twenty years to build up a support network of spies and loyalists. They promised, they bribed, they threatened. Our race was destroyed not through direct warfare, but through a long, drawn out chess game. A nuclear reactor worker converted to their cause could easily sabotage a plant. A government official who was promised true power could easily support a coup. Nowhere was safe. When the infrastructure was destroyed� Draco moved in. They settled down and began to set up their own regime. After their rulers were placed on the planet, they moved on.�
Van was speechless. He didn�t know what to say. The planet zoomed in on the lush, green continent.
�Some of us were savvy. We caught on early and discovered that something was wrong. We worked hard to fight back, but very few would believe us. We were able to convince one of our nations to listen, however, and Draco�s influence was expelled. We were able to stop some of the cataclysmic events from affecting us. We survived, but barely.�
�Why hasn�t Draco wiped you out yet?� Van asked.
Jet shook his head. �Draco has no teeth. They are manipulators because they are not warriors. They see direct combat as beneath them, and respect only cunning and strength. We earned our survival because we were strong enough to fight back, strong enough to see what was happening. They allow us to live on our continent in peace, but we cannot leave.�
�So why are you here?� Sang asked. �More specifically, how did you get here?�
�It�s a game of cat and mouse, to borrow your vernacular,� Jet said. He waved his claws, causing a large pod to appear before them. It was the exact same kind of pod that Van and Sang climbed in and out of every day. �We found a way to install a work-around on their haptic systems. We can beam information directly into it. Our plan has been to find a violent, angrier race that could stop Draco. You are that race.�
�We are not a violent and angry race,� Van shot back. �We have done so much good for this world!�
Jet frowned. A newspaper floated behind him. It read Wright Brothers Fly! It was dated December 18, 1903. A day after the first flight that had ever happened.
�You discovered aerial technology,� Jet said. �A rare thing to happen without influence from Draco. Yet, it only took you forty-two years to use that discovery for this.� A nuclear cloud appeared behind Jet, and it was bright enough to where Van had to shield his eyes. He could feel the warmth emanating from the mushroom.
�That doesn�t prove we�re a violent race,� Van said, feeling a little embarassed for his species.
�My point is that your violence is a good thing. The galaxy is full of strange beings, and many of them are peaceful. My people are such beings. We developed nuclear technology before we developed our first firearm,� Jet said. �Your people have perfected the art of killing anything that moves.�
�Well, that�s something to be proud of, I guess,� Van said. He didn�t like the clear disdain that he could hear in Jet�s voice.
�What are your people called?� Sang asked, sharply changing the subject.
�Xevov. Although, we like your name for us. We like Allies, for that is what we are. With our help, you are the perfect people to destroy Draco once and for all.�
�I�m down for that,� Sang said. �How do we kill them?�
Jet shook his head as the galaxy around them began to contort and move towards Earth. The familiar planet appeared in front of them and they could see the Draco mothership hovering right by the moon. �I am unsure. Yet, I know that Bloodrock is where they are moving toward. I can intercept some of their communications, for I speak their language. A lot of Draco insiders are moving toward that area. There have also been some interesting energy signatures there. I believe you two are on the right path. Keep going, and you will find all of the information that you need to stop them, once and for all.�
�Do you hear that, Van?� Sang asked as she floated over to clap him on the shoulder. �We were right! And we have the forces�we can push into Bloodrock now!�
Van ignored her jubilance. �Jet, you said that Draco took twenty years to prepare their perfect storm of sequences that would take down the planet, right?�
�Indeed, I did,� Jet said.
�I have been playing this game for ten years,� Van said. �And it released in other countries before it released here in the U.S.�
�How long ago?� Sang asked.
�Nine� nineteen years ago,� Van said.
�Oh crap,� Sang gasped. �Jet, does it always take them twenty years to prepare their people?�
Jet nodded. �We have seen them overtake nearly 14 separate races. It is always twenty years, exactly.�
�Oh man,� Van wheezed. �We�re� we�re gonna die really soon, aren�t we?�
Jet nodded. �I�m afraid so.�
�Why are you here now? Where were you guys ten years ago?�
�Are you familiar with the story of Cassandra?� Jet asked. Van shook his head. �No, I don�t know what that is.�
�Then you should read about it,� Jet said as the galaxy around them began to slowly fade out of view. Van realized that they were suddenly standing back in the empty tower.
�Holy crap,� Van whispered. �This� this really is real��
�I told you all!� Sang said. �I knew it! We�ve got to get to Bloodrock, before it�s too late.�
Jet nodded at her, but said nothing more.
�Come on, Van,� Sang said as she turned to leave the building. �We�ve got to get moving at once.�
Van rushed out after her. �Sang, we need to wait until the rest of the players log in! Bloodrock is a high-level area and it�s really fortified. There�s no way either of us are going to be able to get in there alone.�
Sang stopped and sighed. �Alright, fine. How long before the game starts back up?�
Van looked at his timer. �Four hours.�
�Four hours?� Sang gasped. �We don�t have that kind of time!�
�Well, we don�t have any options,� Van said as he walked into the feast tent and sat down. Everything was beginning to spin. The knowledge that Draco would be moving soon was terrifying and he felt incredibly small.
�Are you okay?� Sang asked as she sat down. �You look a little disturbed.�
�I am disturbed. How could you not be? Sang, what is going on with you? First, you�re going all berserk trying to get back into the game, and now you�re cheerful at the fact that you were right about aliens trying to blow up humanity. Do you not realize how crazy that is?�
�It�s like a pressure in my head has been lifted,� Sang replied as she pointed to her temples. �I knew all of that stuff Jet said. As he spoke, I could feel every memory. That was what those aliens downloaded into my brain. They were trying to warn me! That�s why I�ve been so keyed up, Van. Because I knew it on some unconscious level.�
�We�re gonna die,� Van moaned as he placed his hands on his head. �We�re all gonna die! Sang, there�s no way we�re going to be able to get to Bloodrock by Sleep Time tonight. The CIA�s gonna cut the program. Yeah, what we learned in there was very informative for us both, but let�s face the truth: there is still no evidence.�
�Look, Van, I know you�re overwhelmed right now, but look at it like this... we still have a chance. We can pull off some kind of victory here. If we can make it to Bloodrock by tonight, we can probably get one more day.�
�How?�
�I�ll have Neil and O�Hara bolt the doors shut, and force them to come in and drag us out of those tubes,� Sang said. �Or we�ll steal them. Neil and O�Hara are bad enough judges of character to follow us. We grab a truck, load the pods on, and then run back to my place; the two of our pods should fit in there.�
�Sang, that�s insane. The sheer amount of electricity and resources that these pods use on a daily basis, it would take a fortune to pay for it.�
�I have like� three grand in my savings account,� Sang coughed. �Maybe that would cover it?�
Van paused, and then sighed. �Sang, this is an intense situation, but how the hell does someone who works a ton and never takes any time off have only three grand in her savings account?�
�Student loans are nearly as deadly as Draco,� Sang warned. �Trust me.�
Van chuckled a little at the joke. �Look, I know you�re really gung ho, here, but� I don�t think I�m cut out for this kind of thing. I�ve given everything that I could and, well... and it�s starting to get too intense. Sang, I don�t know if I can keep going. There�s no going back from Bloodrock. If we go there, it�ll be covered with Draco pros. If they decide they don�t like us snooping around� they�ll keep us from logging out again. We�ll die in here.�
�Do we have a choice?� Sang asked quietly. �I mean� if we are facing the utter annihilation of billions of people, if we are looking at the total destruction of the human race, how can we not act?�
Van�s mind drifted over to Kenwar, who had so adamantly spoken about his desire to survive. �You�re right� I�m just� this is all too much. How many people get this kind of burden handed to them?�
�You say it�s a burden, but think of it as a privilege,� Sang said as she stood up. �We can literally save the world here! We�ve got nothing left to lose. My career is over if we fail, so what am I worried about? And unless you decide to join Draco, you�ve got nothing left to lose either.�
Van looked at her with incredulity. �How is it that you�re able to so effortlessly keep going?�
�I�m a workaholic, Van. All of my stress goes into my job, so it�s fortunate for me that my job is saving the world. I promise you that, after all of this is over, I�m going to become a drunk.�
�I�ll join you at the end of that bar,� Van said. �Alright, fine. I�m in. Let�s wait for the team to assemble and then we�ll figure out some way to convince them to go to Bloodrock.�
Sang nodded and clapped him on the back. �I knew you had it in you. Next stop, Bloodrock!�
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Van turned to face the army of people who were marching behind him. They were moving through the rocky terrain that would eventually slope upwards toward Bloodrock. There were nearly one-hundred-and-fifty people who were prepared to follow him into oblivion, but little did they all know that that was exactly where they would be going.
Van had taken some creative liberties with his description of their next mission, and convinced them that they would need to defeat and capture General Zac of the opposing army in order to fulfil their duties. This, of course, was a very creative lie because General Zac would be nowhere near Bloodrock. What business would a Kyrissian general have with the Ceren Kingdom? Much to his relief, no one had disagreed with his orders. Even his core team of people had been far too busy trying to manage their own squads to really argue with him. It was more or less his show now. He glanced at his Mercenary Sheet, which would keep him informed him of their size and strength.
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�I�m impressed,� Sang said as they walked side by side toward Bloodrock. They had been marching for nearly six hours straight, and most of the players were on auto-walk, waiting for a direct message from Van to inform them that they had arrived at their location.
�I know,� Van said. �I am quite the impressive person.�
�And humble, too,� Sang said with a laugh.
It was so strange how happy she seemed as they marched toward their certain death. Maybe that alien technology had damaged her mind somehow. Van couldn�t make sense of it. �Well, speaking of humility,� Van said as he pointed up ahead. �I think we�re in for it.�
Ahead of them was a small retinue of horses and soldiers, clearly waiting for Van. Carrying a banner was none other than Captain Edwardson.
�Crap,� Sang said. �I figured he wouldn�t notice us vanishing on him.�
�Yeah, well, I�m sure he was pissed when we didn�t show up at the battle when we were supposed to,� Van replied. �Let me do the talking.�
�Just be careful,� Sang replied.
Van departed from his group and made his way to the retinue. Edwardson had dismounted from his horse and was standing with his arms crossed.
�Well, well, well,� Edwardson said. �I cannot believe what my eyes show me. Is it true? Do I see a well-armed cadre of deserters heading my way?�
�We�re not deserters,� Van said. �Uh, sorry about the oversight, though. I forgot to mention that the Iron Dragons are formally leaving your army.�
�More like formally leaving my army without any back-up. You were supposed to take out those archers on the ridge. We were slaughtered out there!� Edwardson bellowed.
�Sorry, dude, but we�re allowed to leave anytime we want. That�s what mercenaries do.�
�You�re lucky that I don�t cut you down where you stand!� Edwardson replied.
�Sorry, sorry�we�ll make it up to you later,� Van stammered. �But we�re needed elsewhere.�
�Indeed, you are,� Edwardson said. He leaned close to Van. �The first cave that you see when you enter past Bloodrock�s walls. It�s called the Cave of Fantasy. All you need to do is enter with the dragon and everything will be forgiven. There will be a place for you at the table when Draco decides to start the feast,� he hissed. �Do it, before it�s too late.�
Van felt his blood run cold. He stepped back from the man and shook his head. �Leave us alone.�
�Oh, by all means,� Edwardson hissed. �Please proceed. But don�t think for a moment that you�re leaving Bloodrock alive if you don�t go into that cave.�
Van didn�t make eye contact with the Draco pro. Instead, he just turned around and moved back to where his army was resting.
�What did he say?� Sang asked as she walked up to greet him.
�He was just mad,� Van said. �But I smoothed it over. Let�s keep going.� He wasn�t sure why he was keeping this bit of information away from Sang. She needed to know about the cave� but at the same time, something was keeping him from telling her. He wasn�t sure what it was. Did he really want to betray humanity? No, that couldn�t possibly be it. He knew that he needed to tell her at some point, but he decided that he would wait. There was no reason to cause her excess worry; at least, that�s what he told himself.
The army began to pick up the pace as they marched onward. The journey was grueling and it took nearly 12 hours, but eventually they made it to the base of the gigantic walls that prevented people from entering into Bloodrock.
�Man!� Bidane said as she walked up next to Van and stared straight up. �Have you ever seen walls this tall?�
�They�ve got to be nearly 50 feet tall!� Kylian said.
�It�d be fun to push someone off,� Capello said.
Van chuckled at the banter. He had missed hearing them all talk and joke during the long voyage. Now they were all standing before the massive walls, staring up in awe.
�How are we supposed to get in there?� Kylian asked. �Those walls are too high to climb and the only entrance is guarded by Level 99 guards. I don�t care how many of us charge at them�we�ll get the stuffing kicked out of us.�
�I know, but I�ve got a plan,� Van said. �Everyone always talks about how impenetrable these walls are, right? They make a lot of noise about how they were enchanted to never break, but it got me thinking... what if we were to tunnel underneath?�
�Like what, be mole people?� Sahara asked. �As a fire wizard, I oppose earth.�
�I thought a fire wizard would oppose water,� Dolly asked.
�Well, um, I oppose both,� Sahara said as she threw her long orange hair over her shoulder.
�Right, anyway. So, we have enough people. We grab shovels and get to digging, and we can probably go right underneath. No problem!� Van said.
�I�m not well-versed with this area,� Sang said, �but wouldn�t someone have already tried that?�
�Well, the people who traditionally try to enter this place are high-level enough to fight those guards over there,� Van said, pointing to the large steel gates that were guarded by four huge four-headed dogs.
�Oh, right,� Sang said. �I guess no one would have any reason to try and get inside here if they were the wrong level.�
�So, are we fighting or what?� Capello asked as he clacked his axes together. �I�m getting impatient here.�
�Getting impatient?� Sahara asked. �I can�t remember a single time when you were patient.�
�Seconded,� Dolly said. �In fact, I say we all vote to make him dig.�
�Get as many players as you can,� Van said. �We�re going to start digging underneath the wall. Hopefully, it doesn�t go into the ground too deep.�
Bidane shot a look over at Van. He tried to ignore her and went back to focusing on organizing his team. He knew that she was going to be very suspicious about the fact that they were now in an insanely high-level area, but she had been so busy running her own team so far that she hadn�t had time to argue with him. So, he�d just have to make sure to keep her as busy as possible until they got through the walls.
As Van tried to ignore her stern and annoyed gaze, a black figure in the corner of his eye caught his attention. It was Jet. The dragon had trotted over to a section of the wall and was staring blankly at it. It clawed a few times at the structure.
�Hey, Sang,� Van said. �Something�s up with Jet.�
Sang turned from her conversation with Kylian. �Well, go find out what he wants�I�m trying to figure out logistics here.�
Van opened his mouth to argue with her about her tone, but realized that she was most likely overwhelmed with the stress of the situation. Rather than lay into her, he chose to turn and walk to where Jet was standing.
�What�s up?� Van asked.
Jet didn�t reply, and rather placed one talon on the wall.
�Is it weak here? I�m really not up for the Lassie treatment here, so just whisper,� Van suggested as he knocked against the wall. It was nice and solid, not hollow in the least.
Jet growled a little at him, but didn�t turn his attention away from the wall. Van placed both his hands on the wall and tried to push. A hissing noise emanated from the wall as the stones began to slide apart slightly. Van could see something behind the sections. Lights shined as he continued to push open the stones, which then fully slid open into what looked like some kind of a maintenance panel. Crystals of blue and red were arranged on the side of the panel as if they made up some kind of circuit board. It reminded Van of looking at a box full of fuses.
�Whoa,� he mumbled as he placed a hand on one of the crystals. It crackled and popped as he touched it, firing electricity into his fingers. �Yipes!� he yelped as he pulled his fingers away from the crystal. Was it some kind of control for the gate? It didn�t look like anything he had seen in the game before. This might be some kind of technical control that the programmers could be using. Maybe it was a debugging panel.
�Sang!� Van said, waving over to her. She was busy overseeing the team of men who had begun to dig into the ground.
�What?� she asked as she glanced over at him.
�Come take a look at this!� Van called.
Sang frowned as she walked up to him. �Did you figure out what Jet wanted? The team is seriously giving me flak about digging through the ground, and they�re starting to�� her words trailed off as she noticed the panel sticking out of the wall.
�I think it�s some kind of control,� Van said. �But I dunno.�
�Hmmm,� Sang replied as she glanced at the crystals. �I�ve seen these before, as some kind of message board, but these look different. The message board I saw was larger. I wonder�� She grabbed a crystal and pulled it out of the wall.
�How is it not shocking you?� Van asked.
�It is, I�m just ignoring it,� she replied as she pulled one of the blue crystals out. �What happens if we switch these?� she mused as she swapped the two crystals. There was a loud ka-thunk noise that emanated from the wall itself.
�What happened?� Van asked.
�Not sure, let me mess around with this,� Sang replied as she began to fiddle with the crystals. After a few minutes of pulling out the glowing gems and rearranging them, there was another loud ka-thunk sound, although this one was far louder. A grinding noise accompanied it and Van could see that the wall itself was beginning to slowly open up.
�How did you do that?� Van gasped as he stepped backwards. The left and the right sections of the wall were opening up like a doorway.
�This thing controls how the wall functions on a programming level,� Sang said. �Some gems control height, strength, width, etc. So, all I did was change the dimensions so that the wall could open up for people. I believe it was put in for pro players to use in controlling how sieges go. Sometimes the wall can be shattered, and sometimes it can be impossible to break through.�
�Amazing,� Van said as he turned to face the team that was busy digging. �Hey, guys, cancel that order! We�re moving through the wall!�
�What?� Bidane asked. The entire army turned around at once to see the large opening that had been created. �How did that happen?�
�Looks like it was some kind of oversight,� Van said. �Let�s go, team!�
�Incredible!� Kylian said as he began to walk toward the opening.
�Oversight�� Bidane repeated as she crossed her arms. It was clear that she wasn�t buying what Van was selling. In his defense, he wasn�t lying; it really had been an oversight on Draco�s part. They should have done a better job of hiding a game control system from the players.
�Yeah, there was some kind of bypass that we figured out,� Sang said. �It�s not our fault that they didn�t patch it.�
Bidane shrugged. �I guess there�s nothing wrong with using something they didn�t fix. But�� her voice grew quiet and she looked around to make sure no one was within earshot. The rest of the army was hastily moving into Bloodrock, though, and no one was paying any mind to them. �Look, you guys aren�t hacking, are you? There�s something really off about this.�
�What? Hacking?� Van asked. �Not at all�we don�t cheat.�
�Are you sure?� Bidane asked as she pointed to Jet, who was lying on the ground and staring wistfully at the clouds. �Because for you to have a mount at this level� it seems a little suspicious. Especially when it�s a dragon mount.�
Sang shrugged. �I don�t have to answer to you. You�re free to leave the group if you want, but some of us have things to do.� And with that, she stormed off past the walls. Jet didn�t move to follow her, however.
�Wow, is that how you�re going to treat a teammate?� Bidane shouted back at her. �Get back here! Don�t you dare walk away from me!� The priestess chased after Sang, who was still ignoring her and pretending not to hear.
Van sighed. While it would suck to lose Bidane, they were at a point where they had enough people on their team to make up for the loss. He slowly walked to the entrance to Bloodrock. Glancing at Jet, he spoke. �Hey, you coming?�
Jet shook his head. �No,� the dragon whispered. �This place is different.�
�How?� Van asked, wondering if it knew there was a trap waiting.
�I am a physical vessel resting in a tube,� it replied. �The biofeedback systems can kill me. Bloodrock is different from the rest of this place.�
�You think we�re going to be killed in there?� Van asked.
Jet nodded. �I fear the worst.�
�Well� is there any way to avoid dying in there?�
�Just stay alive in the game,� Jet said.
Van looked at the entrance to Bloodrock. He felt a shiver run down his spine.
�I fear that I am not willing to risk my life for you,� Jet said. �If you two should perish, I will find others.� It paused. �No offense.�
�Gee, none taken,� Van said as he gritted his teeth. He had been fine with being inside of the game, but with this revelation, he was facing one of his worst fears. Then again, what was he supposed to do? If he didn�t carry on with the mission, the world would be obliterated in some kind of a horribly cataclysmic chain of events. He had to move forward, for the good of the mission. With a deep breath, he took a few steps forward, but then felt himself stop.
�Afraid?� Jet asked.
�How can I not be?� Van asked as he turned to look at the dragon. �I don�t want to die.�
�I don�t believe anyone does,� Jet said. �But, you must ask: is it worth living in the world that Draco is creating?�
Van�s mind flashed to the various offers that Draco had given him. The contrast between dying and living like a king was quite steep.
�I� I don�t know,� Van whispered as he walked on into Bloodrock. �I just don�t know.�



            Chapter Twelve
Van glanced at the weary army as they trudged through the mountainous realm of Bloodrock. Now that they�d gotten past the wall, they could see Castle Ceren in the distance. King Lemuel would be there.
�Man, this pace is too much for our troops,� Kylian said. �Most of them keep logging out.� They had briefly stopped at the base of the mountain that would take them straight to Ceren. Players kept leaving the game, though, and the forces were dwindling down to only a handful of people. Van could count about 20 left.
�Too much for me,� Sahara said. �I�m loving this crazy event, but I need to sleep at some point in my life. I�m out.� And with that, she vanished.
�Me, too,� Capello said. �Too late for me.�
�And me,� Kylian said. �I�m gonna take off.�
One by one, the rest of the group vanished�all except for Sang, Van, and Bidane.
�I know you�re cheating,� Bidane said. �I know you�re cheating and I want to know why.�
Sang growled at Bidane, but said nothing.
�Look, Bidane, take it easy. We�re all tired; why don�t you log out and then we can figure it out tomorrow morning.�
�Feh,� Bidane spat. �I�m not going anywhere.�
Van shrugged. �Well, we need to keep going.� He began to walk up the path leading toward the mountain range. Sang followed him wordlessly.
�Why shouldn�t I just report you two?� Bidane demanded. �You�re breaking all sorts of rules, just by being here.�
�Report us? Do you have any proof?� Sang asked.
�I�ll have proof when I catch you hacking again,� Bidane said as she followed the pair forward.
They walked in silence for some time, and reached the peak of the mountain area pretty quickly; this one wasn�t nearly as large as some of the other regions. The castle wasn�t too far from them now. It was heavily fortified, with walls that seemed to be made of steel. Van could see the movement of the soldiers below.
�Van!� Sang hissed as she pointed over to the right of Castle Ceren. Van squinted to see that there was a Kyrissian army flag raised high. �Why are they here?�
�No idea,� Van muttered. �Are they fighting?�
�They can�t be,� Sang said. �If they were, they wouldn�t be camping right now. It�s not like they can lay siege to a place this powerful.� She frowned. �Actually, you know what... I intercepted a message that one of the pro players was supposed to be moving over there. I think his name was Zac.�
�Zac? Oh, he�s one of the leaders for the Kyrissians. A Draco pro�� Van�s words trailed off once he realized the enormity of the problem facing him. If Zac actually was there, then it meant that Draco was expecting Van and his team to arrive. The army would be strong enough to fight against Van without King Lemuel being anywhere close to the battle.
�Crap,� Sang said. �If he�s a pro, then we�re in trouble.�
�I really wish you had told me about this sooner!� Van chided.
�I completely forgot,� Sang said as she shook her head. �Sorry, with all of this pressure and the not sleeping, it�s starting to get to me. I told you about the sleeper, right?�
�Yeah, you mentioned him,� Van replied. This information didn�t really change anything, but it would have been nice to know ahead of time.
�Sorry,� Sang quietly mumbled. Van opened his mouth to lambast her, but realized how exhausted she looked. He chose instead to just brush past it and focus on the problem at hand.
�How are we supposed to get close to Lemuel with two armies against us?� Van asked.
�What are you two talking about?� Bidane asked. �We don�t have a big enough force to take even one army. Why are we even here?�
Van gritted his teeth. He had no idea what to do. As he stared intently at the army several miles away, his eyes drifted to the left. There was a forest that was right next to the castle. The front of the castle was completely clear of all trees, but the forest was connected to the side of the castle walls. It would make for the perfect cover for the army to move through. They could scale the walls early in the morning and surprise Lemuel. The Iron Dragons didn�t need to defeat the army, after all: they just needed to capture the king.
�Alright, I have a plan. Sang, we�ll need to scout ahead. Bidane, for the love of God, please stay behind and set up the camp so that everyone can log in right here in the morning,� Van said.
�You�re crazy if you think I�m staying here,� Bidane replied.
Sang walked away from them and began to head down the slope leading toward the forest. It seemed that she had come to the same conclusion as Van.
�Bidane, you�ve got two options; stick around here or leave the group. It�s up to you,� Van said as he crossed his arms.
Bidane growled at him, but said nothing. Her eyes narrowed as she glared at Van. �I�m not going anywhere. So fine, I�ll stay here and get the camp going. If you think you can ditch me, though, you�re in for hell. I�ll march right down there and talk to those pros and tell them all about the two hackers I�ve been working with.�
�We�re coming right back,� Van said. He turned and began walking after his partner. The two walked down the slope wordlessly. Eventually, when they were out of range, Sang began to speak.
�The clock is ticking here,� she said. �An hour to go before Sleep Time. Then we�re done. How in the hell are we supposed to find anything here?�
�Don�t ask me,� Van replied. �It�s not like we were expecting some kind of big bookshelf that said �Draco�s Evil Plans� on it.�
�So, you�re thinking about using the forest to ambush Lemuel? Scout the area and find a path to an unprotected place on the wall?�
�Exactly,� Van said. �It�s kind of cool how we�re thinking on the same wavelength.�
�It would be better if this operation wasn�t tanking in an hour,� Sang said.
�I thought you said we�d have some kind of chance to keep going after this.�
�I don�t know what I said,� Sang replied with a long, heavy sigh. �I�m really tired, Van. I�m exhausted and I don�t know what to do.�
�Just keep pushing forward, I guess,� Van said as they walked up to a sign that was sticking out of the ground. It was placed at the mouth of the path leading into the forest. It was in a foreign language that Van didn�t know.
�Crap, what does this say?� Van asked.
�No idea. Doesn�t look like any language I�ve seen before,� Sang said. �Almost like an alien language. I wish Jet were here; he could read it.�
�Yeah,� Van said, thinking briefly about the cave they had passed on the way up the mountain. He�d been glad that Jet hadn�t been with him at the time, because the more he thought about the chances of dying, the more scared he was becoming. It would have been really easy to buckle in a moment of weakness.
�Well, let�s go,� Sang said. �We�re burning moonlight.�
They walked into the forest and, at once, Van could feel a powerful chill washing over him. The words You Have Entered A Dangerous Place floated above them. �Holy crap, this forest is freezing,� he muttered.
�No kidding,� Sang replied as they walked. �It�s almost like someone turned the air conditioning on.�
There was something off about the trees. They were broken and warped, bending forward as if they were rotting. Moss hung from them and they seemed to sway in the breeze. The entire area was devoid of all life, though. No birds chirped; no creatures rustled around. They were walking in a dead and barren forest.
�Something about this place is really off,� Sang said.
�Tell me about it,� Van replied as he looked around. A very long snake slithered through one of the roots on the ground, causing Van to pause. He watched as the creature slid across the ground effortlessly. It seemed to be most at home in this weird place. It looked at him for a moment, and Van realized that the snake had no eyes. The words Snake ??? hovered above its head and, when Van tried to access the creature�s character sheet, it didn�t have any additional information other than two stats.
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�The hell?� Sang asked, watching the snake in curiosity.
�Probably some kind of bug. Maybe this area is under construction. That would explain why it�s so weird,� Van reasoned as they continued down the path. The forest was growing denser with each step and Van could scarcely see in front of him. Sang�s lantern was dimly lit, for fear of attracting unwanted attention.
A loud clucking sound caught both of their attention at once. In the distance, by one of the trees, there was a single chicken. It clucked as it hopped around.
�This is no place for a chicken,� Sang chuckled as she continued forward. Van frowned and decided to investigate further. He slowly walked over to where it was, only to hear the snapping of the twigs on the ground. He leapt behind a tree just in time as a woman appeared next to the chicken.
�There ya are,� the woman said with a raspy voice. She was wearing tattered robes and her hair was long and wild. Dirt was smeared across her face, and the torch she carried in her left hand illuminated a very nasty sneer.
Van glanced over to see that Sang was hiding behind a tree, as well, her bow drawn. Her eyes were narrow and Van could see she was breathing heavily.
�Time to cut!� the woman said as she held the chicken high in the air. The chicken clucked again quietly as the strange woman turned and disappeared into the woods.
�That was too weird,� Sang said. �There was something so lifeless about her eyes. And did you notice how there was no information on her? I tried to access her profile, but there wasn�t any interface.�
Van frowned. Now that Sang mentioned it, that did seem rather odd, that they hadn�t been able to access any of this strange woman�s information. Something about this situation was bothering him, although he couldn�t put it into words.
�I think I�m going to follow her,� Van said.
�We need to focus on finding some way to access Lemuel�s area,� Sang said. �We don�t have time to chase after some NPC.�
Van shook his head. �I�m sorry, Sang, but look at how much time we have left. It�s over after this. We�re not gonna grab Lemuel in time, so we might as well check this person out.�
�I�ll be able to figure it out,� Sang said. �I might be able to convince the brass to let us have one more day.�
�Are you really going to lie to the both of us?� Van said as he began to walk after the mysterious woman.
�Van, come on!� Sang shouted. �Come on, don�t� don�t go!�
Van ignored her and continued walking through the dark woods. He was fumbling to pull out his own torch, but then a dim light slowly arrived next to him; it was the light of a lantern belonging to Sang.
�This better lead to something�� she hissed.
�Here�s hoping,� Van replied. They walked together in utter silence for a few minutes. The NPC wasn�t hard to track, as the ground was muddy enough for her footprints to be identified easily. They followed the tracks all the way to a small cottage that was sitting by the side of a lake. There was light in this area�almost like a twilight of some sort. Van felt a shiver run down his spine as he looked over the cottage.
The NPC was dragging the chicken over to a large pen where dozens of other chickens were running around. Wordlessly, she placed the chicken in her hand on a tree stump and drew out a cleaver, suddenly hacking the creature�s head off in one clean blow. The words LETHAL BLOW hovered above the chicken. Blood spurted from the headless chicken as it fell to the ground. The strange woman picked up the severed head then and began to tie a rope around it. After she attached the head to the rope, she slid it through her belt, allowing the head to dangle off.
�Okay, that is weird,� Sang whispered. �What kind of psychopath would do that?�
Van shrugged. He had no idea what to think about something so horrible. Why was an NPC acting like this?
�Look alive, pixels!� came a voice from inside the cabin. Van and Sang both instinctively ducked behind trees to avoid being seen. A short man emerged from the cabin, wearing jeans and a T-shirt that read �Beer Hero.� It seemed very out of place for being in a fantasy world.
�He looks like he�s from the regular world,� Sang whispered. �What�s up with that?�
�It must be this area,� Van said. �It might be some kind of� I dunno, test zone or something. I can�t figure it out.�
�Watch it,� Sang hissed as she pointed at the cobblestone road running next to the nearby lake. There was a tall, lizard-like creature walking down the path. It was green and had big eyes. In some ways, it looked similar to the Messenger that Sang and Van had faced a month before. It walked on two legs, but was hunched over, hissing loudly to itself. Above its head were strange symbols instead of words.
�What is that thing?� Van asked.
�What if it�s a Draco? Like an actual part of the species?� Sang suggested.
�How would we know that?�
�Just a guess. Bloodrock is a highly secured area, right? This spot seems different than the others, too. That guy over there�s wearing regular clothes,� Sang whispered, �so what if this place is meant to reflect reality?�
�Hmmm, I don�t know what to tell you there,� Van said. �But you might be onto something. That might be why Jet was positive we�d be killable if we came into this area.�
�Well, I really don�t want to find out if his theory is right,� Sang said. �So, we need to be really careful here.�
Van nodded. �And, Sang, this is very important, but you also need to tell me that I was right. We�re definitely onto something important here.�
�Do you really want to taunt me in an area where you could potentially die for real?� Sang asked back.
Van grinned; it was nice to see her joking again. �Hey, I�ve got to try, right?�
�Shhh,� Sang hissed as she leaned against the tree again. The alien creature was walking toward the man in the T-shirt. The man walked up to the creature and bowed deeply to it. The alien hissed at him and waved its hand toward the forest. The man glanced in their direction, looking directly at where Van and Sang were hiding.
�Ah crap,� Van said. �I think it knows we�re here.�
Sang gripped her bow tightly and took a deep breath. �If he moves towards us, I�m opening fire.�
�I think we should retreat,� Van said.
�We�re not pulling back now. It�s getting too interesting,� Sang said. �If we gotta, we�re just gonna kill that guy and then lay the beat down on that scaled bastard.�
�Unless he�s got some kind of crazy alien powers like that Messenger,� Van said. �Then we�re going to be completely screwed.�
Sang said nothing. The man turned his head back to the lizard and began to talk back in the same, strange hissing language. It was extremely unsettling to hear coming from a human. The alien nodded and then began walking toward the lake. It walked for a few feet toward the water, and then it simply vanished.
�Whoa, did you see that?� Van asked. �Where�d it go?�
�Inside something,� Sang said as she pointed to a piece of moss that was hovering above the lake. �I think there�s some kind of invisible thing there. Like that monitoring station where Trefor took us.�
�There�s gotta be something,� Van said. �Something concrete.�
�I�m going in,� Sang said. The man in the T-shirt had gone back inside of the cottage and the NPC had followed after him.
�Are you sure?� Van asked. �We have no idea what�s in there.�
�You should log out,� Sang said. �If it looks like I�m in trouble, unplug me so I don�t die.�
Van shook his head. �No way. I�m not leaving you in here alone. And don�t forget�Draco can lock our pods. If you end up in trouble, there�s no getting out.�
Sang looked at Van wryly. �I know you�re terrified, Van, and I know you�re not crazy about having to risk your life. You�ve done a great job and we�re here because of you. You don�t have to go in there with me. You don�t have to risk anymore than you have.�
�I appreciate it, Sang,� Van replied as he drew his own short sword out. �But the fact is, I can�t leave you behind. I might be scared out of my wits, but we�re in this together.�
Sang shrugged. �A lot of people say that, and then they get shot and they start singing a different tune.�
�Good thing I�ll be stabbed instead of shot,� Van replied as he began to walk toward the area where the alien vanished. Sang followed after him with her bow drawn, ready for a fight. The two walked together, looking out for any sign of trouble.
�Now, as soon as we see that alien, we�re going to beat it down,� Sang said. �If we can keep it alive, we should, but I won�t hesitate to kill if it looks to be too big of a threat.�
Van nodded, but didn�t say a word. He could barely breathe and his heart kept crashing against his chest. He felt as if he was going to pass out. The adrenaline surge was intense, and he could barely keep his hands from trembling. While he definitely didn�t want to go in there, he knew that if Sang went in alone, she would most likely be killed. She wasn�t thinking straight and could easily make a mistake that would cost her everything.
They walked to the edge of the lake. Van pushed his hand forward slowly, only to feel a pressure immediately repel his hand. It had felt cool to the touch, like steel.
�Something�s there,� Van said. �But I think it�s sealed up.�
Sang pushed both her hands forward hard, causing a loud grinding noise to emit from thin air. �Errrg,� she grunted as she continued to push. Van joined her and pressed his hands against the invisible wall, and began to push. After a moment, they heard a swoosh sound and they were both falling forward.
�Ah!� Van yelped in surprise as he fell inside of a large, steel room. The interior looked like some kind of spaceship. There were screens all over the walls and dozens of consoles with buttons sticking out of them. It looked somewhat like the interior of a ship from Star Trek.
�What is this place?� Sang asked as she stood and looked around.
�Some kind of ship,� Van replied. �Maybe it�s what the Draco people fly in?�
�Definitely a control tower,� Sang said, pointing to the main screen resting above all of the computer consoles. The screen had a display of the entire area of Bloodrock, and had many different areas outlined. There were words, too, but they were in some language that Van didn�t recognize.
�No one�s home, I guess,� Van said as he walked over to the consoles. They looked like regular computers, except for the fact that they had buttons with labels that were entirely different from the English language.
A swoosh sounded out from behind them and Van instinctively went to hide, only to realize that he was taller than most of the consoles around him.
�Whoa!� said a familiar voice. It belonged to Dolly.
�Dolly?� Sang practically shouted, �What the hell are you doing here?�
�Better question is,� Bidane said as she walked into the ship,� what are you two up to?�
�Why is there a spaceship in a fantasy game?� Dolly asked.
�You two shouldn�t be here,� Van said as he rushed up to them. �This place is not safe.�
�Well, it didn�t stop you guys from sneaking off,� Bidane said. �See, I figured that, with Dolly�s help, we could figure out what you were up to because she�d be able to track you guys down. Now, I see why you�ve been all secretive. You�re accessing areas that players shouldn�t be allowed in. You two are definitely hacking!�
�Hacking?� Sang snapped. �Hacking? Are you dense? Look around you, Bidane. This isn�t hacking�we�re in some kind of monitoring station.�
�Man, this must be for some kind of upcoming event,� Dolly muttered.
�It�s not an event, it�s�� Van�s words were cut off by the sound of a laugh. His blood went cold as he turned around to see that the man in the T-shirt was emerging from a door on the right side of the ship. Van hadn�t seen the outline of a door before, but it had appeared to open when the stranger walked through.
�Well, it�s been a long time, Van,� said the stranger.
�Who are you?� Van asked.
�Don�t recognize me?� the man asked. The rest of the room had fallen silent, with everyone looking at him. Sang had her bow ready for action, but said nothing.
�No, I don�t,� Van said, stepping a few feet away.
�What a shame,� the man replied. �It�s me, Draumed. Remember?�
Memories came flashing back to Van. Draumed had been one of the original members of Van�s guild, and the first of their group to go pro. No one had seen him after he�d made the decision to leave the group and become a professional player.
�You look different from how I remember,� Van replied.
�Of course,� Draumed said with a grin. �This area is different from the rest of the game. I don�t particularly look like my character, but I would wager to say I�m a dead ringer for the real me.�
�Alright, what�s going on?� Bidane snapped. �I mean, what is this place?�
�Silence,� Draumed said. �I�m talking to Van.� He turned his attention back to Van and grinned again. �Now then, I suppose I should congratulate you for getting this far, but it�s time for you to hang up your hat. Draco�s been lenient with you two, but only because you haven�t been causing any real problems. Now� now you�re somewhere you shouldn�t be. I�ve been instructed to make sure that you two leave and don�t come back.�
Van�s eyes darted to the axe that was hanging off of Draumed�s belt. It was wicked and sharp. If they were in an area where real death was possible, that axe was bad news. His eyes moved over to Sang, who had walked up to his side and aimed her bow. The death system might go both ways, right? Perhaps this guy could be killed, too.
�Leave? You don�t want us dead?� Van asked.
�Her? Sure. But you? Nah, Draco would prefer you to be alive. You have your uses, for certain,� Draumed replied as he gently patted his axe.
�What uses?� Sang hissed. Van felt a spike of dread run through him. He hadn�t told her a word about the various proposals that Draco had brought his way.
�That�s for the two of us to know,� Draumed replied. He gripped the axe and pulled it free of its hilt, and threw it hard at Sang. Sang released her arrows right at Draumed, but the arrows went wide, missing him. Miss taunted the UI as it floated above Draumed�s head.
�Sang!� Van shouted as the axe crashed into her arm. The words 20 damage hovered above her. Van could see her health bar drop significantly after she took the blow. Why was her health bar so much lower than normal?
�Ahhhh!� she shrieked as she fell onto her back, clutching the bloody wound. �It really hurts!�
�Oh, no, you don�t,� Dolly said as she brandished her daggers. �No one hurts my teammate and gets away with it!�
�Van, please instruct your rogue to stand down before she dies,� Draumed replied. �I really don�t want to have the blood of an innocent player on my hands.�
�Take it easy,� Van said, holding up his hands. He turned to look at Dolly and Bidane. Dolly was ready for a fight, but Bidane was still standing motionless with her hands folded. She seemed very confused, and content to just watch.
�Stand down,� Van said. �No reason for you to try and fight this guy.�
�But he just��
�Enough,� Van interrupted. �You both need to get out of here before you end up in more trouble than you bargained for.�
�Oooh, sorry,� Draumed replied as he walked towards them both. Sang was still lying on the ground, clutching her arm. Van noticed her health was slowly draining. That wasn�t a good sign.
�The unfortunate problem,� Draumed continued, �is that my bosses would prefer that we keep these two lovely ladies occupied for the next few days.�
�They have nothing to do with this,� Van replied. �Let them go!�
�I have no idea why they�re wanted,� Draumed replied as he pulled out a knife from his pocket. It shined wickedly. �But I am going to obey. Now, Van. You can either die here with Sang, or you can leave.�
�I�m not going�� Van�s words were cut off as he realized that he was suddenly laying in his pod. �The hell?� he shouted as the pod door opened up.
�Sorry, champ,� Neil said as he looked down at Van. �But the time has run out.�
�Sang�s going to be killed!� Van shouted.
�I�m fine,� Sang grumbled as she climbed out of the pod. �Arm is sore as hell, though.�
�How did we get out?� Van asked as he looked at Sang. �I figured that were locked in.�
�Oh, they locked you in alright,� O�Hara said as she walked up to Sang and handed her a water bottle. �But that override we built actually worked.�
Van let out a sigh of relief. He couldn�t believe how close to dying they had come.
�Neil, we found something big,� Sang said. �A Draco ship. I�m positive it�s got information that will be crucial in getting this operation legitimized.�
Neil shrugged. �Sorry, but this operation is officially over. Just got the kill order in.�
�Kill order, meaning�� Van said, suddenly remembering all of the shady things Neil had threatened him with.
�Meaning that we�re ending the operation and releasing all involved parties,� O�Hara said. �Don�t worry, no one�s gonna shoot you. At least, I won�t; Neil might take some convincing.�
�No!� Sang said. �We were so close! We can�t give up now!�
�I don�t know what to tell ya,� Neil said. �Job�s over. They�re packing everything up right now. Operations team has been relieved, and O�Hara and I have been kindly ordered to head back to headquarters in Virginia tomorrow.�
�I thought you said we�d�� Sang began before O�Hara cut her off.
�Look, we gave this our best, but at the end of the day, any more energy put into this is career suicide. I�m not willing to risk anymore, not when that senator has made it very clear that my ass would be sitting in front of the senate to give deposition over this kind of thing.�
�Come on!� Sang begged. �We can�t do this alone!�
Neil sighed deeply. �Our hands are tied. Don�t think we didn�t fight for this, Sang. We gave it our best shot. You�ve got two choices now; you can come back to Virginia with us, or you can� quit in disgrace, I guess.�
�Where�s Kenwar?� Van asked. �Has he been released yet?�
�Afraid so,� O�Hara said. �Frederick ordered his release two hours ago.�
�Damn it!� Van swore. �He could have made a difference in this.�
�Guys, it�s over; I don�t know what you�re fussing about,� Neil said. He pointed toward the lights. �Those go off in 20 minutes. Power is being cut to the entire building. These pods are gonna be useless.�
�You bastards!� Sang growled. �You really would trade the future of humanity over so that your career is nice and safe? You would really endanger all of mankind because you want to keep a job?�
Neil shrugged. �Look, Sang, I�m going to level with you. I�m tapped out. I have no idea what I�m doing here. Frederick was the logistics guy; I was in charge of handling the assets and writing reports. Even if I wanted to stick around, I wouldn�t know what to do next.�
�Grab those damn pods, load them into the back of a van, and let�s go to my place,� Sang said. �It�ll take a few hours, but we can get there.�
�Not the worst idea,� O�Hara said. She glanced at Neil. �Look, man, you and I both know this thing is real.�
�O�Hara,� Neil groaned. �You can�t be listening to Sang. She�s crazy! If we go AWOL, they�ll find us and lock us up�especially after we steal government property.�
�Think about it,� Van said. �We have a chance to do some real good here. We can save the world.�
�Yeah, but the world isn�t very enjoyable when you�re in a prison cell,� Neil said as he shook his head.
O�Hara sighed. �Sang, if you�re still in, I�m in.�
�You can�t be serious,� Neil said. �You�re going to risk everything? And for what? Aliens?�
�Neil, the things we�ve seen, we are never going to forget,� O�Hara said. �I figured these two would be relieved to know the job was over, especially with how close they came to death, but screw it. I�m not gonna be the one to let humanity die horribly because of aliens. I mean, if I can put saving the world on my resume, I�m not going to have to worry about finding work after this is all over.�
�Well, I�m not going,� Neil said, shaking his head.
�Come on,� Sang said. �We need you!�
Van had a flash of inspiration hit him in that moment. He knew exactly how to convince Neil to join them. �Feh, no we don�t,� Van said before Neil could open his mouth to speak. �We don�t need him one bit.�
�Excuse me?� Sang asked.
�Let�s stop wasting our time,� Van replied. �If we�ve got O�Hara on our team, we don�t need Neil. He obviously doesn�t want to help and, frankly, what�s his use at this point anyway?�
�The hell you don�t need me,� Neil said. �Who�s gonna hijack the moving truck when it shows up? O�Hara?�
�Why are you pressing a point when you don�t want to be a part of this?� Van asked.
Neil growled. �Fine, I�m in. If the three of you are really dead-set on getting arrested, then count me in, too. I�m the only one here who can pick a lock anyway.�
�Great,� Sang said. �We need to get moving right away. We were on the cusp of something important.�
�Wait�� Van said. �What about Dolly and Bidane? Draco�s going to hold them hostage for certain.�
�We�ll worry about that when we�re ready for the game. Neil, what�s the plan?� Sang asked. Neil grinned and began to explain how they would steal the moving truck that was inbound.



            Chapter Thirteen
Sang, Neil, O�Hara, and Van were all hiding behind a dumpster, watching the technicians move the pods into the back of the cargo van.
�Alright, last chance to back out of this,� Neil said. �The moment we grab that thing, we�re committed felons who are going to be in a world of pain.�
�Stop whining,� O�Hara said. �We�ll be fine.�
�All we need is another day,� Sang said. �One more day and we�ll be good to go.�
�Why the pods?� Neil asked. �Why can�t we just get haptic gear from the store?�
�All of our login information is in those pods,� Van said. �The characters were keyed specifically into those pods, meaning that unless we access them, we can�t get back into our characters without going through a long process that I doubt Draco will be interested in helping us with.�
�Fine, fine,� Neil said. �I just wanted to be extra sure before I commit to this.�
�There�s the last one,� O�Hara said as the technicians carefully loaded the third pod into the van. There were four technicians, and they were all heading to separate vehicles now. Only one would be driving the van, from the looks of it.
�Alright, let�s do this!� Neil said as he pointed to the back of the van. �Move!�
The four quickly rushed from behind the dumpster and made their way to the van right before it was able to take off. The rest of the cars were heading out in separate directions, making it clear that they wouldn�t all be part of the unloading team.
Van and Sang crept to the passenger side of the van and waited. Their instructions were to make sure there were no other people hiding in the vehicle. O�Hara was behind the van, looking out for any signs of the CIA or guards, but no one was around. It was as if, the moment that the program had ended, everyone had been evacuated from the building.
�Hey!� Neil said as he trotted up to the car; he had put on a ski mask�something that he had been carrying with him earlier. This fact was a little unnerving to Van, but he chose to ignore the implications.
�Whoa!� the driver said, holding his hands up when he realized Neil had a gun. �Take it easy!�
�Really sorry about this,� Neil said. �But I cannot seem to catch a cab at this time of night. You don�t mind if I borrow your ride, do you?�
�Please don�t kill me!� the driver shouted.
Van could hear some movement in the back of the vehicle. �Incoming,� he hissed to O�Hara. He heard the opening of a door, and then some shouting and the sounds of a struggle. The side of the van slid open and O�Hara waved at them.
�Come on, let�s go!� she said. Van and Sang piled into the back of the van, climbing over the pods.
�You kids comfortable?� Neil asked as he climbed into the driver�s seat. Van could see the driver of the van was running away as fast as he could.
�Let�s go!� O�Hara said. �They had a guy in the back with a shotgun. Caught him really good, but he�ll probably be up soon.�
�Oh, I hope no one ID�d you,� Neil said.
�Yeah, because the pods being reported as missing and us not showing up to work tomorrow will definitely not be linked,� O�Hara said.
�Hey, plausible deniability is our friend here,� Neil said.
The van sped out onto the empty streets. It was too late for there to be any kind of traffic to slow them down. Half an hour passed with everyone sitting in silence. Sang had climbed into the passenger�s seat of the van and was looking at the rearview mirror.
�Correct me if I�m wrong,� Sang said, �but I do believe we are being followed.�
�Damn it,� Neil said. �I really, really don�t want to get shot at.�
�Make that two of us,� Van groaned as he laid down on his back next to a pod. His exhaustion was setting in and he felt himself drifting off to sleep. He didn�t want to pass out, though�especially when there was a chance for danger�but on some level, he realized that he just didn�t care, he was so tired.
�Holy crap!� Neil said. �It�s that Kenneth weasel!�
That was enough to open Van�s eyes. �What?� Van mumbled.
�He�s following us! Haha, what an idiot.�
�Actually, it�s not a bad idea,� O�Hara said. �All he has to do is follow us to our hiding place and report us to the CIA. Then we�re really in trouble.�
�Yeah, I can definitely imagine that following a group of trained CIA operatives is a good idea,� Neil said. �Now then, watch this.�
Van felt the vehicle shift as Neil moved them into the right-hand lane.
�What are you doing?� Van asked as he leaned up to see that they were heading for the highway.
�Just watch,� Neil said as he stared at the rearview mirror. �Three� two� one!� The van�s brakes screeched as Neil slammed his foot down on the pedal. A loud whump emanated from behind the van and the vehicle lurched forward hard.
�Now we�re cooking!� Neil said as he leapt out of the van. Sang slid into the driver�s seat and shook her head.
�That guy is nuts,� Sang said.
�You think he�s bad now, you should see him when he�s fully rested,� O�Hara said. �He just gets worse.�
Van slid open the side door and poked his head out to watch what was happening. Kenneth had crashed the front of his car into the back of the van. The impact hadn�t been too bad and the airbags hadn�t even gone off, but it had brought him to a stop. Kenneth was trying to get out of the vehicle now.
�What a crazy coincidence!� Neil said as he grabbed Kenneth by the arm.
�Ah!� Kenneth shouted. �Stop, let me go! Police!�
�Hey, hey,� Neil said as he jammed a pistol into Kenneth�s ribs. �I feel like no one is going to hear you die if you keep that up!�
�Please, let me go!�
�What�s that? You�re going the same way we are, too?� Neil asked. �That�s an even crazier coincidence. Let�s go together!� Neil wrenched Kenneth to the passenger�s side of the van and chucked the man in.
�Long time no see,� Van said to the groaning Kenneth.
�Are you kidding me?� Kenneth asked. �How did you guys see me?�
�Your problem is,� Van said, �you�re too confident in your abilities. Did you really think you could follow highly trained agents?�
�Neil!� O�Hara shouted. �We do not have time to set his car on fire! Get back in the car!�
�Fine, whatever,� Neil grumbled as he walked back to the driver�s seat. �See? This is the thanks I get for being thorough. It would have taken less than five minutes to set it on fire.�
�Five minutes if you had the proper amount of gasoline,� O�Hara said.
�Man, I can destroy vehicles with nothing more than two quarters and a piece of cheese wire,� Neil shot back.
�What do you want from me?� Kenneth asked. He tried to sit up, but O�Hara grabbed him and shoved him onto his back. She was sitting atop one of the pods and had put her foot down onto his chest.
�Why were you following us?� O�Hara asked.
�I don�t have to answer you. Frederick said I was free to go; we were just taking the same exit at the same time. As far as I know, that�s not a crime!� Kenneth replied.
�Oooooh, I have got some bad, bad news for you,� Neil said.
�The program was cut,� O�Hara said.
�And that means we get to reschedule that trip to Arizona! You�re gonna love the bottom of the Grand Canyon!� Neil cheerfully replied.
�We�re rogue now,� Sang said. �And that means, if you don�t play nicely, this psychopath is going to make your life way harder.�
�Or shorter,� Van said.
�Probably both,� O�Hara added.
�I wasn�t doing anything,� Kenneth said. �I was just under instructions to follow you, Van. That�s it.�
�Why me?� Van asked.
�Draco wanted to make sure that you understood you�re done snooping around. They have some hostages now. They won�t hesitate to execute them if you get back in the game.�
Van gasped. �Crap!�
�Yeah,� Kenneth said. �So please, do everyone a favor and just go home.�
�No can do,� Neil said. �This jerk�s in just as deep as you. If he bails, that means you�re gonna have a buddy digging a six-foot hole alongside of you.�
Van didn�t appreciate the veiled threat from Neil, but knew it was necessary to put pressure on Kenneth. He wasn�t sure why the jerk was trying to dissuade him from going back into the game, but he suspected something was up.
�Come on, guys. What is it to you? You think that you can really stop Draco? They�ve got their hooks in too deep,� Kenneth pleaded. �Just give up and go home.�
�Why are you even still here?� Van asked. �You were released from the CIA. Why not just leave town?�
�Draco will find me. I tried, believe me. Two hours ago, Frederick told me I was free to go and I made a beeline right for the airport. Thought I�d buy a ticket to somewhere like the Bahamas and never be seen again. Someone�s waiting for me at the terminal, though. A cop. Tells me he has something for me and hands me a bullet. Says it�s from Draco. Then tells me to find you,� Kenneth said, his eyes darting left and right as he relived the memory. Van could see that the man was on the brink of tears.
�Oh, boo hoo,� Neil said. �So they threatened you with a bullet. Unless he shoved the gun in your mouth, he definitely wasn�t serious. You�ll be fine.��
�I promise, if you guys let me go, you�ll never see me again,� Kenneth said.
�Sorry, man,� Van said. �But until this all blows over, you�re hanging out with us.�
�Van, you can�t be serious about going back in there! They will kill you! The only reason they haven�t killed you yet is because they still think they can turn you to their cause!� Kenneth said. �The moment you log on, those two friends of yours are dead.�
Van frowned. He had no idea what to do now.
�I�ve got an idea,� Sang said. �But it�s� it�s a bit crazy.�
�Everything from this point on is crazy,� Van said. �What�s the plan?�
�We bring Kenwar back into the game with us. He communicates to Draco that he�s managed to flip you, Van, and that you�ll betray me once we get back on the ship,� Sang explained as she looked back at them from the passenger�s seat. �Then we break the girls out, get them to a safe place, and log them out. After that, we rally up the army and send them against Lemuel.�
�Draco thinks that we�re attacking the king directly, but in reality�� Van said. �We�re going back to the ship to get information.�
�Exactly,� Sang said with a grin. �It�s the perfect plan.�
�Perfect except for one problem,� Van said. �What if this guy doesn�t cooperate?�
�I�ll do whatever it takes to walk out of this alive,� Kenneth begged.
�Of course you will,� Neil said. �But in my years of violence and coercion, and believe me, there had been many, I have learned that intimidation only works to a point. The moment that you can screw them over in that game, you will.�
�I won�t, I promise!� Kenneth insisted.
�I�m not buying it,� O�Hara said. �This guy is trying to play every side of the fence. He�s not going into the game with you guys.�
Van shook his head. �Sorry, but we�ll need him to make sure those two aren�t killed. There are innocent people involved here. They didn�t deserve any of this.�
�You�d pit two people�s lives against millions or even billions of people?� Neil asked. �Let�s be really honest here: in an ideal world, we would love for your friends to live, but the truth is, it�s not worth the trouble.�
�How can you say that?� Van shouted. �They�re human beings!�
�So? What are two lives against the entirety of mankind?� O�Hara asked. �Look, it�s not ideal, but I say we call Draco�s bluff. A hostage is only good for controlling someone. If it�s clear the hostages can�t be used against us, then they�ll find another strategy.�
�But will that strategy include sparing their lives?� Van asked.
O�Hara shrugged. �It�s a risk we�re going to have to take.�
�Sang, can you please tag in here?� Van asked.
Sang didn�t say anything; she just stared forward. �I don�t know. I don�t know if it�s worth it.�
�What if we compromise?� Van asked. �Instead of rushing back to save the girls, we send the army to attack Lemuel�s fortress and Kenwar provides false intel that we�re there. Then we can catch them off guard?�
�Not a bad idea,� Sang said. �But it hinges on Kenwar not betraying us.�
�Yeah,� Van said as he looked at the man. �You have some choices here. You can work with us, save this planet and your own skin, or you can try to betray us. It�s up to you.�
Kenneth shrugged. �I don�t know what I can say to convince you that I�ll stay loyal.�
Van sighed. It was a terrible idea to have their strategy hinging on the word of a guy who had made it very clear to Van that he would do anything to survive. As soon as he had the chance, Kenwar would betray them. Yet, at the same time, without Kenwar�s help, Draco would quickly murder Dolly and Bidane. Yes, Bidane had followed after Van without asking, but she�d had no idea what she was getting into. She was just a gamer who�d been a little too sharp for her own good. Now she was going to die if they didn�t do something, and the worst part was that she wouldn�t even know she was in real-world danger. There was no time for her to make peace with her end; she would just die and wouldn�t have the dignity of knowing it was the end at all.
�What if I�� Kenneth started, but he stopped talking when O�Hara pressed her foot down hard on him.
�Don�t even try to suggest anything,� O�Hara said.
They rode the rest of the trip in absolute silence.
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Sang let out a sigh of relief as they dropped the last pod into place. She had neglected to mention to the team that her apartment was on the third floor, and she�d seen the pissed off looks in her team members� eyes as they�d grunted and wheezed, carrying the heavy pods up the stairs. It had been an exhausting affair, and she�d already been running on empty. Neil had some Cwake left, but refused to let Sang have any until it was time to plug in. She had gotten a brief hour of sleep at this point, but it hadn�t been very restful. She couldn�t stop thinking about the game.
�Alright, are we ready?� O�Hara asked as she began to plug in her monitoring system, which had been stolen right along with the pods.
�Just about,� Van said. �I feel like I�m going to puke.�
�Yeah�me, too,� Sang replied. �I�ve never been more tired in my life.�
�Nice place,� Neil said as he looked around. The apartment was pretty empty except for a couch sitting in the corner. Nothing adorned the walls, and nor did she even have a TV.
�Well, I don�t really hang out at home,� Sang replied. �Too much work to do these days.�
�The good news is that we�ll all be unemployed after this,� Neil replied. �Well, at least the four of us will. Poor Mr. Kenwar here will have a short and exciting career as a professional digger. It�ll last him the rest of his life!�
�Please, stop threatening me,� Kenneth said. �I promised I�d help. What more do you want from me?�
Neil grinned as he dug into his pocket. He produced a pill bottle. �You know, one of the handy things about working in the CIA is the fact that we have access to all sorts of terrible things. For example...� he paused to pull out a small round pill. It was red. �This here? This is none other than one of our most effective poisons. Designed for use on foreign dignitaries when they�re on diplomatic missions. Takes a few days to kick in. Not only is it untraceable, but the death looks natural.�
�W-what are you going to do with that?� Kenneth asked as Neil began to stroll toward him.
�Oh, I was thinking long and hard of a solution to our problem, and I believe I�ve found it,� Neil said as he grabbed Kenneth by the arm. �You�re going to pop this here pill. Don�t worry�it won�t kill you immediately. It�ll take at least three days. So that�s good news for you because I happen to have the antidote right here.� Neil pulled out a separate bottle and shook it. �This is a happy medium. You swallow this sucker right now, and we�re guaranteed that you will do whatever it takes to make us happy.�
�You�re crazy!� Kenneth said. �Sang, you can�t let him do this to me.�
Sang shrugged. She knew very well that Neil was holding allergy medicine in his hand, as the man had a terrible allergy to pollen. Fortunately for him, Kenneth didn�t seem to realize that it was a common drug for those who suffered from the sniffles.
�Look,� Sang said, �we�re stuck here. So, if you eat that pill, we know we can trust you. You work for us, we get the girls out safely, we steal some information from Draco, and then we all go home.�
Kenneth stared at Sang, his mouth frozen open in terror. �I� I don�t��
�Too bad,� Neil said as he jammed his fingers into the guy�s mouth. �Now be a good boy and take your medicine! Or the next thing I shove into your mouth is my revolver.�
Kenneth made some panicked whimpering noises, but seemed to swallow the pill. Neil was very thorough in checking his mouth.
�You are all kinds of crazy,� O�Hara said as she watched Neil shine a flashlight into the man�s mouth.
�Am I crazy for thoroughly making sure he swallowed a poison pill?� Neil asked.
�Yes,� Sang, O�Hara, and Van said together.
�Well, whatever. Come on, we don�t have a lot of time. Let�s load everyone in and get this show on the road,� Neil said.
�Oh� oh� God,� Kenneth whispered.
�It�s not so fun when you have to pick a side, eh?� Van asked as he patted Kenneth on the back. �Don�t worry, I promise that if you follow through, I will personally force Neil to give you the cure.�
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Sang opened her eyes to see that she was standing by the campsite. The ground beneath her was gently rocking back and forth. She felt a strong desire to vomit well up within her�it was as if she were hung over. The Cwake had helped wake her up a little, but the side effects of going without sleep were starting to catch up with her, and hard.
�Ugh,� Van groaned as he appeared next to her. �At least Bidane built the camp so we�d pop back in here.�
�I am going to die,� Kenwar whispered. �I� I thought I was going to get out of this alive. I�m gonna die!�
�Calm the hell down,� Sang said, rubbing her temples with her fingers. �You�ll be fine as long as we get through this thing okay.�
�Okay? Okay!� Kenwar repeated. �We�re not gonna be close to okay! Draco is going to kill all of us! We�re dead! Dead!�
�Maybe,� Van said, �or maybe we�ll survive this thing. Stop fussing and get in contact with your Draco team. Inform them that we�re moving toward Lemuel�s castle from the front. If we�re lucky, they�ll take the bait and focus all of their attention on finding us in the battle.�
Kenwar sighed. �Fine, I�ll tell them. But you better pray to God that they fall for this; if they don�t, we�re all screwed.�
�From how I see it,� Sang replied, �we�re screwed no matter what we do. Jail time or death.� She paused for a moment to take a deep breath. The consequences of her choice to go back in were dire, but something deep within her was compelling her to move forward. Was it that contact with the Xevov technology that she had made long ago? It had burrowed its way deep into her mind and, while she didn�t have random flashes of information anymore, she certainly felt a powerful compulsion. Maybe it was just her desire to be a hero for once. She couldn�t tell, but all she knew was that she had to keep going forward.
�So?� Van asked. �What�s the plan?�
Sang shrugged. Wait until everyone logs back in; then you rally them into attacking the castle from the front. We sneak into the spaceship during the chaos.�
�Why not just use the army to attack the ship?� Kenwar asked. �A surprise attack would be strong enough to overpower it quickly.�
�No,� Van said. �That region�s where the biofeedback system is fully engaged. If a character dies, the player dies in real life. So, no, I�m not going to order a team of gamers to go willingly and carelessly in and die for our cause.�
Sang nodded. While they certainly could use the numbers, there was no way they�d be able to explain to the players involved that it was a real and true life or death situation. No one would believe them and, even if they did, they certainly wouldn�t choose to risk everything for some strangers.
�Alright,� Sang said. �Van, you do your magic. I�m going to head down to the ship to scout it out and make sure the area is clear.�
Van took a deep breath. �Don�t engage, please. I know we�re in trouble here, but if you get into a fight with them, you�ll lose.�
�Don�t worry,� Sang said as she pulled her bow free from its resting place on her back. �I�m just going to investigate.�
�Good luck,� Van said. �Kenwar, did you message them yet?�
�Yeah, I told them everything that you wanted me to,� the manhunter said glumly. �I cannot believe this is all happening to me.�
�Neither can I,� Sang muttered as she walked off toward the forest. She felt her legs wobble a little as she headed down the slope of the mountain. She was beyond exhausted, and each passing moment felt more and more surreal. But she kept pressing on because this was more important than anything that she had ever done before. Draco was a true threat, she knew. She had to press on.
Never before had she ever thought she�d play such a pivotal role in history. All her life, she had strived for excellence, but never on a historical level. Her desire had been to be the very best that she could realistically be, but she�d never imagined herself on the national stage or affecting a sweeping level of change in the world. That was changing now. For the first time in her life, she would really be changing the world. Who would have thought? The pressure was immense, for certain, but there was something about the fact that she was in charge of saving the world that felt validating. Maybe it was in her blood to be a hero�who knew?
Sang reached the clearing where the cottage and the invisible ship were located. She crept up quietly and hid behind a tree as she watched the area like a hawk. A few NPCs were shuffling around the chicken coop, but other than that, there was no one around. The sound of hissing caught her attention and she focused on the cabin. She could see that there was someone standing inside, but it was hard to tell who it was. The figure stood by the window and shifted a little. Sang wanted to get closer, but there really wasn�t anything she could hide behind to get a better view.
�Fine!� said a voice from inside of the cottage. �I�ll go. But you know it�s just a distraction, right?� There was more agitated hissing, and Sang could practically feel the annoyance.
�Okay, okay,� the voice replied. �I�m sorry. It won�t happen again.�
There was more hissing, followed by the door to the cottage opening. A lizard creature emerged from the building and walked toward the ship. Following after it was the man who had been familiar with Van, Draumed. He was cursing up a storm as he shuffled in Sang�s direction.
Sang tensed up as he walked right past the tree where she was hiding, but he didn�t seem to notice her. He was busy grumbling about having to leave the area and find King Lemuel.
�Stupid friggen job. I ain�t no errand boy. Gonna be a freakin� king and they treat me like this?� Draumed mumbled.
Sang realized that he was completely alone, meaning that if she jumped him, she could get all of the information that she needed about the ship. She pulled out her dagger and looked at it. The weapon carried a different kind of weight in this realm. She knew the biofeedback systems were fully engaged, but did this apply to everyone? Would Draumed be affected? There was only one way to find out.
Sang crept up behind him, carefully avoiding the twigs on the ground as she walked, not making a sound. It seemed that her Stealth skill activated as soon as she began walking silently, which was different from the other parts of the world. With a swift move, she leapt forward and wrapped her arm around Draumed�s neck, pressing the blade right to it.
�You move, you die!� she hissed. Her arm was pressed so hard against him that she could feel his heartbeat. It was hammering away rapidly, indicating that he most likely could die in this game. That was just the kind of leverage that she needed.
�Take it easy,� Draumed said as he slowly raised both of his hands. �I surrender.�
�I want answers,� Sang spit back. �What�s in that ship?�
�It�s a Draco data center,� Draumed replied. �It�s where they keep information stored, based on the division they are assigned to.�
�Division?� Sang asked. �Spell it out for me.�
�Yeah,� Draumed said quietly. �A division is the focus that has been given to a certain group of Draco�s and professional players. There�s hundreds of them. This division is part of what�s known as the Inciting Division. We�re responsible for monitoring and preparing the Sleepers who work outside of this game.�
�Inciting division? Sounds like you�re the first step in causing the end of the world,� Sang hissed.
�You say the end; Draco says it�s the beginning,� Draumed replied.
�Semantics I suppose,� Sang whispered. She pressed the blade a little harder to his neck. He hadn�t resisted at all and was very relaxed. Was he confident or just completely submissive?
�Look,� Draumed said, �I know you�re trying your best to stop Draco and I admire it. If I were on the outside looking in, I wouldn�t understand why they�re doing this, but you�ve got to realize that this is for the greater good.�
�Greater good? Sorry, pal, but if the greater good requires the majority of humanity to be eradicated, then I would much rather prefer to be on the side of the lesser good.�
�Ha, witty. Sang, are you breathing air right now?�
�What?� Sang asked.
�Each time you draw in oxygen, what is happening? Your actual body is being sent electric pulses that convince your brain that you�re actually breathing. The pods send waves to your brain that allow you to interpret each event around you as if it were real. Each twitch of the muscle, each movement of your hand. And who is in control of this? Is it you? No, not at all. Draco owns everything that you are experiencing. They�ve been playing nice with you and Van. Why? I have no idea. They think very differently from you and me. I couldn�t begin to guess the motivation behind why they just wouldn�t deactivate the oxygen around you. But they could if they wanted to. You are playing with fire here.�
Sang frowned. �You�re bluffing.�
Draumed shrugged. �Are you willing to take that risk? Let me be clear here�you are not in your own world. You are in a world controlled by programmers, directed by Draco. You are trying to spit in the eye of a god. Eventually, this god is going to grow weary of you and remove you.�
�In the Greek times, you used to be able to kill a god,� Sang replied. �And that is what I intend to do.�
Draumed sighed. �Well, don�t say I didn�t try to warn you. Just know that, at some point, you�re simply going to stop breathing. You will gasp and choke, trying to figure out what�s wrong. You�ll rapidly click the logout button, but� nothing will happen. Then, my friend, you will die within three minutes. No dagger, no arrow, no blade piercing your heart, but you will die.�
�Sucks to be me, I guess,� Sang replied. In truth, she had no idea what to do with that information. On some level, she had wondered how much control Draco really had, but she didn�t have time to worry about it now. �I want more information on this ship.�
�Ask away,� Draumed said. �I�m not the type who wants to die for the cause.�
�Why join it at all?� Sang asked.
Draumed shrugged. �My wife was murdered two years ago, taking what was left of my soul with her. I�m so past the point of caring at this point, when Draco told me all about their grand plan to clean up mankind, I jumped at the chance to make a real difference. It sucks that we have to cleanse all of humanity, save for the choicest few, but let�s be really honest here: humanity is sick, and Draco�s the cure.�
Sang gritted her teeth. She could tell by the confidence in his voice that there was zero chance of converting him. Would she have to kill him at the end of this conversation?
�I want the truth: how can I access the data for the Inciting Division?�
�If you want to access the data, you�ll need to check the central console; it�s where all of the records and files are located.�
�Any passwords?�
�Don�t ask me�I wouldn�t know. I�m just in charge of watching the area and escorting players who wander in out of this place.�
�And this area� it�s lethal, isn�t it?�
Draumed sighed. �I�m afraid it is. These areas are what are known as Designated Reality Zones. Anything game-related is disabled here. Logout functions, telecommunications, even private messaging. These areas are used for training or keeping the Draco operatives safe from some jackass who thinks he can use his broadsword to save the world.�
�These Draco operatives: what kind of powers do they have? Are they like the Messengers?�
�Now that, I can�t say. I don�t even know if these lizard guys are Draco or not. They just hiss and scream at us to do things. Not particularly civil.�
�Why are you answering me so honestly?�
�Because, Sang, none of it matters. No matter how much intel you collect, you are going to die. Once Draco realizes that you aren�t at that big battle, they�ll set up a tracer program to find you. It will have some trouble locating you since you�re in the DRZ, but once it locks on, they�ll simply edit a line of code that allows you to breathe and� goodbye. So, why not tell you the whole truth? Why risk my own life for a threat that�s too minor to even worry about? Draco will solve this problem, one way or another.�
�What about Bidane and Dolly?� Sang asked. �Are they okay?�
�They�re fine,� Draumed replied. �For now. If Van pisses Draco off, they�re liable to see to it that the girls are murdered.�
�My last question,� Sang said. �How much time do we have left? How much time before everything starts?�
Draumed was silent for a few moments. She could hear his labored breathing grow more intense. �Not much time,� he admitted. �I wouldn�t plan any vacations for the end of the year.�
�Well, that�s just great,� Sang said. �Anything else I need to know?�
�Just that you still have time to log out. You still have time to go home and never come back to this place.�
Sang growled in response to the offer. She was not going to let this man intimidate her into surrendering.
�Well,� Draumed said. �I suppose you�re going to want to tie me up now. I won�t put up a fuss, of course. You�d probably be better off leaving me somewhere here in this forest, since I won�t be able to log out.�
Sang sighed deeply, pressed the blade to the man�s throat, and with one swift motion, brought it across his neck, slicing it open. The words Coupe De Grace appeared above him. Draumed began to flail and gasp as his throat was filled with blood; he fell to his knees, choking and gasping. He clutched his neck in vain, trying desperately to breathe, but he couldn�t do anything. He fell onto his side, writhing and gasping until eventually he stopped moving.
�God,� Sang said as she felt the urge to vomit rise up inside of her. She suppressed the urge and instead tried to focus on the task at hand. She had to bury his corpse. She found some shallow dirt and began to dig with her hands.
Why had she had to do this? she thought as she dug, her fingers tearing through the earth. Why kill him? She shook her head. Draumed had been a threat; even if he�d been tied up, he would have tried to escape. She couldn�t have risked him coming after her again. He had already proven that he was willing to watch humanity end. It was a horrible thing to do, killing him, but at the same time, she hadn�t had much of a choice. This was war. He wouldn�t be the last person on Draco�s side to die, so she might as well get used to it. She sighed heavily as she realized that at some point she�d have to tell this to Van. How would he react?



            Chapter Fourteen
Van stood by impatiently as he waited for his team to log in. He had sent a message to everyone to be there as soon as possible, but no one had logged on yet. It would be just his luck if they weren�t interested in joining a big raid.
�Man, we are making the biggest mistake of our lives,� Kenwar said.
�Can it,� Van replied. �I told you to keep your mouth shut.�
�How can I keep my mouth shut when you�re committing to suicide here? We can�t beat Draco! We don�t have a chance!� Kenwar said. �Say the word, man; say the word and we�re free from this stuff.�
�What about the poison?� Van asked. �There�s no getting away from that.�
�I can call for a Draco Sleeper unit to pick us up. They�ll show up armed, take down Neil and O�Hara. They�ll free us and then we�ll be extracted to a safe location.�
�Ha!� Van chuckled. �If you could do that, you would have already. Let�s face it, Kenwar. For some reason, Draco really wants their hands on me. I don�t know why they want me so badly, but I know that, without me as a bargaining chip, you�ve got nothing. We�re sticking to the plan. We�ll get out of this alive. You just need to calm the hell down.�
�Calm down? How are you not freaking out right now?� Kenwar asked as he paced back and forth.
�I am freaking out!� Van shouted. �I�m freaking out internally, but right now I�m trying to focus on what�s in front of us. Losing my mind is not a luxury at the moment. I�m sure that, after this is all over, they�re going to have to lock me in the psyche ward for a few months, but at this point, I�m trying to focus as hard as I can on saving the world.�
�Oh God, oh God,� Kenwar mumbled.
A loud dinging noise announced the arrival of Kylian. Van let out a sigh of relief upon seeing his friend.
�Kylian!� Van said as he walked up to the man and clapped him on the shoulder. �It�s good to see you.�
�Likewise,� Kylian said. �I see I�m the first to get here. What�s the plan?�
�Well,� Van said, �we�re gonna wait for everyone, but don�t worry, it�s going to be one of the most daring things we�ve ever done.�
�Looking forward to it,� Kylian said. �You know, Van, I�ve got to say, I admire your strength as a leader. I�ve never met anyone who so effortlessly puts people together and has the utmost confidence in telling them what to do. I mean, I�ve never worried a single time about what our plans are. You might not always have the best ideas, but you�re courageous enough to say, �let�s go.� Most other people just wait around, hoping for opportunity.�
�Thanks,� Van said, feeling a little guilty about the fact that he couldn�t fill Kylian in on the full story just yet. Eventually, he was hoping that he�d be able to fill the entire crew in on what was really going on, but without any kind of definitive, newsworthy proof, his story would most likely be met with derision. �It�s just fun to organize people, really.�
As Van and Kylian talked, more players began to arrive to the scene. After about twenty minutes, the entire guild was logged in and ready to play.
�Hey,� Sahara said as she searched through the crowds of players, �has anyone seen Bidane or Dolly?�
�They aren�t available to play,� Van said. �Sorry.�
�Lame!� Sahara replied. �Bidane always gave me the best advice on how to use my magic.�
Van waited for the army of loosely one hundred and fifty players to settle down before he took his position. He climbed atop one of the boulders and stood firmly before them.
�Good morning, team!� he boldly declared as he raised his fist high. �Today is the start of an exciting new campaign! As many of you know, we were dispatched here to wage war against the Kyrissian forces who seek to earn favor with King Lemuel of the Ceren Kingdom. Fortunately for us, we have spotted their camp. They are indeed alongside Castle Ceren and they seek favor with the king. Now, it is up to us to move forward and lay siege to their camp!�
There was a cheer from the players at Van�s declaration. Most of them had gotten bored with travelling, and it wouldn�t take much to convince them to commit acts of wanton violence against their enemies at this point. Few of the players would have time to do the math until it was far too late. Of course, Van didn�t want any of them to have to lose their hard-earned experience, but at the same time, the cost was justified. They would have plenty of time to grind once the world was saved.
�Now, the operation is going to be very simple,� Van explained. �We�re going to march down there at once and begin to fight against the Kyrissian army. Once we have defeated them, we shall march through the walls of the castle and demand that King Lemuel grant the Melvanian army favor!�
There were more cheers, this time from the group of players who had been a part of the Melvanian army.
�Worst case scenario, we cease working for Melvania and begin a relationship with the Kingdom of Ceren, one of the most powerful kingdoms in the realm!�
This really set off the team as they cheered with even greater enthusiasm. Van grinned. Motivating players was easily one of his best skills.
�So, arm up and get ready for the fight of your life! Today, we make history! The Iron Dragons are going to be on the map after this day! Onward!� Van shouted as he gestured toward the path leading to enemy territory. The players quickly began to pack up their gear and move into formation.
�Kylian, a word?� Van asked as he hopped down from the rock.
�What�s up, boss?� Kylian replied as he placed his iron helmet on his head.
�Here�s the deal,� Van said, �Sang and I have found an access point that will help us turn the tide in this battle.�
�Really?� Kylian asked. �Where?�
�It�s in the forest that�s next to the castle. Now, this army is meant to be moving as a distraction. Sang and I will move through the woods and, when the time is right, signal to you to lead the troops through the walls.�
�So, I take it we�re not here to make friend with Lemuel?� Kylian asked.
�Probably not,� Van replied. �But no one can know I�m missing. So, you�ll need to cover for me.�
�I love me some espionage,� Kylian replied. �Reminds me of the time I went undercover for a year. Good stuff. I�ll make sure everyone stays on target. If anyone asks, I�ll just say you�re observing from behind.�
�Perfect,� Van said as he watched the rest of the army move out. �If everything goes according to plan, we�re going to pull off an incredible victory.�
�Cheers to that,� Kylian said as he drew his sword and marched after the rest of the men, barking out orders and assigning separate players to different details.
�Kenwar,� Van said. �Let�s go.�
�Are you sure I shouldn�t stay with them? To keep up the illusion that we�re fighting down there?� Kenwar asked.
�I�m not letting you out of my sight for a minute,� Van said. �And we need to get going, and quickly. It�s only a matter of time before Draco catches on.�
�Fine, whatever. But when we get killed down there, my blood is on your hands,� Kenwar complained.
�Gee, how will I sleep at night, knowing that a weasel who tried to play both sides ended up dying?� Van replied. �You know, had you decided not to betray your race, you wouldn�t be in this mess at all.�
�I�m just trying to survive, Van. Mark my words: right before you die, in the moment that you realize the end is rushing toward you, you will know that I was right. This isn�t worth dying over.�
�I have no intention of dying,� Van replied. �Now shut up and move.�
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Sang tensed up as she heard the sounds of trumpets blaring in the distance. The cries of men echoed throughout the forest. It sounded as if a massive battle were underway.
�Sang!� Van hissed as he crept through the woods.
�There you are!� Sang replied, waving him over. �I thought you�d forgotten about me.�
�The team took forever to log in,� he explained. �What�s up?�
�Well, from the looks of it, everything is clear,� Sang said. �Draumed�s� not in the area; he left earlier, but I was able to get some information from him.�
�Really?� Van asked. �What a lucky break! What�d you learn?�
�The summary is that the ship has access to the kind of information we�ve been looking for. But I�m gonna have to hack into it, which will take some time. This means that when we storm into that place, we�re gonna have to fight off anyone who comes in.�
�Did we figure out if this place is lethal or not?� Van asked.
Sang grimaced. The memory of Draumed flashed back to her mind. �Yeah�yeah, it is. The good news is that this might help us. Draco pros, if you haven�t noticed, tend to be complete cowards. We might be able to scare them into submission.�
�That strategy worked on Kenwar,� Van said.
�Ha ha,� Kenwar groaned. �But let�s be serious. If the pros catch us, they�ll try to kill us. But�� he paused and took a deep breath. �These areas are different. All of the muscle memory that we�ve learned from the game will still remain, but things like skills, percentages, spells, and magic don�t work. So, when you fight, it�s not based on numeric values, but rather on how well you�ve played the game.�
�That explains why my arrows went wide earlier,� Sang said.
�Exactly. We do have an advantage due to the fact that we�ve been out adventuring, so our muscle memory knows exactly how to punch, kick, attack, and dodge. Pros who have been hanging out back here have probably gone soft due to their lack of adventuring.�
�Sounds like good news to me,� Van said. �Nice thinking, Kenwar.�
�Just... please, please don�t die. If you guys die, I guarantee you Neil will beat me to death,� Kenwar said. He grabbed his hand crossbow and loaded it with a bolt. �I�m going to stay out here. If they send reinforcements, I can pick them off.�
�I don�t think�� Van started, but he was cut off by Sang.
�Good thinking,� she said.
�Are you sure?� Van whispered. �What if he runs?�
�That poison is gonna ensure he sticks around,� Sang said. �Plus, we don�t want to get caught off guard.�
Van shrugged. �Okay, it�s your call.�
�Alright,� Sang said. �We�re going in there. Here�s hoping this works.�
Van and Sang walked to the edge of the water, where the ship was waiting for them. They both looked at each other. Sang could feel her heartbeat pounding away, and she felt faint, but there was little choice now. They had to get that information before it was too late. With Draco and the CIA breathing down their necks, she figured they had maybe another hour at best before everything was lost.
Van grunted and gasped as he pushed against the invisible door and, once again, a whoosh emanated from the space as he tumbled in. Sang walked inside the spacecraft after him, her bow at the ready.
�Well, what an interesting surprise,� said a calm voice as they entered. Sang looked up to see that a tall lizard creature was sitting atop one of the consoles. In his right hand was a goblet of wine and in his left hand was a golden staff with an orb atop it. The lizard creature�s tail thrashed up and down. To his right, Dolly and Bidane were lying on the ground, hog tied and gagged.
�It�s rare for someone to get the drop on us,� the lizard creature said with a chuckle.
Sang raised her bow and aimed it at the monster. �Don�t move.�
�Now, now, let�s not be too hasty,� the lizard replied as it leaned forward against its staff. �I�m certainly not here to get into a fight.�
�Why are you here?� Van asked. �What are you doing all of this for? The murders, the conspiracy� what�s the point of all of this?�
�Point? Oh, you simple humans. Always prattling on about things like purposes or points�so strange,� it said with a chuckle. �I suppose you want to know my name. Your vile tongue could never pronounce my name, though, so you may call me King Lemuel.�
�I figured you�d be at the battle,� Sang said as she stepped toward the bound women. They were both very bloodied, but they seemed awake. Dolly was writhing a little more than Bidane.
�I see no reason to visit the fight myself; at least not in this form,� Lemuel replied. �I fear that perhaps my mind has been dulled from years of being in the presence of humans. Which ones are you again?�
�I�m Van, and this is Sang,� Van said. �We�re here for some information. And we�re not leaving without it.�
�Ah yes, Van and Sang!� Lemuel chuckled. �By far, Draco�s favorites!�
�What do you mean, favorites?� Sang asked. She wanted to just shoot the monster, but at the same time, she worried that provoking it would end in disaster.
�Do you think you�re the only ones who are smart enough to learn our plan? The only ones that those foolish Xevov communicated with? There are hundreds of them roaming around this place, desperate to save their planet! But you two? You�re the only ones who have ever gotten this close. I mean, you have one of your government agencies involved, and you were just so close to getting a real investigation done. Draco likes that about you. They love strength.�
�Then you�re gonna love what we have planned for you,� Sang said. �We�re gonna kill every last one of you bastards.�
�Ah, yes, because we would certainly make sure that we are also affected by our biofeedback technology,� Lemuel replied. �Did you see what I did there? I utilized sarcasm. Of all the human inventions, of all of their methods of spiting one another, sarcasm is the one I like the most.�
Sang glanced at Van. He shrugged at her. She tensed her arm to release the bow, but Lemuel held up a hand.
�I would advise against attempting to harm me,� he warned. �You will find it frustrating and fruitless. I wouldn�t want to tear your flesh to pieces without your allowing me to explain why I am speaking to you right now.�
�So, what do you want?� Van asked. �What does Draco have to gain from killing so many innocent people?�
�Well, that�s the tough question, isn�t it?� Lemuel said with a sneer. �Why, oh why, would anyone want to obliterate almost 90% of the population? Allow me to explain it to you in very simple terms.� He paused to stand up and stretch his arms. �You see, when our race long ago achieved the power to traverse the stars, we discovered something terrible. We discovered that there were many other species in this galaxy, and all of them living lives of chaos and madness. Starvation, sickness, war, and violence reigned supreme on most of these planets. A few were peaceful, or at least, they were non-violent, but all of these planets had the exact same predicament: they were planets run entirely without organization.�
Sang looked at Van again, who shrugged. She really wanted to attack the lizard, but she wouldn�t move unless Van did something to distract it.
�And so, what did we do when we realized that an entire galaxy was full of such chaos?� Lemuel said, raising his hands high. �Why, we did what any civil and organized species would do! We decided that we would tend to this galactic garden. You see, all planets are inherently drawn towards chaos because they have not been blessed like we have. Long ago, the Draco race was given the glorious gift of order by the gods. Our species does not have multiple governments, various states, or even what you humans would call independence. Rather, we are all unified to operate in harmony. There are no wars on our planet. There is no violence. Just one society working for the good of all. And as a result, you will find that we are the most advanced of all civilizations out there. We mastered space flight while you were working on the pyramids. By the time you discovered electricity, we had harnessed the power of travelling across the galaxy, and in less than an hour�s work. Because of the gift of order, we have come along much further than any other race.�
�So?� Van asked. �I mean, it�s great for you guys that you�re all holding hands and singing kumbaya, but why did you feel the need to come and bother us? Why meddle?�
�Suppose you were walking along and you saw a child drowning in a lake,� Lemuel replied. �Would you not dive in to rescue him? Your planet is chaos, pure and simple. All other species do not have the gift of order, and so it was our collective realization that we must share what we have with the universe. We tried different ways of bringing about order. One species we approached was� rambunctious. They valued individuality far more than the sanctity of life and, as such, we were forced to eliminate that planet. We found a trend amongst these lesser races. The more we tried to bring order on, the more chaos came. Because all of these races are creatures of chaos. They feed on it, they crave it, they hunger for it. You can make a man sit down and be still, but the moment you turn your back, he will try to murder you and just about anyone else that he doesn�t like.�
�What gives you the right?� Sang demanded. �What gives you the right to tell us how to live our lives?�
�There it is again!� Lemuel chuckled. �Are you familiar with Joseph Stalin? Perhaps one of history�s most horrific killers. The man made certain to eliminate a large chunk of his own people. They say that he killed roughly 60 million people. You, Sang, in your mad bid for independence and freedom, are condoning such behavior. There are no such causalities on the planets where we rule and reign. Instead of violence, brutality, and starvation, there is order. There is progress.�
Sang opened her mouth to speak, but realized there wasn�t anything that she could say to fight against this creature�s logic. With his alien mind, would he even truly be able to comprehend freedom? It was doubtful that this thing even knew how to think like a human could.
Lemuel continued. He seemed quite pleased with the fact that he was communicating his species� plans with them. Perhaps he hoped to convince them to his way of thinking, Van thought.
�After decades of imposing order,� the lizard creature lectured, �we discovered a powerful method. Rather than fighting against you anarchists as a whole, which would often lead to needless bloodshed, and the� occasional surprise... we learned that we could convert others to our way of thinking through indoctrination. Of course, it isn�t easy to convince someone to turn against their own people, so we developed a method of weeding out the weak and finding the strong. Individuality is weakness, but teamwork�ah, teamwork is the ultimate strength. So, we invented games such as this one, as a way to find those who are strong leaders. They could understand the necessity of order and, as such, our recruitment efforts went smoothly. In only a short period of time, we were able to seize control of a planet and allow the native race to experience one perfect storm of chaos. Those who remained afterward would be sympathetic to our rule and would march in lockstep with us. They would adopt order, and chaos would be no more.�
�And you don�t feel bad about all of the deaths?� Van shouted. There was a hoarseness in his voice that underscored just how angry he was with this lizard creature.
�Oh, of course, we feel terrible. But what is the alternative? Allow these races to continue to exist in chaos? I fear there are no easy answers, so we have chosen the most pragmatic method. Believe me, if there was another way, we would choose it, but you�ve got to realize that every lesser race drinks chaos in as if it were water. Even now, as you disagree with me, I can see the urge to fall into chaos as it grows upon your faces. You tense up, wanting violence to solve your problems. You seek to end my existence so that you can feel better about yourselves. Even in your desire to protect humanity, you are fueled by the individualistic desire to personally do a good thing.�
�Screw you!� Sang said as she released her bow, firing an arrow toward Lemuel. He leapt to the right, narrowly avoiding the hit.
�Think carefully about your decision,� Lemuel said. �There are some things that you cannot take back. You haven�t even heard my offer yet.�
�What could you possibly offer us?� Sang asked.
�An excellent question,� Lemuel said as his tail thrashed up and down. He didn�t look perturbed by the attack at all. In fact, Sang could have sworn that he�d smiled when she attacked him. What was going on?
�Allow me to be up front with you both,� Lemuel continued. �If we wanted you dead, we could have easily ended your miserable lives. We could have done a host of things to make sure you�d never be able to interfere with us again, but that�s not very sporting, is it? In case you haven�t noticed, Dragon Kings of the New World is very rules oriented. We programmed a very intense series of rules and logic into this game, and everything follows it. That is because rules bring order. We do not deviate from our rules. As such, you will be interested to know that one such rule which we follow, our sacred rule, is that only those who are strong will be worthy of respect.�
�Why respect strength?� Van asked.
�Because strength requires discipline in order that it be attained. Discipline comes from order. We like a race that shows strains of order. In the end, when all races have been properly tended to, there will be a grand hierarchy. Those who show great skill, even when geared toward chaos, will be rewarded with positions of power. Think of it sort of like your United Nations, with the most powerful races being the ones who will help usher in decisions.�
�So, like a trial by fire kind of thing?� Van asked, stepping slightly toward the girls. The lizard didn�t move or change his expression as Van began moved. Van inched his way closer to Bidane, who had begun to stir.
�Exactly. We are looking for only the best. Which brings me to my offer. We will allow you two to continue down your path for as long as you can survive. It would be unfair for us to change the rules of our game just because we don�t like what you�re doing with it. To change our operations based on that consideration would be a decision made in service to chaos.�
�So, what, you just let us take what we want, then?�
�If you can fight hard enough, sure,� Lemuel said as he strolled toward the back of the ship. �It was nice to finally meet you two. I was hoping that wretched Xevov would be with you, but it appears that it was smart enough to avoid this entire area. Soon enough, we will find it and kill it. Of all the races, I�ll tell you that I despise the Xevov the most. It is ridiculous to know that they are relying entirely on you humans to rescue you. They have no strength. Goodbye.�
And with that, Lemuel simply vanished from the room.
�Well, that didn�t go as horribly as I was thinking,� Van said.
�Don�t talk just yet,� Sang said as a door on one side of the room slid open. Four burly men armed with spears and wearing plate mail emerged. Sang quickly pulled up their character sheets to find that they were all identical, albeit very simplistic.
Character Sheet
Name:
Warrior
Level:
20
Health:
25
Strength:
15
Items:
Plate Mail (Damage resistance +50%)
Spear (10 damage)
Helmet (Reduce critical damage)
Much to Sang�s surprise, it appeared that these warriors had lower health levels than normal, but then again, Sang�s health had been pretty low in the previous fight, too.
�Oh, crap,� Van gasped as he dropped down and cut Bidane and Dolly�s ropes loose. �Girls, you better get out of here.�
�What in the hell was all that about?� Bidane demanded as she pulled the gag off of her mouth. She tried to stand, but her legs were too weak and she buckled to her knees. Dolly wasn�t doing much better, as she wasn�t speaking at all and could barely stand.
�Look out!� Sang said as she aimed her bow at the four men who were in a square formation, standing shoulder to shoulder. �Hey, back off! You guys have one chance to back off; if you don�t, you�re going to die.�
The men said nothing, but continued marching towards Sang. One of them lunged forward and hurled his spear at her, but she was able to dodge out of the way. The spear crashed into one of the screens behind her, causing the entire wall to fizzle and spark.
�Oh man,� Van said as he grabbed a dart from his belt and chucked it at one of the spearmen. The dart bounced right off of the plate mail. The words Insufficient Penetration floated above them.
Sang snapped another arrow off. It sailed through the air and lodged itself right between the shoulders of the front spearman�s armor. 20 damage floated above him. He winced and dropped to one knee, and Sang could see blood dripping out of the wound.
The three remaining soldiers broke formation, raised their spears, and rushed toward Sang at the same time.
�Look out!� Van shouted as he threw himself forward, crashing into one of the spearmen. They fell to the ground and began to roll around, violently wrestling each other. The Grappled status appeared over the pair of them, with a corresponding bar indicating who was winning the grapple also showing itself.
Sang leapt back, narrowly avoiding the spears jabbing at her. �Is that all you got?� she shouted as she pulled her sword out and dropped her bow at the same time. Her heart was pounding and she could feel the adrenaline coursing through her body. She was determined to win this fight at any cost. She wasn�t going to let Draco win, no matter what.
She held perfectly still, crouched down and poised, waiting for one of the men to strike. One had moved to the left of her and the other was coming in on the right. They were extremely coordinated and disciplined. No one struck. She continued to back up, waiting for one of them to make a move, but neither of them did.
�Come on, you bastards!� Sang shouted. �You really think you can take me down?� Neither of them moved�they just continued to wait on her. Sang knew that, if she struck first, they would react and take her down, but if she waited, they might catch her off guard with a coordinated assault. She didn�t have time to think, but what was she supposed to do in this situation?
Bidane, who was still trying to stand up, grabbed one of her daggers and threw it hard at the back of a spearman�s head. It wasn�t a good enough throw to stab him, but the weapon thunked hard against the back of his skull, causing him to temporarily lose focus. Sang took advantage of the moment and spun toward the distracted guard, pushing closerto his body so that his spear was no longer of any use. Once she was inside the strike zone, she grabbed his right arm, looped her arm around it, and thrust her short sword right into his stomach. 10 damage floated above him. He grunted, but otherwise made no noises.
�Look out!� Bidane yelled. Sang spun around just in time to narrowly avoid being stabbed by the other spearman. His long, pointed stick flew at her, jabbing multiple times, but she kept backing up away from it. Dodge, dodge, dodge appeared each time she avoided the attack.
�One on one, I�m not giving you good odds here,� Sang said. She glanced over to see that Dolly had crawled over to where Van was wrestling and grabbed one of his opponent�s arms, throwing her entire body atop it. This had just allowed Van to get the upper hand as he rolled atop the spearman and began punching as hard as he could.
Sang blocked a few blows from the spear, feeling more confident with each block. It seemed that these men worked best when they were working together as a unit. Even though the man she faced was trying to maintain an air of being expressionless, she could see that fear and worry had cropped up over his face. He knew that he was in trouble and he didn�t know how to act as an individual.
Sang crouched low and raised her sword high. �Last chance,� she said. �Get out of here while you still have the chance.�
The spearman shook his head at her and took a step back, lowering his spear for a charge. He took a deep breath and screamed at the top of his lungs, �For Draco!� as he ran toward her. Sang waited half a beat and then lunged forward, rolling to the left so that she�d be outside of the spear�s range. The long wooden shaft moved past her. He pressed right into the danger zone of her sword and, with a single flourish, she lopped his head clean off. Critical Hit, Lethal Blow went flying along with his head.
�Holy crap!� Sang shouted in terror as his head went flying off. Blood spurted from his corpse as it fell to the ground, twisting and writhing.
�Oh God,� Bidane said. �That is gruesome.�
�A little help here!� Van wheezed. He was in a headlock with the last remaining spearman on his back. The other spearman, the one who had taken a shot to the arm, had bled out and was lying on the ground, unconscious.
�You�re done!� Sang said as she shoved her sword against the guy�s head. �Give up.�
�Ack!� Van gasped. �Choking� can�t breathe.�
The man didn�t let up his grasp, so Sang pressed her sword against the man�s back, where his heart would be, and thrust down as hard as she could. Coupe De Grace floated above him as he gasped and stopped moving.
�Urgh, that was horrible,� Van said as he crawled out from the man�s body. �Whoa!� he said then, once he spotted the headless corpse.
�I don�t understand�they didn�t say a word,� Sang said as she dusted herself off. �Why fight to the end?�
�Probably indoctrinated,� Van replied. �Too far gone.�
�Yeah, speaking of too far gone, what in the hell is going on here?� Bidane shouted. �Lizard people? Obliterating planets? Why can�t I log out, Van? I�ve been stuck in this game since yesterday! What�s going on?�
�It�s a really long story,� Van said. �But the short version is that this game is being run by crazy aliens, and they have the power to kill us if we�re in specific areas. You better get out of this place quickly and then log out. Maybe you shouldn�t come back in the game for a while.�
�I feel really sick,� Dolly said. �I think I might be dying of dehydration in the real world. I use a haptic set, but I can�t move my body.� She was lying on the floor, unable to stand.
�Bidane, please, get Dolly out of here,� Van ordered.
�Alright, fine, but I�m going to need answers when you�re done with whatever the hell you�re doing here!� Bidane said as she knelt down to help Dolly up. They struggled to get her to her feet, but eventually they were able to do so. They quickly limped out of the ship.
�Okay, I�ll watch the door,� Van said as he knelt down to pick up one of the spears. �You get to hacking.�
�Right,� Sang said as she walked up to the large computer console that was in the center of the room. She looked at the keyboard and sighed. It appeared to be constructed entirely in a different language from her own. �You�ve got to be kidding me,� she mumbled as she tapped a few buttons. The computer screen in front of her activated. She could see dozens of surveillance feeds showing the entire area of Bloodrock. She could see the castle where there were hundreds of Iron Dragon mercenaries fighting against the hundreds of Kyrissians. The battle was quite fierce, too, and she could see that it was attracting more players from the surrounding area. A large icon floated above the battlefield, indicating that anyone who joined either side would receive x10 experience points for fighting.
�Find anything?� Van asked.
�I�m trying, but this isn�t in our language. I really wish we had Jet with us.�
�Tell me about it,� he replied.
Sang fumbled around with a few more keys, pressing buttons at random. As she tapped, though, she suddenly felt an intense pain surge through her head. �Gah!� she cried.
�You okay?�
�I�m fine...� she wheezed. Her head felt as if it were being crushed by a vice. Was Draco killing her? Words began to surface to her mind then�alien words that she didn�t quite understand. She glanced up again at the screen. Flashes of symbols came to her mind, each of them showing symbols that she had first seen in her vision when she had made contact with the Xevovs. These symbols, she remembered, perfectly matched a few symbols that were now on the screen in front of her. Shrugging, she navigated the computer�s cursor to those matching symbols. When she clicked on them, another display appeared. This display showed a variety of different panels, each with different kinds of symbols and words on them. One offering set said: �Native Language.�
�Hah! I found an English option!� Sang cheered as she clicked on the native language button. Immediately, the displayed offerings turned into English.
�Really? How?�
�There�s some kind of interface system. I dunno, I think the Xevovs told me about this. Or maybe they�re telling me about it right now. To be honest, I have no idea how, but hey, lucky for us, right?�
�Yeah, good to catch a break,� Van replied. He didn�t say much else as Sang hurried through the computer�s files. She searched meticulously for any kind of data, but there was nothing worthwhile to be found.
�I�m not finding anything,� she said. �Oh... crap.�
�What?� Van asked.
�I think� no, no no!� Sang stepped back from the console, knelt down, and looked at one of the ports. Sure enough, there was a small slot where a data stick could connect in. The only problem was that the data stick was missing. �Oh, great. That Lemuel bastard must have stolen all of the pertinent data.�
�How do you know it was him?� Van asked. �Anyone could have moved it, and we can�t just assume Lemuel has it.�
�Let me see,� Sang said as she tapped away at the computer. Security footage of the inside of the ship came up rather quickly. She brought the security footage to an hour ago, to see Lemuel busy walking back and forth, talking to a few humans. They were all listening intently. One of them was Draumed. Sang shivered a little as she remembered ending his life. What a horrible thing she had done. She shook her head, trying to get the images out of her mind. She�d have to worry about that later.
�Go forward! Look!� Van said, pointing at one of the players in the video. �It�s the leader of the Kyrissian forces!�
�You mean Zac?� Sang asked. She watched for a few minutes as the video moved in fast forward. She slowed it down right as Lemuel pulled the data stick out of the console and handed it over to the Kyrissian general.
�Nice! We know who has it!� Van said. �Let�s get moving, quick!�
�I don�t understand,� Sang said. �Why would he give the data stick over to the Kyrissians?�
�Don�t you see?� Van asked. �It�s another test. Lemuel wants to see if we have the strength to retrieve this data stick from a high-ranking player. He�s trying to see how far we�re willing to go.�
�I�m just not getting this,� Sang said as she shook her head. �Why would Draco try to toy with us like this? Why not just get rid of us?�
�They like rules, remember?� Van replied. �So much so, they were willing to build an entire game world that followed a hard set of rules�rules that they rarely ever change. Sure, they tweak an item here or nerf a class there, but the internal logic of this game world has always been rock solid.�
�So, what, they have a rule that says they have to tolerate meddlers?�
�Who knows?� Van answered. �Maybe they�ve been waiting to find a race that�s worthy enough to actually fight back. From the looks of it, they just roll over any planet they show up at. Maybe they�re bored and they enjoy the sport of it.�
�That�s insane, Van,� Sang replied as she shook her head. �These aliens are crazy.�
�Yeah, well, at least they�re crazy in our favor,� Van replied. �Now, let�s get going. The battle is still going on. If we move quickly, we�ll be able to get the drop on Zac and steal the data stick without him noticing.�
�Alright,� Sang said as she bent down to grab one of the spears. �Let�s go find that data stick.�
The two walked out of the ship together, both with weapons in hand. Van was holding a spear and Sang was wielding her bow. The spear would come in handy in case someone tried to rush her. But as the ship hissed, opening widely for them to exit, they both froze in their tracks.
Standing before them were several dozen men, all armed with swords and shields. They wore the banners of the Kyrissian army and they were all laughing and joking amongst each other. Standing in front of the army of soldiers was none other than Zac.
�Long time, no see,� Zac said to Van.
Van shot a look of fear over to Sang. There was a very big chance that these players had no idea they were in a lethal zone. If they were ordered to attack, they�d be running to their deaths without knowing it. Sang swallowed hard. It was one thing to kill people who were trying to murder her, but to kill innocent people who thought it was all some silly video game? That would be too much. This was a trap, and she knew it. The smirk on Zac�s face gave it all away.
�It�s a pleasure to see you both,� Zac said, �although I believe this is the first time you�ve met me in my regular character�s body.�
�Nice to see you,� Van said through gritted teeth.
�You seem stressed out,� Zac said, chuckling. �Relax. We�re just here to talk. It would be a great travesty to come to blows in this area, wouldn�t it?�
�Where�s Kenwar?� Sang asked.
Zac gestured behind him. Kenwar was tied to a tree. At his feet was a ton of kindling. A man with a torch was standing by, grinning. In his hand was a bottle of kerosene.
�It would appear that Draco�s none too fond of Kenwar�s actions. He didn�t do a great job, and is being rewarded as such,� Zac said.
�You bastard!� Van shouted. �Let him go!�
�Oh, I absolutely will let him go,� Zac said, �provided you two do me a favor.�
�What�s that?� Sang asked.
�You can both�� His words were interrupted by a frenzied shout.
�There!� Bidane shouted as she darted out of the woods and pointed. �The ship is right there!�
�There�s nothing here!� Kylian said as he emerged from the woods. A host of about thirty soldiers had followed him.
�Oh crap!� a soldier shouted. �Kyrissians!�
�Orders?� another one screamed as he donned his helmet and lifted his battle axe high.
�Well, this just got a lot more interesting,� Zac mumbled. �I didn�t think that anyone knew we were here.�
�Sang!� Van hissed. �If they get into a fight in this area, people will actually die! We�ve gotta stop them from fighting.�
Sang froze. She realized that she had two choices. She could scream out an order for her friends to attack, and take advantage of the chaos to take Zac down and get the data stick, or she could side with Van and try to organize some kind of retreat. On one hand, innocent people on both sides would die for real, but at the same time, fighting meant that she�d be able to get the information desperately needed to stop this cataclysmic event from happening. Was it worth the cost? Could she willingly sacrifice the few so that the great many could survive? She didn�t know what to say.
Zac held up his hand. �Stay your positions!� he ordered his men. �No one moves until I give the go-ahead.�
�Van!� Kylian shouted from across the way. �What�s the plan? What do we do here?�
�Good question,� Zac said as he spun around to face Van and Sang. �You have a choice, don�t you? It�s an interesting one, too.� He produced the data stick from his pocket and held it up. �I believe you�re looking for this, right? It probably wouldn�t be too hard to wrestle it from me in this zone... I mean, levels don�t mean a thing in this area, do they?�
�Zac, we don�t have to do this,� Van said. �A lot of people are going to get hurt�people who don�t deserve it.�
�I agree with you,� Zac said. �But my hands are tied. It�s really about you two. You have a choice here. You can fight and sacrifice a handful of innocent people, but get your reward, or� or you can retreat. Save your friends. Lose the prize. What will it be?�
Van went to open his mouth, but Sang was faster. �Charge!� she screamed at the top of her lungs as she raised her bow high and fired an arrow at Zac. The arrow narrowly missed him.
Kylian raised his sword high and rushed to fight, his army charging alongside him.
�No!� Van cried. �No! Stop! You�re going to die!�
�Not on my watch!� Capello screamed as he dove into the fray with his axes spinning like windmills. The enemy soldiers advanced forward also, cheerfully laughing as they engaged in the melee.
Zac�s jaw was hanging open, and he looked genuinely surprised. �Did� did you really do that? I cannot� I mean� haha, I� I don�t even know what to say here.�
�Die, you bastard!� Sang shouted as she fired another arrow at him. The arrow bounced off of his armor. He shrugged and drew a long, wicked rapier. The rapier had barbs on the end of it, making the weapon look especially painful.
�This is going to be fun,� Zac said as he slowly approached the two. Sang readied another arrow and aimed it dead at the man�s head. Wordlessly, she released the arrow, firing it right at him. Much to her surprise, Zac knocked the arrow out of thin air.
�How did you do that?� Van asked as he moved to the side of Sang, his spear extended to keep Zac at bay.
�I�ve been playing in this realm for a very long time,� Zac said. �You learn how to pick up certain tricks in areas like this.�
�Keep pressing forward!� Kylian screamed as his unit merged into a large phalanx of soldiers. They all pressed against one another in a square formation to fend off the advancing Kyrissians. Sang could see a few players from both sides lying on the ground, but she tried to ignore the flashes of guilt rushing through her conscience. Her decision hadn�t been ideal, but it had been the only right thing to do. They needed that data stick at any cost.
�Come now,� Zac said. �Two against one? That�s hardly fair. I thought you�d be sporting about this. I haven�t set my army on you, have I?�
Van moved in front of Sang with his spear raised high. �You want some of this? You know full well this place isn�t safe. Do you really want to risk your life?�
�Risk my life?� Zac asked. �Ha! My life belongs to Draco. They will do whatever they please with it! You think that I fear death? There are things far worse than death, and watching fools like you descend into chaos is a pleasure!� He began to thrust his sword at Van with speed and precision.
Van dodged backwards, thrusting his spear forward at the same time. His spear�s tip poked Zac�s chest, but not with a strong enough thrust to penetrate the man�s armor. The words Damage Reduction hovered above his head.
�Things are a little different here,� Zac chuckled as Sang dropped her bow to the ground and pulled out her short sword. �Just because you�ve got the weapons, the armor, and the items doesn�t mean you have the skills. The thrust of a spear will deal damage, but only if you use enough of your strength!�
Sang crouched down and tried to circle around Zac, but he moved in synchronization with her, stepping to the left as she walked. Van was trying to circle on the other side, but Zac seemed good at keeping his attention balanced equally between both parties.
�Come on!� Capello screamed in the background as his axe imbedded itself into the skull of one of the Kyrissians. The words Lethal Blow hovered above the player�s head as blood spurted out of the side of the wound. �Oh man, this is so realistic! Best update ever!� the boy shouted as he pulled his weapon free and began to attack the soldiers who had surrounded Kylian.
�Are you kidding me, Zac?� Van shouted as he thrust his spear a few times, each time hitting only air. �You�re going to let real people keep dying over this?�
Zac shrugged as he lunged forward toward Sang, causing her to back up to avoid the onslaught of blows. Van tried to advance on Zac then, but two Kyrissians wearing heavy plate mail ran to intercept him.
�Truthfully,� Zac said, �I feel like it was you two who chose who would die over this!�
Sang gritted her teeth and charged at Zac, raising her sword high. Perhaps if she rushed him, he would lose his footing. The word Dodge greeted her as Zac leapt out of her way. As she passed him in her frenzied charge, she saw that one of the soldiers fighting against Van had his back exposed to her, so instead of stopping her charge, she pushed forward hard. The momentum caused her sword to plunge right into the back of the armored soldier. The words Momentum Bonus, Lethal Blow appeared over his head.
�Ahhhhh!� the player screamed at the top of his lungs. �Why does it hurt like this?� he gasped as he slumped over. �Why does it hurt?� And with that, he ceased moving entirely. Sang felt a great pang of guilt as she realized that she had just killed an entirely innocent person.
�Hahaha, what savagery!� Zac said, clapping his hands together slowly. �My goodness, I didn�t know you had it in you, Sang.�
�Sang�� Van whispered hoarsely. The other guard had stopped attacking and was looking at the corpse of his ally with horror on his face.
�I� I had no choice!� Sang said. �We�ve got to stop them! No matter what.�
�Yes!� Zac laughed. �Do the right thing at all costs! Now you�re starting to think like Draco! I have to admit, I didn�t see this coming. I�m impressed.�
The other guard snapped out of his surprise and raised his sword high, moving to threaten Sang, but Zac held his hand up. �Get back to the real battle, soldier. This is for me to handle.� The guard nodded and rushed away.
Van still appeared to be in shock over the death of the player. �I can�t believe it� why did you do that?�
�What else can we do?� Sang shouted as she spun around to face Zac. The man had put his sword away and was now watching them with a big grin on his face. �We�re trapped here and there�s no way out unless we fight our way.�
�We�ll talk about this later,� Van said. �Kylian! Get everyone out of here! That�s an order! Move to the mountains as fast as you can!�
The fighting behind them had been fierce, and Sang could see that more causalities had mounted on both sides. Kylian�s forces were slightly larger, but a great many of them were wounded and weak. Kylian nodded at the order and took out his horn, blowing into it hard. �Retreat! Retreat!�
Zac chuckled. �Now you�re really screwed. Ordering your friends to�� His words were interrupted as Van charged forward and leapt on top of the man. The words Grapple Semimodo versus Zac appeared above them with a strength meter hovering above the two of them. Zac grunted and growled as he tried to wrestle against Van.
�Come on!� Van shouted to Sang. �Stab him!�
The meter indicating who was winning the grapple rapidly shifted back and forth from Van�s side to Zac�s. It appeared that they were evenly matched.
Sang rushed over with her sword and pressed it hard against Zac�s neck. He ceased struggling entirely, and Van pinned the man�s arms down hard.
�Give us the data,� Sang hissed. �Or die.�
�Or die?� Zac chuckled. �Or die? My men will make short work of you the moment that I stop breathing. You�d best figure out another course of action.�
Sang glanced up to see there were about twenty soldiers remaining. They hadn�t given chase to the mercenary company, but were instead slowly approaching she and Van.
�One step further,� Sang warned, �and I cut his throat!�
�Just give up,� Van growled. �We�ve won. Either you die with us, or you give us the data stick and we all leave this place alive.�
Zac chuckled. �You really don�t understand, do you? See, this is why we hate you all so much. Your individuality, your desire for survival at all costs, has a tremendous cost. You think that I would so easily betray my own people in exchange for my life? What value does my life have against the collective? There are thousands of us, so what value do I have in the eyes of Draco? I admit, my desire to push you cost me. I didn�t think that you would order your army to attack. But do not think for a moment that I will allow myself to compromise the mission just so that I can survive.�
Sang growled and shoved the point of her sword against his throat hard. The rest of the guards were now backing up to avoid seeing their leader killed.
�He�s tensing up,� Van warned. He pressed his body down harder against Zac�s arms.
�I must say, at the end of the day, I really, truly admire you, Sang,� Zac chuckled. �You understand how it works. For all to live, a few must die. And if the only thing stopping my guards from murdering you is my life� how much more value would I have in death?� He took a deep breath and screamed, �For Draco!� as he thrust his neck upwards hard, pushing his own throat into the blade. The word Suicide appeared over his head as blood rushed from his throat.
�Holy crap!� Van screamed as the man�s body went entirely limp.
�The general�s dead!� shouted one of the guards. �Kill them!�
�Get the data stick!� Sang yelled as she leapt up to prepare to fight against the oncoming horde. Van fumbled around in the man�s pockets for a few seconds before he pulled it out.
�I�ve got it! Let�s get out of here!� Van shouted as he took off toward the trees. Sang followed after him. The soldiers were in hot pursuit, barely a few feet behind them as they ran through the lonely and dark forest.
�Come on, come on!� Sang wheezed as she looked at her stamina bar�it was draining rapidly. It was depleting a lot faster in this area than it had in the rest of the world.
�This way!� Van said as he pointed to a large thicket. The bushes were dense enough to conceal movement. Fortunately, they were both lightly armored, giving them a mobility advantage against their pursuers. Van pushed his way into the thicket and threw himself on the ground. Sang followed after him. The words Concealed 75% hovered above both of their heads.
�Crap, we lost them!� shouted one of the Kyrissians.
�Calm down, we�ll find them,� replied another. This one sounded more firm, and in charge. He was probably Zac�s second in command.
�These woods are huge,� another said. �What�s the plan?�
�Call in for reinforcements,� the second in command said. �Spread out and have forces guarding the exits. And go cut that Kenwar fellow down. He�s a tracker. Offer him his life in exchange for tracking those two. We can�t let them leave the forest alive.�
�Sir� when you say alive, what do you mean? Someone said that��
The speaking guard was cut off by this new leader. �You are not here to ask questions! Fen, you are so close to going pro, do not make me report you to Draco for being a bad team player!�
�No, no, sir!� Fen replied. �I�ll go get the tracker right away�sorry, sir!�
Sang held her breath as she noticed a pair of boots walking right up to the thicket.
�Listen up!� the leader shouted. �I know you�re out here somewhere!� His voice carried across the forest, echoing throughout. �You�re in a predicament that you probably know won�t end well. We are combing this forest searching for you. I know you�re in hiding. If you surrender the data stick, throw it out from wherever you are, and we will not search for you. You will survive. If we catch you before you surrender, however, we will kill you both. We have eyes and ears all over this forest. We will find you.�
Sang glanced over at Van, whose face was white as a ghost. She could see the sheer terror in his eyes as he lay perfectly still. The man�s threats weren�t that scary, she thought. Why was Van so worried?
�Nothing?� the man shouted as he slowly walked away from the shrubbery. �Very well! When you are caught, we will torture you first, and then we will kill you!� A few minutes passed before his footsteps and empty threats vanished.
�Whew,� Sang gasped. �That was way too close for my comfort. Good thinking, Van.�
Van said nothing in return. He slowly shifted and crawled out of the thicket.
Sang climbed out after him and glanced at the ground. There were footprints of big, heavy looking boots everywhere. She counted out there were at least 12 guards who had passed through this area.
�Okay, we need to keep moving,� Sang said. �The longer we wait, the more guards we�re going to have to worry about.�
�I can�t believe you,� Van growled as they slowly walked through the thickets. �First, you order our friends to attack in an area where they could die for real� and then, then you attack an innocent player? That guard didn�t know what was going on! He thought he was just playing some kind of a game. You murdered someone, Sang.�
�Van, I�m not proud of what I did. I�m sorry. But there are things we have to consider here. We�re not just playing some kind of game, Van, and you know that. The world is at stake.�
�So? So what? Does that justify needlessly murdering the innocent?�
�Needlessly? Van, that man could have easily killed you. You�re a bard, remember?�
�Maybe I would rather have been killed than see some random kid who got this game for his birthday end up dead!� Van nearly shouted.
�Be quiet!� Sang hissed as she reached out to grab Van. He slapped her hand away from his shoulder.
�I can�t believe you. I really can�t,� he repeated. �I thought you were one of the good guys. I thought this whole operation was supposed to be� to be��
�To be what, Van? Squeaky clean? Easy? Let me be really honest with you since this is the first time you�ve ever had to deal with an actual conflict like this. When there is war, people die. There is no getting around that. Good people, bad people, innocents, civilians�a lot of people die. Do the good guys deserve to die? No. Do the bad guys deserve to die? Well, they think they�re the good ones, so they would tell you no. Do the civilians deserve to die? Not at all. But guess what? In war, no one gets what they deserve. People die for no reason. I�m not trying to tell you that I did a good thing, Van, but� but I did the necessary thing.� Sang took a deep breath, trying to choke back tears. She felt a deep guilt gnawing away at her, but she couldn�t allow her emotions to take hold right now. She had to keep moving forward.
�The necessary thing? So, you mean you found a solution? Maybe a final solution?� Van shot back at her. �You�re no better than Draco if you think that you can just kill people because it�s part of the greater good.�
�We don�t have time to be fighting!� Sang said as she brushed past him and began walking toward a body of murky water. �We need to go.�
�I�m not over this,� Van growled as he followed after her. �And don�t think I�ll ever forget who you really are.�
�Do you want to know who I really am?� Sang asked as she looked for an alternate route around the water. It would take too long for them to make their way around the bog, and that would waste a lot of time. Still, she didn�t know what was in the water. She paused from her search to look back at Van. �I�m someone who got caught up in something way too big and way too terrifying to understand. Van, we�re not talking about winning for the USA, and we�re not talking about getting the CIA better funding for next year. The entire fate of mankind is resting on our backs! You can�t tell me you don�t feel that weight.�
�I feel it!� Van said as he stepped into the bog and began to wade through it. �I feel it so much that I feel like I�m going to pass out sometimes. But you know what�s kept me going? You. You had it together. You kept yourself focused on moving forward, and you didn�t let it crack you. I figured that, as long as you didn�t lose your mind, I wouldn�t either. Now... now I don�t know what I�m going to do. You cracked, Sang. You cracked and it cost someone innocent their life.�
Sang didn�t know what to say back to that. She had already felt awful enough for what she had done, and now she was having to deal with the additional stress of handling Van�s reaction. Was she too far gone at this point? Was what she�d done really unforgivable?
Sang shook her head, trying to get those thoughts out of her mind. This wasn�t the time to think about that kind of thing. The rules back at the CIA had always been to focus on the task at hand and let the company therapist handle the trauma later. She took a deep breath and walked into the bog water. The cold water chilled her to the bone as she waded after Van.
They trudged through the water in silence, the both of them refusing to look at or acknowledge the other. The water went up to about their waists, but otherwise wasn�t hard to navigate. After ten minutes of walking, though, they heard a ruckus behind them.
�There they are!� shouted a voice from behind. Sang turned around to see that three guards were standing at the edge of the water.
�Crap!� Van shouted. �We better move!� The waters began to slosh as Van rushed through the water as quickly as he could. There were no guards on the bank of the bog where they were heading. Arrows began to whiz over their heads as the guards started shooting at them.
�Damn it!� Sang shouted as she felt her foot get caught on something. She looked down, but the water was far too murky for her to see through it. She tried to wrestle free from the thing holding her, but her boot was stuck. More arrows whizzed by her head. There was a sudden bubbling in the water then, and a loud, rumbling noise.
�I think there�s something grabbing me!� Sang shouted out as she felt her leg suddenly jerk downward, pulling her down deeper�she held her footing but was splashing around for purchase.
Van had made it to the bog bank by the time he realized that Sang wasn�t with him. He turned around to see that two of the guards had begun to wade into the water after Sang.
�Van!� Sang shouted as she grabbed her sword and began to stab into the water. �A little help here!� Whatever was grabbing her certainly didn�t like being stabbed, and released its grip for a second. The water violently splashed around her and she felt a sharp stinging sensation in the side of her leg. The words 5 damage, wounded limb appeared above her head. She winced and stabbed into the water again.
Van took a step toward the water, but paused. �Sang�� he said. �I have the data stick; I�m going to go. Sorry.�
�What?� Sang shouted. �Van! Come on!�
�It�s more important for us to get this stick to the CIA, right?� Van shouted across the water. �That�s what you said, isn�t it? I�m taking a page out of your book. Good luck!� And with that, he vanished into the forest.
�Are you kidding me?� Sang gasped as she stabbed into the water again. The splashing was rapidly moving away from her now�whatever monster had been lurking in the depths was gone. She began to limp forward again, but the pain in her leg was slowing her down immensely. Van had abandoned her? She could hardly believe it.
�Stop!� shouted the two guards as they approached her. They were easily catching up to her, thanks to the burning pain in her leg.
�Screw you!� Sang said as she spun around, holding her sword high. �If you think you can take me down, think again! I�ve killed plenty of people today, and I won�t hesitate to kill more.�
This caused both of the guards to stop rushing toward her. They were barely fifteen feet away at this point, and their swords were drawn.
�Just give us the data stick,� the one on the right demanded. He was tall and skinny, armed with a halberd. �That�s all we want.�
�Come and take it from me,� Sang bluffed.
The one on the left sighed. �Look, we�re pretty aware of how this area works. No one wants to die, that�s for sure. I�m not nearly as committed to this cause as some of these other guys are. Just throw it over here and then we�ll call it a day.�
Sang slowly began backing away from them, wincing with each step. She wasn�t sure what that monster had done to her leg, but it was beginning to feel as if it was on fire. The guards advanced towards her slowly. The one with the halberd began to extend it, so that he could use it as a spear.
Sang had to think quickly before she was skewered by these two. She was too injured to run and she wouldn�t fare much better in a fight. Maybe this was the end for her. A feeling of dread rose in her belly as she realized that she was probably facing the end of her life. Would Van be able to escape and get the data to the CIA? The information would be enough to convince the government to fight against Draco, at least. There would be more agents who would infiltrate the game then, and eventually Draco would be defeated. All because of her choices. But then again, what if Van was caught by someone? What if he was in danger right now? If she�d had some guarantee that he�d be able to escape, maybe she�d be able to accept her death, but right now, it wasn�t a luxury she could afford.
�Just give up!� the halberdier pleaded. �I really don�t want to have to kill you.�
Sang grinned and took a step forward. �I don�t think that�s something you�re going to have to worry about.� She raised her sword high and stood in her battle stance, trying as hard as she could to not wince from her leg injury.
�Enough of this!� the one on the left said. �Let�s end it!� He rushed past the halberdier, his battle axe raised high. Sang waited for him to swing at her before she ducked underneath the blow and shoved her shoulder into him hard.
�Oof,� he exclaimed as he fell onto his back. The water splashed around him as he struggled to stand up, but his plate mail armor made it extremely hard for him to stand.
�Come on!� Sang screamed at the top of her lungs as she walked toward the halberdier.
�Screw this crap!� he shouted as he dropped his weapon and began to wade away from Sang as fast as he could.
�Yes!� Sang shouted as she triumphantly approached the struggling soldier who was half-floating on his back. She pressed her sword to the weak joint on his armor, where his heart would be.
�I surrender!� the man shouted. �Come on, please don�t kill me!�
Sang took a deep breath. An arrow whizzed past her then. It appeared the third guard had begun firing on her again. �Don�t let this come back to haunt me!� she warned as she pulled her sword away from the guy�s chest and began to limp away. The archer wasn�t very good at this distance, as the arrows continued to miss Sang. She let out a sigh of relief once she made it to the tree line. Maybe, if she was lucky, she really would get out of this game alive.



            Chapter Fifteen
Van cursed silently as he hid inside of a large, hollow log. After ditching Sang, he�d found himself in a forest that was loaded to the brim with enemy soldiers. Apparently, reinforcements had arrived and were combing the forest in pairs of two. It was going to be impossible to escape without some kind of major distraction.
He closed his eyes for a moment, just to catch a brief respite. He was too exhausted to think clearly and he was kicking himself about leaving Sang behind. Despite how pissed off he had been with her, there was no reason for him to have abandoned his friend. Yes, she�d made some horrible decisions, but he had more or less left her to die. Why? Why had he let his emotions get the better of him? Maybe it was the exhaustion. Still� if it had been a simple mood swing, why hadn�t he gone back for her when he�d had the chance?
Van sighed as he heard more shuffling around him. Every five minutes or so, a few soldiers would pass through the area, calling out to the others about what they had seen or found.
�Oh, they are definitely close,� said a familiar voice. It was Kenwar. Van gritted his teeth. The man was a highly skilled tracker and wouldn�t hesitate to sell them out in a moment if his life depended on it.
�Well, stop your yammering and do a thorough search,� said another voice. It was the leader who Van had heard a few hours before.
�Yes, Captain Grim,� Kenwar replied.
Van held still and tried to breathe a little slower as he heard the shuffling of feet around him.
�Hmmmm,� Kenwar said as he knelt down and shoved his head into the log, making direct eye contact with Van. Van felt his heart begin to pound like a jack hammer as Kenwar sneered at him.
�What in the hell are you doing?� Grim shouted.
�Just being thorough,� Kenwar replied as he pulled his head out of the log. �You�ve got to be willing to search everywhere.�
�I think you�re intentionally wasting my time,� Grim replied. Van felt the log creak and shift as Kenwar apparently sat on top of it.
�My tracking skills are second to none, sir. I�ll have you know that they called me Manhunter Kenwar for a reason. I can find anyone if I try hard enough.�
�So why the hell haven�t you found anyone yet? I�m getting really tired of you dragging me in circles. You seem to have forgotten that, as of right now, I own your life. Draco is displeased with you. One favorable word from me and all is forgiven.�
�Of course, of course. And you�ve forgotten the damage value of a hand crossbow,� Kenwar replied.
�I�m sorry, what�� Van heard the click and thunk of a crossbow bolt, followed shortly by a gurgling, gasping, and a thumping sound.
�Haha, what a prick,� Kenwar said as he rapped a few times on the log. �Alright, the coast is clear, you can come out.�
Van paused to consider whether it was a trap or not, but realized there wasn�t anything he could do if it was some kind of clever ruse. He wriggled out of the log and stood up.
Kenwar was whistling as he looted Grim�s corpse. The captain wasn�t wearing anything particularly special, but he appeared to have a few potions hanging from his belt.
�I am genuinely surprised you didn�t rat me out,� Van said.
Kenwar chuckled. �Yeah, well, before you start thinking I�m some noble hero or something, don�t forget that if you die, I�m a dead man, too.�
�Right,� Van said. �Still, uh, thank you. For saving me.�
�Whatever. Where�s Sang?� Kenwar asked. �Up in the trees? Her Stealth skills are good if I can�t even seem to find her.�
�Actually, she couldn�t keep up,� Van said. �I had to make a decision, and kept moving.�
�Well, good for you!� Kenwar said. �Making the smart choices.� He thrust a helmet at Van. It matched the standard Kyrissian helmet. �Put this thing on and you�ll blend in just fine with the rest of us.�
Van nodded as he grabbed the helmet and shoved it over his head. He began to strip the dead captain of the rest of his armor then, making sure to clean the blood off of the man�s outfit first. The words You are Disguised (Kyrissian Soldier) appeared above him as he put on his new boots. The disguise rating was set to 7, meaning that most people wouldn�t notice unless they directly interacted with him or had high ranking in the Spotting skill.
�What�s the plan, boss?� Kenwar asked as he dragged Grim�s corpse to the log and stuffed it in.
�I think�� Van began, trailing off as he looked behind him. Was Sang going to be okay? A flash of guilt overtook him, but he was stuck. If he went back for her, he�d be risking the entire point of the operation, but if he kept moving forward, he would be abandoning her for good.
�Come on, we gotta move,� Kenwar said. �This place is crawling with Kyrissians.�
�I know, I know,� Van said. �Fine, let�s, uh, just get me back to our base camp.�
�This way,� Kenwar said as he pointed to a path. �It�ll get us out of this forest really quickly.�
Van followed his guide, making sure to stay directly behind him. As they moved through the forest, Van could see several patrols marching through, calling out to one another. Every few minutes, Kenwar would call back to these men. No one seemed to see through Van�s disguise. Thanks to Kenwar�s expert skills, they were able to reach the edge of the forest easily.
�Well, that�s not great,� Kenwar muttered as he pointed at the fifteen men who were stationed along the forest in a straight line. �That perimeter is gonna be impossible to get through. My guess is that our fearless and dead captain probably ordered that no one can leave until you�re found.�
�Hmmm,� Van said as he ducked behind a tree to avoid being seen by the host of guards. �Well, what�s the plan then?�
�Why am I the one to come up with the plan?� Kenwar asked. �My specialty is in finding people and navigating. Not figuring out how to rush past a ton of guards.�
�Rush�� Van said. �If we rush through, we�re safe, right? This area is designed to be deadly, but the moment we get out of it, they can�t actually kill us! Plus, combat will go back to being unrealistic.�
�Yeah, but supposing they stop you from breaking through their lines?� Kenwar replied. �Then what? You die horribly. Maybe you should come up with a better strategy other than running at them while flailing your arms and hoping for the best.�
�A distraction would help,� Van said. �Take their focus off of the area and give us a chance to get through.�
�What kind of distraction?� Kenwar asked.
�The kind that involves you frantically calling for help because you found me,� Van said.
�Seriously?� Kenwar groaned. �What if they kill me?�
�They won�t. Just make something up. You�re a weasel, you�ll be fine,� Van assured him.
Kenwar sighed. �Alright, fine. I�ll create a diversion; you get out of here. But I�m warning you, after I get everyone scrambling around looking for you, I�m getting the hell out of this forest.�
�Fair enough,� Van said. �Ready?�
�Sure, whatever,� Kenwar grumbled as he walked into view of the guards. �I found them! They killed the captain! Help!�
The guards all looked at each other with surprise on their faces.
�I couldn�t take the both of them�this way, hurry!� Kenwar said as he pointed toward the west. A few of the guards began to slowly move forward, but as Kenwar turned to run, the rest of them followed after, leaving only a few guards behind.
Van took full advantage of the distraction and marched up to one of the posts where the guards had been stationed. The few that remained were watching him curiously, but didn�t say anything.
Van nodded at them as he reached the edge of the forest and turned around, standing still.
�This is the most boring part of the game,� said one of the guards. The rest all agreed.
�I wish we could be out adventuring or something,� another said. Van let out a sigh of relief as he slowly took a step back, leaving the official forest area. The login button on his UI immediately became clickable.
�Hey, what are you doing?� asked one of the guards who had turned to face Van.
�Uhhh�� Van trailed off as he decided to just make a run for the camp.
�Hey, after him!� the guards shouted as they gave chase. Van ran up the rocky incline leading up to his central base. He felt as if he could run forever now; his stamina bar was bright and was barely draining with each step. It felt far different, being back in the regular game area. The haptic feedback intensity was way lower and even his footsteps didn�t feel as real as they had back in that zone.
He reached the top of the mountain to find his entire team waiting for him.
�Capello!� Van shouted. �Kill those guys following me!�
�Awwww yeaaaah!� Capello screamed as he leapt up from his sleeping bag. He scrambled to grab his axes and then charged past Van. A few other members of the Iron Dragons chased after Capello also, screaming loudly right along with him.
Kylian, Sahara, and Bidane were standing around the fire, talking strategy with a few of the other players. Kylian turned to face Van.
�Welcome back,� Kylian said. �You have a lot of things to explain.�
�Right, right,� Van said as he pulled up his interface. In his inventory was the data stick. He selected the data stick and, much to his surprise, all of the contained information appeared in the item window. The list of data was far too long for him to read, but it was clear that, in the game, all of the information was easily accessible without a computer. He quickly pulled up the data connection function of the game. All information was logged into the local computer system�in this case, the haptic pod would store all of the information. There was an external hard drive located in the haptic pod that could store character information if you wanted the option of moving to a different pod and skipping all of the character recovery processes. He transferred all of the information to the external haptic stick, knowing that it couldn�t be accessed remotely due to the anti-hacking procedures built into the USB drive. After that, he shot off a quick message to O�Hara and Neil, informing them of what was going on.
�Any time now,� Bidane growled. �What the hell was all that back there? Why couldn�t we log out in that place?�
Van sighed. �Look, guys, I�m sorry that you�re all caught up in this, but things are a little crazier than you might think.�
�Tell me about it!� Sahara said. �Someone managed to stab me back there, and I actually felt like I was bleeding.�
�Yeah,� Kylian said. �Something really screwy is going on and I need some answers.�
Kenwar rushed into the camp, panting. �Van! Van!�
�Hey, you made it!� Van said. �See? I knew you could do it.�
�I want some answers,� Bidane said.
�We all do,� Kylian said.
Capello strolled back into the scene, covered in blood. �Now that was a fun fight.�
Van suddenly felt completely overwhelmed. He had no idea what to do, and no idea what to say. The information had been sent. Their desperate attempt to extend the mission had been a success. The intel would shed a ton of light on Draco�s operation.
�It�s Sang,� Kenwar said. �As I was running around, I saw her! She looked real hurt, but was able to hide. She had an arrow sticking out of her back�I think she might be dying.
Van�s stomach wrenched at those words. Sang was dying? All thoughts left his mind as he realized the enormity of the decision that he had made. By abandoning Sang, he truly had left her to die. Was this something that he could live with himself over? Just because she was willing to sacrifice others for the mission, did that mean he was justified in sacrificing her? Guilt washed over him and he felt a powerful urge to go back for her. The job was done anyway�the data was safe. What did he have to lose?
�I�m going back,� Van said as he shook his head. �Damn it. I�ve got to go back for her.�
�Are you insane?� Kenwar asked. �You�ll die in there! She�s gonna be dead soon, so we need to log out and tell Neil that we did everything we could before things get bad for us.�
�You can go wherever you want,� Van replied. �But if I leave her now, I�m no better than her. I shouldn�t have left her in the first place. Maybe it was the right decision and maybe it wasn�t. But I can�t let her die.�
�Do you mean she�s going to die for real?� Kylian asked. Van turned to face his team. They were all looking at him with fear in their eyes.
�I�m afraid so,� Van said. �If I were you, I�d log out of this game and find something new to play. This� this game isn�t a good thing.�
�To hell with that,� Bidane said. �Those sons of bitches tied me up! Dolly�s in the hospital for dehydration because of them. I don�t know what�s going on, but I want angry, fiery revenge.�
�Bidane, you should know better than the rest of these people,� Van said. �This isn�t a game anymore. Dying in that zone means dying in the real world also.�
�So?� Bidane asked as she crossed her arms. �Just because it�s not a game doesn�t mean we can just leave our own behind. I hated Sang because I knew she was cheating, but no one deserves to die over a game.�
�Aye,� Kylian said. �And if there really are some murders going on here, it�s my moral obligation as a former law enforcement officer to do anything I can to help. No wheelchair�s gonna stop me from doing my duty in this place.�
�I think you guys are crazy,� Sahara said. �I have this welt on my stomach in the real world. I�m not going in there.�
�I love how brutal this game is!� Capello said. �Just point and tell me who to kill!�
�Not so fast there,� Kylian said. �I�m perfectly fine with risking my life here, but if this dying in-game thing is really true, then there�s no way I�m going to let you in there, Capello.�
�But we�re going to need you for the escape,� Van quickly said. �If we�re running and being pursued by our enemies into regular territory, your fighting skills are going to come in really handy.�
�Fair enough,� Capello said. �I don�t care what I do as long as I get to see some action at some point.�
�You�ll see plenty,� Van lied. At this point, it was way easier to lie than to convince this psychotic fifteen-year-old not to risk his life for funsies. Kylian nodded appreciatively at Van.
�Alright, well, if everyone�s made their decision,� Kylian said, �we best go rescue Sang before it�s too late.�
�Are you guys sure you want to do this?� Van asked. �I can�t ask you to come with me.�
�I�m not doing this for her,� Bidane growled, �or you. I want revenge. They crossed a line with me.�
�Where you go, I go,� Kylian said. �Especially when it�s a chance for me to do something good for once.�
�I�m not going!� Kenwar said as he crossed his arms. �I refuse.�
Van put a hand on Kenwar�s shoulder. �I understand. You�ve gone above and beyond. Just stick around here.� Kenwar let out an audible breath of relief, but said nothing else.
�What about the army?� Kylian asked. �There�s plenty of players who are waiting for orders.�
�And what, we send them to their deaths?� Bidane snapped. �We don�t have time to play around�let�s go.�
�Good luck, guys!� Sahara said. �I�ll be rooting for you!�
Van took a deep breath and moved forward to lead his team back down the mountain. He desperately hoped that they weren�t too late.
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Sang gasped as she shifted in the tree. Blood was pouring down her back and her entire body felt as if it were on fire. One of the side effects of the monster attacking her had been numbness. An arrow had struck her in the back, but she hadn�t noticed until the numb status effect wore off, revealing that her hit points were slowly draining. She had only fifteen points left, and after that, she�d be dead. She had managed to climb up in a tree to avoid detection, but the soldiers were everywhere. Without the ability to send messages, nor the mental stamina to try any kind of hacking maneuvers, she was going to die.
She wondered if it was a good thing that she�d be killed in the line of duty. The choices that she had made were too dark, too horrible to consider. Would a short life sacrificed to save the world be better than a long life with those memories always haunting her? Sang coughed a little, watching as her health dropped down another point. At this rate, she had maybe another hour left before she�d be gone forever. Perhaps the worst part of dying was the fact that Van would probably blame himself for her death. He had made the most tactical decision in leaving her behind, and the conversations with the patrolling soldiers indicated that they were still looking for him. At this point, she had to believe he had probably escaped.
Sang sighed and blinked a few times, feeling her eyelids grow heavy. Maybe the reason she was so okay with dying was the fact that she was exhausted. Perhaps if she had gotten a full night�s sleep, she�d have been angry or upset, but all she could feel was a sense of hope that relief was coming soon. She would leave this world behind knowing that she had performed all of her duties to the very end. Whatever guilt she carried, at least she knew she�d been trying to save the world. And, who knew, maybe it would be saved?
A loud crashing noise accompanied by screams echoed in the distance. Sang was too tired to look around. She laid her head back and closed her eyes, waiting to find out what waited for her in death�
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�Jeez, what a bloodbath,� Kylian said as they entered into the Designated Reality Zone. There were bodies all over the place. The bodies belonged to the Kyrissian soldiers.
�That stench,� Bidane groaned. �I think I�m going to be sick.�
Van knelt down to inspect one of the corpses. The body had a large hole torn in the torso and it looked as if the man�s guts had been ripped out. The eyes were still open and the deceased soldier wore an expression of terror.
�Lots of bodies, but all of them Kyrissian,� Kylian said. �I�d wager to say that whatever army did this didn�t take a single casualty.� He walked up to a tree that had a massive claw mark in the side of it. �That is, if it was an army that did this.�
�Alright, guys, get ready for a fight,� Van whispered. Kenwar had given him instructions as to where Sang had last been seen. She had climbed up in a tree a few miles in. The instructions weren�t the best, and Van had considered forcing Kenwar to come along with him, but at the same time, you could only push someone so far before they snapped. As far as Van was concerned, Kenwar had earned his freedom for his willingness to continue cooperating.
�This� this is beyond the pale,� Bidane said as she pointed to a pair of legs that were sprawled out on the ground. A torso was hanging off of a tree branch a few feet away.
�What could have done this?� Van muttered as they continued to investigate the area. It was clear that the damage sustained to the environment itself indicated that whatever had been there was powerful and angry.
�Whew, so glad I didn�t let Capello come along,� Kylian said. �That boy would have been so excited to face whatever this thing is.�
�Before we go any further,� Bidane said, �let me cast a spell.�
�Magic doesn�t work in this area,� Van replied.
�Not true,� Bidane said. �It just doesn�t work like we�re used to. See, I noticed a while back that all of the spells that we priests use were incredibly detailed. So detailed that I decided to memorize some of the prayers as specifically as possible, more than just the words you usually need to cast them�you know, for my character. If you can physically slash a sword in this realm and it works, why can�t I physically utter the words to activate a spell?�
Van shrugged. �Well, give it a try.�
�Here I go. Ahem... prepare yourselves.
�In the name of the White Fox,
I invoke her powers�
Let my allies stand firm
And their skin be as steel.�
Bidane held her staff up high and tapped the earth three times. On the third tap, a light emanated from the top of her staff. Beams began to leap out and strike against Van, Bidane, and Kylian. As the beams touched against Van�s body, the words Damage Resistance 25% appeared over his head. He could feel his skin grow tougher, and he felt more stable.
�Very nice,� Kylian said. �This should come in really handy. How long does it last?�
Bidane shrugged. �24 hours in the regular game, but who knows for this area?�
�Onward,� Van said as he unsheathed a halberd that he had found lying on the ground earlier. He hadn�t memorized any of his bardic abilities, which was unfortunate because that would have come in very handy in this battle. The next best thing that he had was a weapon that functioned as both an axe and a spear. He hadn�t used one before, but it rested comfortably enough in his hands. It was far better than his darts anyway. Those things wouldn�t amount to a hill of beans in this kind of fight.
As they trudged through the forest, Van noticed that the trail of wreckage continued in the direction that Kenwar had pointed him. A fear rose up instantly. Was this a trap? Had Kenwar used the idea of Sang�s potential death as a way to lure him back into the clutches of Draco? No, he thought after a moment, that didn�t make sense. Kenwar was still pressured by the fear that he would die of a poison pill in his gut, meaning that he had every incentive to protect Van. And besides, if Kenwar had been planning on betraying him, wouldn�t he have done so earlier, before the information on the data stick had been uploaded and released?
�Heads up!� Kylian shouted as he pointed toward a pile of bodies in the middle of a clearing. One soldier was standing in the middle, clutching his side. Blood poured from his wound.
�Hey, you alright?� Van asked as he cautiously approached the man. The soldier was wearing Kyrissian gear, although he wasn�t wearing a helmet.
�I� ugh, it hurts so bad, I can�t move. Can�t sit,� the man grunted as he held onto his wound.
�What happened?� Van asked as he slowly walked up to the man.
�It was like lightning; I couldn�t do a thing,� the soldier said. �You should get out of here while you still have a chance.�
�What was like lightning?� Kylian asked. A loud hissing from the trees answered Kylian�s question as a green blur leapt from above and landed atop the soldier. Van recognized it as one of the lizard creatures that he had seen earlier. The man screamed in pain as the lizard slashed and clawed away at his guts.
�Holy crap!� Bidane said.
The lizard creature turned to face them and grinned. �My goodness, back for more?� it asked.
�Lemuel�� Van said. He raised his halberd high and readied for the charge.
�I am most displeased with this unit,� Lemuel said. �They foolishly allowed important information to slip through their fingers. That idiot Zac thought it would be funny to ignore my orders and do his own thing. I should wonder who�s laughing now.�
Kylian walked up next to Van, his great sword drawn. �What�s the plan, boss?� he asked.
�We kill it,� Van replied just before he charged the creature and swung the axe part of his halberd hard. Lemuel dodged low and rolled on the ground, getting behind Van. It swiped with its claws, sinking them deep into Van�s back.
�Arg!� Van screamed, but the word RESISTED appeared above his head and he realized he felt nothing.
�Magic? My goodness, you aren�t as dense as I thought,� Lemuel remarked. Van spun around in time to block the next clawed attack with the steel haft of his spear. Block appeared above him. Lemuel chuckled out a throaty laugh.
�We�re not letting you get out of this alive!� Van spat as he shoved the lizardman backwards. Kylian leapt in the air and brought his sword down hard, but Lemuel rolled out of the way and scrambled to his feet.
Bidane held her staff high and recited a prayer.
�Glory on high,
Flames below:
Show your might.
I call of you, White Fox!�
A pillar of flames came from the sky and crashed down atop Lemuel. 15 damage rose above his head and he shrieked in pain.
�Come on!� Van shouted to Kylian as he pressed the assault, thrusting dozens of times with his spear. Kylian flanked Lemuel on the right and the two began to swipe and slash in unison. Lemuel shrieked defiantly and fell to the ground, bleeding profusely.
�How do you like that, you scaled bastard?� Bidane shouted.
Lemuel ceased moving entirely. His eyes rolled back into his head and his claws flexed for a few seconds before stopping.
�Wow, that was easy,� Kylian said. �He died faster than I thought he would.�
�Too fast,� Van said, shaking his head. He glanced at the creature�s wounds and noticed that they were rapidly sealing themselves back up. �Don�t celebrate yet!�
Lemuel began to twitch and, in an instant, he was standing on his feet, his claws sinking into Kylian�s shoulders.
�Arrrg!� Kylian screamed out in pain as he struggled to stay on his feet. Lemuel was hanging on his back and his claws continued to dig deeper and deeper into his skin. Blood poured out the sides of his body.
�Die!� Van shouted as he shoved the tip of his spear into Lemuel�s back. The words Damage Resistance floated above Lemuel. It was as if the monster�s body had adapted to the attack. �Bidane, another spell, quick!� he ordered.
�Can�t do the fire one�I�ll cook Kylian!� Bidane said.
�What about�� Van tried to think of the solution as he swung his axe into the monster, but the blow merely bounced off. Kylian was punching Lemuel, but it appeared as if the lizard�s skin had somehow thickened to ignore all physical damage. �Can you enchant my weapon?�
�Sure, but it�ll take a minute,� Bidane said. Van threw his polearm to here. �Enchant it, quick!�
�A little help, guys!� Kylian screamed. Van rushed up to Lemuel and wrapped his arms around the monster, trying to pry it off of Kylian. Between the two of them, they were able to turn the tables on Lemuel, and they fell into a grapple.
�Hahahah, keep trying,� Lemuel taunted. �Do you not realize that you are fighting one of the most powerful beings in this world? You two are nothing to me.�
Van desperately tried to get the creature into a chokehold, but its limbs were too strong. He felt a few cuts from the razor-sharp claws digging into his stomach. The words 10 damage hovered above him. He watched his health bar quickly drop down. In the reality zone, his health was nowhere near as high as it was in the regular game. The pain was intense.
�What is your problem?� Kylian said as he shoved one of his daggers into Lemuel�s eye. The lizard hissed and screamed, leaping backwards from them. It pulled the dagger out and threw it on the ground.
�Not bad,� it said with a chuckle. The damaged red eye began to heal immediately, regaining its piercing yellow color. �But it�s going to take more than that to stop me.�
Van and Kylian stood up quickly and prepared for Lemuel to attack, but all the beast did was chuckle at them.
�Do you see how hopeless it is to try and fight me?� Lemuel asked. �Van, I implore you, make the smarter decision here. Your friend will die soon and you can do nothing to save her. I can smell her life dripping away, second after second. She has maybe ten, fifteen minutes left at best. Can you kill me in such a time? Can you even kill me at all?�
�Why toy with me?� Van shouted. �Why not just finish me off?�
�I have no reason to! You have won the battle, my friend. You managed to outwit us and steal our data. Such an action is something to respect. I am punishing those who failed. And your desire to return to save an ally is admirable, albeit foolhardy. She will not survive. You were strong enough to press on, but she was weak. She was weak because she could not command your loyalty enough to keep you by her side.�
The words stung Van�he felt himself wincing at the accusation.
�It�s not weakness� I mean, if anyone was weak, it was me,� Van said. �I never should have abandoned her.�
�To sacrifice a pawn so that you can advance your goal isn�t weak,� Lemuel replied. Van could see that all of the creature�s wounds were sealed up now. �Rather, it is the ultimate strength. You have won our little conflict, and of that I am pleased. But if you seek to rescue Sang, I will slaughter you all. We do not believe in mercy, Van. I am allowing you to leave because I have no impetus nor need to slay you. I would much rather see you continue down your path. Think about it. Your people need you, don�t they? What�s the value of one life against that of millions?�
�Those aren�t the choices we get to make,� Van replied. �No matter what. We don�t get to choose who lives and who dies based on some sick sense of morality.�
�That is such an individualist mindset,� Lemuel said. �It sickens me. Go ahead, strike at me again. Grab your newly enchanted weapon and hope against hope that it can kill me. Or you can walk away, knowing that you have won this engagement.�
�I say we rip the little bastard in half,� Bidane said. Van turned to look at her as she threw his halberd to him. He caught it and spun it around. It felt lighter and more agile. Perhaps the enchantment she�d offered would be enough for him to kill Lemuel.
�Not much of a choice,� Kylian said. �We�re in, if you�re in.�
Van took a deep breath. He couldn�t let Sang die. No matter what, he wouldn�t let his momentary lapse in judgement have such dire consequences. �You can go to hell, Lemuel,� he said as he raised his halberd high.
�And we�ll send you there!� Bidane said as she threw a vial of green liquid at the lizard man. This caught Lemuel by surprise and he wasn�t able to dodge in time, as the vial smashed against his skin. The words Acid Damage5 points hovered about Lemuel�s head as his skin began to burn.
�Ahh, hahaha,� it laughed as it hunched down and extended its claws. �So, you choose to die, fair enough. I will grant you your wish.�
With that, the lizardman lunged forward at Van, hissing loudly. Van thrust his halberd forward, letting the pike of the weapon spear directly into the creature�s chest. The pike made a horrible squelching noise and the words Armor Pierce 10 damage hovered above Lemuel�s head.
�Errgh,� Lemuel grunted, his charge completely halted. The creature reached down and grabbed a hold of the haft of the halberd. �Not� bad� but not good enough.� It tightened its grip hard enough to break the halberd in half.
Kylian swung his sword, but Lemuel pulled the halberd head out of his skin and blocked the blade with the axe portion of the weapon. The block was fierce enough to throw Kylian off-balance, giving Lemuel a chance to kick him in the back, knocking him to the ground. Van, armed with only a metal rod now, swung it at the monster�s head, but was quickly blocked and knocked to the ground.
�Ah crap, screw this,� Bidane said as she ran off into the woods. Van wanted to be angry with her, but she had probably used all of the spells that she could. It was better that she would survive.
�Such loyalty, you command,� Lemuel said as he planted a taloned foot on Van�s chest. Van tried to get up, but the foot was too strong. �And I�m not being sarcastic. To see you lead two followers to willingly come into a house of death to aid you is quite impressive.�
�Two followers?� Van whispered. �I could have sworn we had three... Now, Sahara!�
Lemuel immediately spun around to see what was behind him, giving Van enough time to pull his dagger free and stab it directly into the calf of the lizard creature�s leg.
�Gaaah! Did� did you really trick me?� Lemuel demanded as he fell to the ground, giving Van enough time to stand up. Kylian was lying on the ground unconscious. His chest was rising and falling, however, so that was a good sign.
�Haha, I cannot believe you fell for that,� Van chuckled as he bent down to grab Kylian�s great sword. It was heavy, and he had no experience using such a weapon in this realm, but it would do the job.
�I must say,� Lemuel said. �That was perhaps one of the most clever tricks I have seen you do. Truly, you are an enigma, Van. You refuse to back down, even in the face of the most dire circumstances. I am continually impressed with you.�
Van noticed that blood was continuing to trickle out of Lemuel�s leg, despite the fact that the dagger had fallen out of the wound. This wound didn�t look like it was regenerating. Van glanced at the glinting silver dagger. Silver! Of course�silver weapons counteracted regeneration. Still, despite this exciting tidbit of information, it wouldn�t do much good when the dagger was sitting right next to Lemuel.
�Your song�� came a whisper in the trees. Van looked up to see a nearly unconscious Sang draped over one of the branches. Blood was smeared across the branch and it looked as if she had been crawling across it for quite some time. �Van, sing your siren song!�
�I don�t remember the lyrics!� Van replied, looking up at her. �I don�t remember!�
�There you are! Your blood is all over the place�no wonder pinpointing you was nearly impossible!� Lemuel said as he looked up at her. �You�re just in time to watch this fool die over you. I believe your species finds these acts of sacrifice to be touching and noble.�
�Hear our call�� Sang wheezed.
�What?� Lemuel asked.
�One and all,� Sang continued. The words clicked and the memory rushed right to Van�s mind.
�Of course!� Van shouted as he opened his mouth to sing. �Ahem,
�Hear our call! One and all!
Come to the water and you will find
Joy, love, and peace for all mankind
Hear our call! Hear our call!
The beauty of the siren songs
Will right all of humanity�s wrongs...�
As he sang the words, he felt a power emanating from his speech. Lemuel hissed and moved to charge, but was unable to continue running once he came within earshot of Van�s song. Instead, Lemuel merely stood completely still, rocking back and forth and staring forward. A timer appeared above his head, starting at 10 and counting downward.
�Run!� Sang hissed. �Run and forget about me!�
�No!� Van shouted as he rushed over to the dagger and picked it up. He spun around to see 6 hovering above Lemuel�s head. He ran right up to the creature and plunged the dagger straight into Lemuel�s head, pushing the blade deep into the monster�s brain.
�Arrrrghh!� Lemuel screamed as he snapped out of his hypnotic trance. The words critical blow 30 damage hovered above his head. Lemuel wildly swung his arm and smacked Van backwards with full force. Van felt himself fly through the air and crash against a tree stump. The blow was immensely painful, and he felt himself lose consciousness for a few seconds.
He opened his eyes to see Lemuel clutching at his wound and swearing obscenities in English and another language. Van tried to get up, but everything in his spine was aching too much. He wondered if the blow had broken his back.
Lemuel knelt on the ground and screamed in agony, clawing at his head. Blood was pouring from his wound. He gasped and began to writhe frantically for a minute. After another moment passed, though, he slowly stopped struggling.
�I� suppose,� he wheezed, �that this is what you humans had in mind when you created the word hubris. Welcome to the big leagues, Van. You won�t last much longer.� And with that, Lemuel stopped moving entirely.
�Van�� Sang hissed. �Are you alive?�
�Yeah, but I can�t move,� Van replied. �How much longer do you have?�
�No idea,� she said. There was a silence in the air that lasted for a long moment. �Van, I�m sorry. I went off the rails. I�m sorry.�
�For the record, I�m sorry, too. I shouldn�t have left you behind.�
�You did what you had to do,� she whispered.
�I think I�m going to die,� Van said. �I can�t move. I think I�m paralyzed.�
�Did you succeed, at least? Did you get the information out?� Sang asked.
�Oh, right, I forgot I was supposed to do that,� Van joked. He heard Sang laugh a little and wheeze hard.
�For what it�s worth, it was a real honor to have served with you,� Sang said.
�Eh, it was mediocre at best,� Van replied.
They both laughed at the meagre joke.
�Attention,� came a booming voice above them. It was deep, and echoed throughout the entire forest. �Caretaker 423 has been removed from this area. This area will now shut down. All pros please report to Caretaker 811.�
�Did you hear�� Van�s words were interrupted by a flash of light, and the next thing he knew, he was lying in his pod, alive.



            Chapter Sixteen
Van groaned as Neil helped him out of the pod. �Ah!� he yelped. �Easy, easy! My back is killing me.�
�Well, your face is killing me, but you don�t hear my complaining,� Neil replied.
�Oh man, you look like you just got out of a UFC match,� O�Hara said as she helped Sang out of her pod.
�I feel like I just went toe to toe with Muhammad Ali,� Sang sleepily mumbled.
�Did we really survive?� Van asked. �Did we really make it?�
�We sure did,� Kenwar said as he sat up in his pod.
It was morning�Van could see the light coming into the building of the apartment. He felt woozy and the room was spinning all around him. He could barely stand. �Did you guys get our email?�
�Damn straight we did, and it�s a goldmine,� O�Hara said. �It�s got stuff you wouldn�t dream of! Names, job positions, nuclear power plant locations, and access codes to places only high-ranking officials would have. It�s a secret agent�s dream.�
�We went through hell to get it,� Sang replied. �It better damn well be worth it.�
�So, a happy ending for everyone. We�ve gotten everything we need to keep this case open, you�re all still alive, and we�ll probably get out jobs back,� Neil said. �In the spirit of such a wonderful occasion, Ken, I�m giving you the cure.� Neil held out a small, round white pill.
Kenwar smiled at them. �There�s no cure for an allergy pill.�
�What? You mean you knew?� Neil asked.
�Yeah, I knew. But the only way you guys would trust me was if you thought you had some leverage on me. It became pretty clear early on that siding with you guys was the best way to get out of this thing alive. And I was right,� Kenwar explained. �So, I played all of you guys for suckers. In the end, I got exactly what I wanted. I�m free from Draco and I�m free from the CIA. As soon as that information hits the CIA data sphere, Draco�s gonna be laying low, giving me plenty of time to get out of the country. I�m thinking somewhere nice, like Spain.�
�Asturias is nice,� Sang said with a cough. �I really need to go lay down.�
�Yeah,� O�Hara said, �you both should get some rest before�� her words were interrupted as the living room window shattered. A grenade rolled into the middle of the room.
�Holy crap!� Van screamed as he dove out of the way. O�Hara reached down, scooped the grenade up, and chucked it right back out the window.
�Holy crap!� Van screamed again.
Bullets began to fly into the house, the loud brap brap brap of a machine gun echoing throughout the empty streets.
�Get down!� Neil shouted as he grabbed Sang and pushed her to the floor.
O�Hara and Neil both had their guns drawn and were returning fire through the window, although it was clear they had no idea who was shooting at them.
�Is it the CIA?� Van asked.
�No!� Sang shouted. �They wouldn�t have tried to kill us.�
�Oh damn it!� Kenwar cried as he crawled toward the kitchen. �It�s gotta be a Draco hit squad! They probably want to intercept the data being transferred.�
�Did you email the information?� Van asked Neil.
�For some reason, we can�t pull anything off the actual drive itself. There�s some kind of DRM that prevents stuff being taken off of it. I mean, I scribbled down a few notes, but we�re going to need to keep that actual USB drive,� Neil replied as he reloaded.
�We need to go!� O�Hara said as she knelt down and grabbed the USB drive sticking out of Van�s pod. �They�re probably going to level this place to the ground.�
�Oh man, why didn�t I wait a little longer before committing to a side?� Kenwar moaned.
�Man up, Kenwar!� Neil said. �It�s about time someone started shooting at me!� He stood up and glanced out the window for a split second before ducking back down. �Okay, four bogies down there. A large windowless van, too, probably bulletproof. My guess is they�re trying to flush us out so they can snag us.�
�What�s the plan?� Van shouted. He was in no shape to run from a high-powered team of hitmen. He glanced at Sang, who was practically unconscious on the ground. She would probably die if she was moved around too much.
�Who needs a plan?� Neil said as he gleefully reloaded again. Van could see the excitement and joy on his face. �I mean, for once, for once in my life, I can be as excessive as I like and not get yelled at for it.�
�Why are you so nuts?� Van asked.
�You should see me when I�ve had a full night�s sleep!� Neil replied as he pulled a long slender tube out from his belt. He shook it up a little and threw it out the window. A loud explosion rocked the entire building.
�What the hell was that?� Kenwar cried.
�Modified explosive stick�I put it together when you jerks were busy playing Fantasy Wizard Game 3000,� O�Hara said. �We had a suspicion they�d come after us.�
�Call the police!� Kenwar said. �They can help!�
�I�m sure that the police are probably in their pocket,� O�Hara said. �Neil, keep shooting at these jackasses; I�m gonna take the gamer club here somewhere safe.�
�Roger that!� Neil said as he continued to shoot out the window. The gunfire coming into the apartment had stopped now, and Van could smell smoke and burning gasoline.
�Grab Sang and let�s move!� O�Hara said as she rushed over to the apartment�s exit and cleared it.
Kenwar and Van hurried over to help Sang up. Van noticed that blood was pouring down the side of her back. He pulled the back of her shirt down a bit to see that there was a round hole, shaped exactly like an arrow wound. He shivered a little.
�She�s gonna need medical attention if we�re gonna move her.�
�Shotgun, in my bedroom,� Sang moaned. �Under the bed.�
�Did she just say she has a shotgun?� Kenwar asked.
�Kenwar, grab the gauze and dress her wound�I�ll get the gun,� Van said as he rushed to her bedroom. He opened the door to see that the bedroom was almost entirely empty except for a bed and a nightstand holding a book titled The Iliad.
Van reached under the bed to find a large gun case. Sliding the case out, he cracked it open to see a combat shotgun resting there. With a heave, he picked it up. The weight felt good in his hands, but he had never operated a firearm before.
�Attention!� called a megaphone. �This house is surrounded. Surrender immediately and you will not be harmed! All we want is the USB device.�
�Yeah?� Van heard Neil scream. �And all I want is to shoot as many of you goons as I can before the Feds show up. Doesn�t seem like there�s any kind of compromise we can make.�
�It�s not worth your lives!� came the reply.
Van rushed back into the living room to see Sang standing. She had a bandage running across her shoulder and she appeared to be conscious.
�There it is!� Sang said as she grabbed the gun from him and chambered a round. �It�s time to get out of here.�
�Sang, are you okay?� Van asked.
�Nothing a combination of Cwake and morphine can�t fix,� Sang said.
�It�s how I start out every day,� Neil said. �Alright, they�ve stopped shooting. That means they�re going to be breaching at some point. Or firing a rocket launcher into this place.�
�Front door�s clear, but once we get down those stairs, we�re in trouble,� O�Hara said. �I count at least four points where they can see us but we won�t be able to see them.�
�Sang, do you have any other points of exit?� Neil asked.
Sang shook her head. �No�no, I don�t.�
�Well, I guess we�re going to have to make one,� Neil said as he grabbed a few more tubes and walked over to the window. He glanced out again and shook his head. �Dead silent outside. I don�t like it.�
O�Hara walked over to Sang�s couch and dragged it over to the middle of the room. She flipped the couch over and threw a large chair on top of it. She climbed up the makeshift mountain of furniture and rapped against the ceiling.
�Yo, it�s hollow,� she reported.
�Perfect; you kids might want to stand back,� Neil said as he shoved a few tubes and a roll of duct tape at O�Hara.
�What are you doing?� Sang asked.
�You�re on the top floor, right?� O�Hara asked.
�I hear footsteps!� Kenwar shouted. Sang aimed her shotgun at the door and laid on the ground.
�Van, get on the other side,� Sang said. �If it flings open, wait until the first guy comes in and slam it shut.�
Van nodded and rushed behind the entrance. His heart was pounding a million miles an hour at this point, but the CIA team didn�t seem particularly worried. Neil and O�Hara seemed to be enjoying themselves and Sang was too drugged up to show any kind of concern. He felt a real solidarity with Kenwar, who had lain on the ground and curled up into a ball, and was now sobbing hysterically.
�Fire in the hole!� Neil screamed as they blew a huge hole in the ceiling of Sang�s apartment. �Yeaaahaaaaw!�
�Come on, let�s go!� O�Hara shouted as she waved at the team. The door to the apartment began to thump.
�Open up!� cried a muffled voice. �Open up or die!�
�Come on in!� Sang shouted back. �I�ve got a present for you!�
Kenwar scrambled up the furniture and through the hole.
�You next,� Neil said, pointing to Van. The door was still thumping hard, but Van could definitely hear more than one guy on the other side. He hurried and grabbed the data stick from Neil before scrambling up onto the roof.
The wind was whipping pretty hard, but no one else was on the roof�it was just Van and Kenwar. Van knelt down and extended his hand to help the next person up.
�Get out of here, Sang!� O�Hara said. �You aren�t a combat officer!�
Sang nodded and rushed up to the hole, handing Van the shotgun before climbing up. Kenwar and Van helped her clamber up, and she seemed shaky. It appeared the combination of drugs and adrenaline weren�t enough to keep her steady.
�O�Hara!� Neil said. �You better follow them. I still don�t trust that Van character.�
�You�re coming, too, you idiot!� O�Hara said as she leaped up to the hole.
�If you think I�m gonna give up on the opportunity to go weapons free on a bunch of commies, you�re crazier than I am!� Neil replied as he flipped over the pods, shoving them together into a small fortress.
�Come on!� O�Hara said as she climbed up through the hole. �We don�t have time to waste!�
Neil looked up at them and flashed a grin. �O�Hara, there�s something I�ve always wanted to tell you. Your gun�s nicer than mine; can I have it?�
�You�re an utter psycho!� O�Hara shouted back. �I am not giving you my gun! But you can borrow it!� She dropped her pistol down the hole and drew a revolver from her boot.
�Oh yeah!� Neil shouted. �Get the hell out of here, guys, and if I don�t see you again, it was a real honor threatening each and every one of you.�
The door to Sang�s house shattered and Van could hear gunfire and the maniacal laughter of Neil. They didn�t stick around to see how it played out, however, as O�Hara quickly pushed them to run to the edge of the building.
�Down there!� Sang said, pointing to an unguarded stairwell. It was on the east side of the apartments, where a large undeveloped piece of land lay below. There were all sorts of trees and shrubbery waiting for them. Fortunately, the roof sloped downward, making it easy to get to the eastern stairwell.
The four carefully climbed down from the roof and slowly made their way downward. Van could feel his heart still hammering away. The gunshots in the distance had died down and now there was nothing but an eerie silence.
�The moment you see anyone with a gun,� O�Hara said, �you blast them.�
�Got it,� Sang said as she held her shotgun up. The gun was trembling terribly, though, and each step that Sang took was getting slower.
�Are you okay?� Van whispered.
�Truthfully?� Sang replied. �I�ve never felt better in my entire life.�
Van chuckled at that. �Just hang in there.�
�I think the haptic system actually did some internal damage,� Sang said. �I�m really banged up.�
�Tell me about it. I don�t feel like I broke anything, but I�m really sore,� Van replied.
�Well, unless you both want to give each other backrubs and do yoga, I suggest you shut the hell up!� O�Hara said as she held up a hand. They had reached the bottom of the stairwell. It wouldn�t be too hard to reach the thickets from where they were.
�One guy to the left,� Sang said, pointing to a man wearing a skull bandanna over his face. He was armed with a rifle and wore a bulletproof jacket. He was quietly walking around, keeping the exit secure. It was clear that the eastern area was poorly guarded�probably due to the fact that it would have been impossible for them to reach it through Sang�s apartment entrance.
�Not a word,� O�Hara said as she slowly walked toward the guard. He had his back turned and was whistling as he walked. She got behind him and placed her gun to the back of his head. He stiffened immediately and dropped his weapon. He got on his knees and laid on the ground. Van could hear him sobbing a little.
�Go!� O�Hara said. �Get into the woods and find somewhere safe to hide.�
�What about you?� Van asked.
�You�re nuts if you think I�m gonna let Neil have all the fun!� O�Hara replied as she delivered a swift kick to the side of the man�s head, making a sickening crunch noise. She knelt down and picked the unconscious man�s gun up.
�Godspeed,� Sang said.The three players then turned and made their way into the thickets of brush. The area was incredibly undeveloped, making it impossible for anyone to see their location. They wandered through the overgrowth until they reached the edge of the undeveloped land.
�So, what�s the plan now?� Van asked. �That hit squad probably isn�t the only firepower that Draco has.�
�I think we should find somewhere to lay low and wait for the CIA to find us,� Sang said. �But I�m worried I need serious medical attention.�
�Well, let�s try to find a cab or something,� Van said. As he emerged from the thicket, he noticed that there was a road directly in front of him. A large windowless van pulled up to them.
�Ah crap!� Van shouted, but before he could do anything, he heard, �FBI! Put your hands up now!�
�Oh, thank God,� Kenwar sighed as he noticed the flashing lights of police vehicles pulling up.
�We�re injured and under attack!� Sang called out as she dropped her shotgun. �Terrorists have colluded to kill the three of us.�
Several agents emerged from the van, weapons drawn. They quickly grabbed the three, cuffed them, and shoved them into the vehicle. Van had never been happier to be forcibly stuffed into a vehicle in his life.
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Sang sat across from Frederick Yuri. The man�s expression had not changed from the moment the FBI operatives had brought her into the interrogation room and sat her down. He was scowling intensely. She sat in weary silence for as long as he would last. Fortunately, she had received appropriate medical attention; while she had sustained a serious wound to her back, there was no internal bleeding or sign of hemorrhaging. She had been extremely dehydrated due to lack of drinking in the game, though�apparently, the DRZ required a player to drink in order for the haptic pods to provide nutrition. After a few bottles of a sports drink, though, she was feeling far more alive.
�Sang�� Yuri said. �I don�t know where to begin. You know, when you blew it a few months ago, I really tried to keep your career alive. I stood up for you. I fought for you. I brought you into this project because I didn�t want to see an amazing young woman lose everything she�d fought so hard to earn, just due to a mistake. I trusted you. And� and then you do this? You steal government property, hijack a van at gunpoint, and go AWOL. What did you think was going to happen? Did you think you�d find something important enough to prevent me from making sure you�d spend the rest of your life in prison?�
�As a matter of fact,� Sang said. �Those were my exact thoughts.� She gently placed a USB drive on the table. She had snagged it off of Van and made sure to hide it so that she could get it to Frederick. He was probably the only one who would take it seriously.
�What is that?� Frederick asked, his tone lightening up. She could see a spark of curiosity on his face.
�It�s our ticket to the big leagues,� Sang said. �We managed to access a serious Draco facility in the game system. We got our hands on some real data. I�m talking highly classified information. Even if it�s not enough to prove our alien theory, it�s enough to make any serious government official freak the hell out. It�s even got missile codes.�
�How�� Frederick trailed off and gently picked up the drive. �You�re serious? You actually found something?�
�Pull it up right now. I haven�t had a chance to see it, but Neil told me it�s a goldmine.�
Frederick stood and opened the door to the interrogation cell. �Get me a laptop, now!� he yelled at an aid.
A few minutes later, the aid shuffled in with the laptop. Frederick sat down and plugged the stick in, facing the computer so that they both could see it. Information quickly appeared before them.
�My God�� Yuri mumbled as he read through the first document. �It�s a list of all of the nuclear missile sites. I recognize those coordinates.� He pointed to a few maps that were displayed. �And these are� policies. Launch code policies. I�ll be damned.�
Sang read along with them; they both remained glued to the screen for what seemed to be hours then, and they barely scratched the surface.
�Alright, Agent Sang,� Frederick said as he slid the computer back. �It would appear that you have gained some very valuable information. Valuable enough, perhaps, to justify your actions. It will take some cleaning, but I can probably convince my superiors that this was warranted.�
Sang grinned at that. �Am I free to go then? Can you let Van and Kenwar out, too?�
Frederick sighed. �I�m afraid it�s not that easy. The senator has still been making threats, ever since he discovered that your team went rogue.�
�How the hell did he find out?� Sang asked.
Frederick shrugged. �There�s a leak, and we can�t seem to figure out how to plug it.�
Sang sighed and looked back at the computer. �Wait a minute� Neil mentioned something about people�s names being mentioned.�
�Like who?�
�I�m not sure, but he said there are a lot of names in there.�
Frederick pulled the computer back and began to scroll. �This is easily a week�s worth of round the clock study,� he said.
�Yeah, but there�s a logic to it,� Sang said. �Look,� she pointed at one of the sub-sections. It was labelled Assets. �They don�t look at individuals as people.�
�Draco?�
�Yeah,� Sang said as she leaned over and began to scroll through the computer. �They tend to focus on the idea of the organization being some kind of collective. So, they wouldn�t call people �people� at all�they�d call them��
�Assets,� Frederick said. �Look!� A large list of names came up on the system. There were names, positions, and assignments.
�Holy crap!� Sang said as she pointed to one of the names. �It�s Senator Franklin!�
Frederick pulled up the profile and read over it. The assignments were simplistic. �Disrupt CIA investigation at all costs,� he read aloud.
�I knew it!� Sang said. �He�s the leak! No wonder he was in such a rush to end the program.�
�Yeah,� Frederick said. �Looks like your friend Kenwar�s on the list, too.�
Sang paused. Kenwar had risked everything to help them, and while he�d constantly tried to play both sides, it was clear that, in the end, he�d chosen the right side. Unless that had been the whole plan... �Bring it up,� she said as she took a deep breath.
�Kenwar is a rogue asset,� Yuri read. �Allow him to draw the investigation team back into the game, and then kill him.�
�Oh, thank goodness,� Sang said. �We�ve already dealt with that.�
�There�s one more name on here that I recognize,� Yuri said. He paused and took a sharp breath. �It�s� Van.�
�That�s not funny,� Sang said. �Don�t mess with me like that.� Yuri pointed to the screen and shook his head.
�I�m not kidding around.�
Sang felt her heart stop as she glanced at the screen. Indeed, there was Van�s name. What did this mean? Yuri brought it up.
Sang read it aloud as a sickness rose up in her stomach. �Van is a potential asset. Shows strong leadership skills and intense love of the game. Coerced into joining the investigation team. Trusts the investigation team leader blindly. He has a very high chance of conversion, if we can offer him the right thing. Suggested course of action: allow him to survive as a contingency plan. Continue monitoring performance.�
�Well� I don�t wager to say that�s a good thing,� Frederick said, �but at least he�s not active.�
Sang said nothing. What was it about Van that made them believe he could be flipped to their side? She shivered. Her mind darted back to the fight against Lemuel. He clearly could have slaughtered Van at any time, but instead had chosen to toy with him. He probably would have spared Van, even if pushed to the brink. They�d gotten lucky in killing that creature.
�Well, the good news is that, with evidence of Senator Franklin being in collusion with a foreign terrorist syndicate, this gives me some serious leverage,� Frederick said. He stood and stuck his head out the door. �Someone grab me Agent Neil.�
�Neil?� Sang asked. �He�s alive?�
�Yeah, they found him and O�Hara drunk on cheap scotch in an apartment full of bodies,� Frederick replied. �I don�t have the constitution to tell you what the place looked like.�
�Oh, that was my apartment,� Sang said. �Dang it, and my scotch! I was saving it for a special occasion. And it wasn�t cheap! It was middle shelf.�
�Yeah, what?� Neil asked as he walked into the interrogation room. He was wearing sunglasses and holding an icepack against his head.
�Neil, it has come to my attention that we have a problem child,� Frederick said as he stood up.
�Neil, I�m so glad you�re alive!� Sang replied.
�Oh, hey, Sang. Glad to see you made it. Did that Van guy get shot? Cause I had money on him getting shot.�
�No, he wasn�t shot; he�s alive and incarcerated. Like Kenwar.�
Neil chuckled. �Good times, good times. So, what do you want, sir?�
�I need you and O�Hara to go pick up a package.�
�What kind of package?� Neil asked with a groan. �God, this hangover is killing me.�
�What�s your opinion on politicians?�
Neil grinned. �Say no more. Want me to bring the car battery, too?�
Frederick shook his head. �Not yet. We just want to talk to him.�
�Alright, that sounds like a plan,� Neil said. He looked at Sang. �Hey, I just want to let you know now that you should just find a new place to live. I really wouldn�t advise you going back to your old place. Ever.�
�Gee, thanks, Neil,� Sang said. �How�s O�Hara?�
�She�s fine. Somehow, she never gets hungover.�
�I meant is she okay?�
�Why wouldn�t she be?� Neil asked. He seemed utterly confused by Sang�s question.
�You know, because of all the� guys with guns? And the hitmen?�
�Oh, feh,� Neil laughed. �That wasn�t nearly as bad as that gasoline you called scotch. I mean, seriously, girl, I know you�re short, but you should be able to reach past the bottom shelf.�
And with that, he left, chuckling at his own joke.
�What the hell is wrong with that guy?� Sang asked.
Frederick shrugged. �In my line of work, you always want to keep a few psychos around; you just don�t want to keep them in close proximity to you. Hence, why those two are always doing the field work.�
Sang slumped her head on the desk. �After all this, I think I need some of that cheap-ass scotch.�
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Van opened his eyes as the door to his cell slid open. This had been the first time in almost three days that he�d had more than a couple hours� worth of sleep at a time, and it felt incredible.
�Wake up, sunshine,� Sang said. �It�s time to give your statement.�
Van glanced at Sang and gave a sigh of relief. He had been stuffed in the cell for the last two days and no one had given him so much as the time of day. His requests for a phone call, a lawyer, or even a decent meal had been ignored. He�d worried endlessly about Sang, but the moment he saw her, he felt all of his worries vanish.
�I�m so glad to see you�re okay!� Van said as he stood up and rushed to hug her. She hugged him back tightly.
�Ditto,� she said. �I didn�t think we were ever going to get out of that nightmare. I mean, first the game, and then that slaughterhouse.�
�What�s the situation? Are we going to prison forever? We gonna be shot in the back of the head in the desert? Are we on the news as world heroes?�
�None of the above,� Sang said. �Frederick�s back on our side. Neil and O�Hara are alive and working to help plug a leak. You�ve just got to give your statement before the FBI and CIA directors, and then we can get out of here.�
�What about Kenwar?� Van asked.
Sang glanced at the floor. �They wanted to keep him for interrogation. Said he would be a good asset because of everything he knew. But, uh, I might have left a key for him in his meatloaf.�
�You let him go?� Van asked.
�He could have betrayed us, but he didn�t. As far as I�m concerned, we owe him. Come on,� Sang said as she waved at Van. �We�ve got a lot to discuss with the government.�
The holding cells were fairly empty. There wasn�t even a guard at the door. And Van wasn�t quite sure where they were, but he knew it was probably some undisclosed warehouse in the middle of nowhere. They walked together, side by side, in silence.
�Van,� Sang said. �We need to talk.�
�Yeah,� Van quietly replied. �I know.�
�What happened back there� the whole thing. That was a jungle, and I did some terrible things. I�m not proud of them, Van. I don�t know how you could ever look at me as a good person after you saw what I did.�
�Do you regret your choices?� Van asked. The question elicited a sharp breath from Sang.
�I don�t think I do. It�s a war, Van. And I know you don�t want to face the painful fact that people will die in this war, but you�ve got to. I want to do everything I can to minimize the damage to others; I want to try everything possible to avoid needless deaths. But at the same time, I�m a realist. People will die because of what we have been doing.�
�But� Sang, you aren�t allowed to choose who is sacrificed for the greater good!� Van snapped. �You can�t look at a loss and say that it�s acceptable. Everyone should have their own choice!�
�But they don�t, Van,� Sang replied. She was growing a little heated, but Van knew this was a necessary intersection. �No one gets to choose how they go out.�
�It�s not about choosing how you die, it�s about choosing whether you want to die in the name of some cause.�
�I� I just don�t know,� Sang said. �I don�t know if I made the wrong choice. But now we�re standing here, alive and with more information to defeat Draco because of the decisions that I�ve made. I can�t say that this is ideal, but at least� at least good is coming out of it.�
�So where does that leave us then?� Van asked. �Because� because I don�t know if I can follow you in this anymore. I don�t know if I can follow someone who is willing to sacrifice other people. I know that I made the biggest mistake of my life when I left you behind, Sang. That�s something that I will always carry with me, and it�s something that will define how I make my choices from here on out. Even though it worked out in the end, I never want to do that to anyone again. So how can I follow someone who�s going against what I believe?�
Sang shrugged. �Look� that was the past. I�m not going to tell you that I deeply regret my choices, but I do feel guilty. Whether my actions were a necessity of war or if I was being excessive is something I�m going to have to sort out for myself. But in the meantime, I'll do what I can to make sure I don�t take such drastic actions without consulting you first. I don�t want this to come between us.�
Van looked at Sang. He honestly couldn�t tell whether she was trying to appease him or not. But did it matter? With everything that he had been involved in, how could he walk away from this job? Had she been bluffing, or was she serious? He had no idea. Everything inside of him was frustrated with the situation, but things had just been too intense for him to accurately judge the situation. Maybe she really had been under too much pressure to think straight. Between the drugs, the exhaustion, and the constant threat of death, it was impossible to figure out if Sang had been in her right mind. Then again, had he been in his own right mind?
�You know what, let�s just put this behind us,� Van said. �As long as you don�t go off the rails again, we�re fine. And, uh, you forgive me for leaving you behind, right?�
Sang looked at him with weary eyes and slowly nodded. �Of course, Van. You came back, and that�s all that matters. Sometimes we make poor decisions in the moment. What really matters is how we handle our choices afterwards, right?�
�Right,� Van said. �Now, come on, and let�s get yelled at by the government.�
They walked together in silence until they reached a large red door.
�Alright, now you�re probably used to the theatrics at this point,� Sang warned, �but just know that these guys are going to grill you hard.�
�I know, I know,� Van said as he put his hand against the door. �But at this point, I�ll say whatever it takes for me to get a few days off.�
They entered the room together to find a horde of people waiting for them. They were in all sorts of uniforms�some wore soldiers� uniforms, others were dressed in suits. Van could see that there were nearly fifty people waiting for them. The room was similar to a courtroom, with seats placed on both sides of the room and a single podium in the center. Across from the podium were five men, sitting patiently at a table. One of them was Frederick, but Van didn�t recognize the rest of them.
�Will Mr. Van Vanyushin please step forward?� asked one of the men who�d been sitting across from the podium. He was wearing what looked like an army uniform. A placard that read Major General Connick was sitting on the table in front of him. No one else had a name placard.
Van slowly walked to the podium as the crowd settled down. Sang went off to the side and sat in a booth with a few other CIA agents who Van had casually encountered in the past.
�Van, please state the nature of your relationship with the CIA,� the major general asked.
�Oh, yes, sir. Uh, I�m an independent contractor, hired to navigate through a computer simulation.�
�And you have been navigating through this game for several months now, correct?� the general asked.
�Yes, sir,� Van replied. He found himself sweating a bit. It felt more like a press conference than a statement.
�Excellent. We have on record the sworn statements of Agent Sang Ngo in regard to the militant activity of a terrorist organization. You were part of the recovery team that acquired this data, is that correct?� The general waved to the right, bringing up a holographic screen of various pieces of the data that Van had fought so hard to recover.
�Uh, yes, sir, I was part of that team.�
�Thank you, Van,� Frederick said. �Now then, there has been discussion of aliens and extraterrestrial activity. However, we have no proof of such a thing. In light of that, this information that you have retrieved contains highly classified information. This information indicates that there is some kind of terrorist plot against both the United States and the rest of the free world. In our reports, Agent Sang mentioned you made contact with one of the terrorist leaders, a man by the name of Lemuel. In your own words, please explain to us what his purpose was.�
Van wrinkled his face as he looked at the large collection of people. They were all leaning forward, ready to listen intently to every single word that he had to say. He took a deep breath and began to share the story.
�Lemuel is part of a radical organization called Draco. They originally designed this game as a means to actively bring them into contact with individuals who they could recruit and radicalize. These radicalized individuals are known as Draco pros. Through threats or bribery, Draco was able to establish a network that has one and only one plan: to bring about destruction to the rest of the planet.�
�Why is that?� Frederick asked.
�They believe that their organization operates on a higher level than the rest of the world. They see the chaos, the anarchy, and the suffering of the planet, and believe they have a solution. They wish to seize political power by leveling all major governments in a concentrated effort.�
�And how have they managed to go undetected for so long?� a man in dark sunglasses who was on the far right of the table asked.
�Well, it would seem that since they operate exclusively within the Dragon Kings of the New World realm, no one would really be privy to that information. They recruit within the game, give orders within the game, and train people inside of the game.�
�The perfect terrorist training camp,� the major general said. �I�ve heard enough. Gentlemen, it would appear that Draco has become a serious thorn in our side. Now, I understand there is some discussion of aliens or whatnot, but I will make my opinion known right now, that I don�t believe a word of it. But what I do believe is that an organization of freedom hating sons of whores have gotten access to highly classified military documents.�
�I concur,� Frederick said. �While the subject of alien invasion or extraterrestrial influence remains to be unproven and a matter of conjecture at this point, it is undeniable that there is some powerful force working against the United States� interests.�
�Indeed,� said the man in sunglasses. �It would appear that this threat goes beyond national security. Draco must be stopped. For good. Van, how would you recommend stopping them?�
�Well�� Van said as he glanced at Sang. She mouthed the words �I have no idea� to him. He took a deep breath and spoke. �Sirs, if I may, regardless of whether you believe in Draco being extraterrestrial, there is something that we must accept. They are hidden and nearly untouchable in the real world. However, in my recent exploits, Sang and I have discovered that Draco�s leadership structure operates in areas known as Designated Reality Zones within the game. These areas are designed to simulate the real-life experience of physical danger, hunger, and thirst. Several players have died in the real world due to injuries sustained within the DRZ. I know this because I was present.�
�We have heard the reports,� the man in sunglasses said. �There was a rash of 14 play-related deaths in the news. Draco�s PR department hasn�t uttered a peep. Are you claiming that these were linked to these zones?�
�Yes,� Van said. �There is good news in this. If we can assemble a strong enough task force, we can begin to recruit a military within the game to move into these zones and forcibly shut down Draco from the inside.�
�You�re talking about waging war in a computer game?� the general asked with a laugh.
�Yes, sir, I am. All of this data was located inside of the game. It was physically extracted from Draco�s server points. How much more do you think there is? If Draco has been running this scam for almost twenty years, they must have a lot of information. We�ve tried in vain to find their leaders in the real world, but to no avail. They are hiding extremely well and there�s only one place where I can guarantee you they can be found. Inside of the game.�
The general slowly nodded at that. �So, what then? You want to recruit an army? What�s gonna stop Draco from shutting down their servers and stopping the game entirely?�
Van shrugged. �No idea, but if those servers go down, that means they lose all connection to their agents. We win. If they refuse and we�re able to gain more information, we could potentially find out the physical whereabouts of Draco leadership.�
�Damn, son,� the general said, �you really know your stuff, don�t you?�
�Sir, I�ve been playing this game for a long, long time. It�s the only world I�ve ever known well and, quite frankly, I�m more at home in there than I am out here. If you give us the people, we can build a task force to militarize the population within the game. We can overcome Draco and beat them at their own game. Worst case scenario, Draco nukes the entire system and they can�t communicate anymore.�
�Well said, Van,� Frederick said as he leaned back. �It would appear that Mr. Van�s advice is identical to that of Agent Sang�s. Please note that Sang was under instruction not to tell any of her plan to Van. With these two agents giving us the exact same idea, it is clear that we have a clear sense of direction for our next steps. We must move forward and begin a program to mobilize more players inside of the game. The bigger the army, the more effective we will be against Draco.�
�I�m sorry,� sunglasses man said, �but I�m still having trouble understanding why we need to send more people into a virtual game. Even if Draco is a threat, we should focus on figuring some way to hack into their system.�
�Hacking?� asked the fourth man. He had been sitting silently for the entire duration. He wore a lab coat with a bright red bow tie. �You�ve got to be kidding me. You people have such Hollywood notions of hacking. If we could use some kind of advance cyberwarfare system of cracking Draco, don�t you think we would have by now? The military has been trying to reverse engineer the pods for combat simulations for years, and all attempts have failed. Draco�s system is ironclad. We either go inside the game and break it from the inside out, or we wait until they eventually get their hands on a nuclear launch code and see what happens.�
�See?� the major general offered. �Even the nerds know the truth. Alright, we�re giving this operation the green light. Van, you are hereby commissioned by this taskforce to oversee and lead the recruitment operation. Your mission is going to be to gain as big and as loyal of a force as you can, so that we can press against Draco inside of their own game.�
Van looked over at Sang. �What about Sang?�
�Agent Sang is a fine field agent and an excellent resource, but according to her reports, you were able to effortlessly mobilize a large force, despite the fact that you were, and I�m just repeating her here because I have no idea what the hell it means, several levels lower,� the general said. �This indicates that you are a leader at heart. Sang will be serving alongside you, of course, but in any effective organization, you must always have an executive authority, because anything with two heads is a monster.�
Frederick smiled and spoke up. �Van, you have proven yourself an effective commander. You have carte blanche to handle this however you will. You will have your choice of recruits to go into the game, as well as the resources necessary to motivate players inside of the game financially, should it come to that. This is your operation now, Van.�
The words echoed through Van�s mind. He could barely register what had just been said. They were giving him total control? He was going to be in charge? Two months ago, he had been a nobody, working his way to Draco fame, and now� now he was a key leader in an anti-alien operation? Ideas, images, and plans surged in his mind as he considered everything necessary to win against Draco. He could barely believe it.
�Mr. Van, are you okay?� the man in sunglasses asked. �You haven�t accepted the position.�
�Oh, right. I accept!� Van said. �I accept this charge. I will lead this team against Draco and we will destroy them, once and for all.�
�Excellent, and for their acts of heroism and bravery in the line of duty, we are going to be assigning you Agents Neil and O�Hara as operations managers to assist you in getting set up at the new headquarters,� Frederick said.
Van grimaced at the mention of Neil�s name. �Oh, can I pick someone else?�
Fredrick chuckled, �Ha. No.�
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Sang let out a heavy sigh as the door to her hotel slammed behind her. Finally, she was somewhere that wasn�t a government facility. She�d be able to get some rest and collect her thoughts. She had been pushing too hard these last few weeks, and she felt as if she were going to keel over any minute. The conference with the various government branches had been successful�Van had managed to convince the feds to side with his plan and, in the next few weeks, they�d be ready for the final major phase of the operation.
But for now, Sang fell on the hotel bed and let out a long, deep sigh. She couldn�t believe that she�d survived. She had been so close to death so many times that she�d been positive she wouldn�t make it out of that game. And yet, the dust had settled and she was free to relax and enjoy herself.
Of course, despite the fact that she was cleared to get some rest and recuperation, something was still bothering Sang. She couldn�t put her finger on it, but in the back of her mind, she felt a continuous sense of unease. She wasn�t sure what was wrong, but whenever things became still and quiet, she could sense a tension that was still heavy within her, looking for attention.
She tried to sleep, but sleep never came. Instead, she found herself staring at the ceiling, desperately trying to figure out what was wrong. As her mind played through the events of the last few weeks, she realized that she was simply worried about Van. The documentation that she had read came back to her mind.
�He has a high chance of conversion,� it had read. �He can be used for a contingency plan.� What did that mean? Ever since she�d read those words, something had been bothering her, but she couldn�t put her finger on it. She trusted Van implicitly, after all, and she had told Frederick Yuri that Van was the right man for leading the operation within the game. She had seen him fight tooth and nail to save the planet, so why was she feeling so off?
As she tossed and turned, unable to get comfortable and unable to figure out why she felt so worried about Van, the wording of his statement came back into her mind.
�I�ve played this game for a long, long time,� he had said with a big grin. It was a grin that had indicated he was proud of the fact that he had spent most of his life in the game. �It�s the only home I have ever known, and frankly, I�m more comfortable in there than I am out here.� Those words echoed in Sang�s mind. She felt a nervous energy overcome her.
Van did know what the implication of this massive operation was, didn�t he? How could he not have realized? No� that would be impossible, right? Sang thought long and hard on the topic. Did Van realize that the game would be shut down for good when Draco was defeated? Was he ready to give up the only place he had ever called his home?
No one had directly mentioned shutting down the game; instead, they had just been talking about defeating Draco. Would Van have so cheerfully accepted the mission if he had thought out the implications and realized that the game was definitively going to be destroyed?
Sang reached for her phone and took a deep breath. It was a conversation she knew she had to have now instead of later. If Van didn�t understand the full implications of the job he�d taken on, then they would be in some serious trouble when the truth hit him. So, she dialed his number and waited patiently. The phone rang a few times before he picked up.
�Hello?� Van answered.
�Van, it�s me,� Sang said.
�Oh,� came the reply. �I didn�t know you got a new phone.�
�Yeah, I make a point of changing my phone every few weeks,� Sang replied. �Listen, are you busy?�
�I was about to go to sleep for the next five to seven days, but I have a few minutes of time before that,� Van said with a laugh.
�Great, great,� Sang said. �Listen, I�m gonna have to be really upfront and honest with you. I�m worried that you said yes to this new job without really understanding what the endgame looks like.�
�I�m pretty sure the endgame involves destroying Draco and saving humanity. Then, probably getting some kind of sweet paycheck for it. I mean, I�m assuming there�s gonna be a big bonus in store for saving the world, right?�
�Well, that�s the thing, Van. You do realize also, uh� that if... if we destroy Draco, there won�t be a Dragon Kings of the New World to play anymore, right?�
�What are you talking about? Just because we�re destroying Draco doesn�t mean the game is gonna stop. We�re probably going to have to figure out how to switch the servers over to a regular kind of game system, but I�m sure there�s plenty of programmers out there who know what they�re doing,� Van replied.
Sang gritted her teeth. �Van� we have orders to ensure that this game is no longer operational once this mission is over. Even if the game can survive without Draco�s presence, we�re going to have to dismantle the entire thing.�
�What?� Van asked. �That makes no sense! Why in the hell would they order something so ridiculous?�
�Is it ridiculous?� Sang asked. �Van, is it ridiculous to ensure that a game that�s so powerful that it can kill people is removed from the market? Is it ridiculous to make sure that there�s nothing left of Draco? The only way to kill their connection to Earth is to do everything in our power to purge this game from our world.�
�But� but, that�s�� Van�s words trailed off. The other line became incredibly silent for a few minutes.
�You alright?� Sang asked, finally breaking the silence.
�Sang, that can�t be right. Sang, this� we can�t destroy this game. I put my entire life into this game. Everything I�ve worked so hard to achieve has been related to Dragon Kings of the New World. There�s got to be some other way, right? Maybe we can convince the government to use it to train people for the military. I know they wanted to use it for that, right?�
�Look, Van, orders are orders here. The higher-ups made their decision a while back. I never told you because things were getting too heated and you didn�t need the additional pressure. But now, before we dive into another serious mission, I need you to be emotionally prepared ahead of time.�
�Emotionally prepared? Sang, how do you emotionally prepare for the destruction of your home? Of your entire world? This isn�t like some stupid hobby of mine is over, or my favorite restaurant has closed down�this is far worse!� Van ranted. She could hear that he was quickly becoming unhinged. �This is the only place that I have ever known true freedom! Inside this game, you can do anything, become anything. You have a world of possibilities! How can you ask me to do this?�
�I don�t know, Van,� Sang replied. �I really don�t know what to tell you. I think the brass was very careful to skirt around this issue, so I think I�m breaking some rules by telling you this, but you deserve to know.�
�What would you do if everything that you knew and loved would be destroyed by your actions?� Van demanded.
�I would carry on with my duty anyway,� Sang replied. �Because my job isn�t about me. It�s about something far greater. I know the idea of living without this game scares you��
�Living without this game isn�t living at all!� Van interrupted. �You�re insane if you think I�m going to march back in there and willingly end the life of the thing I love the most.�
�You sound incredibly angry right now, and I get it,� Sang said. �I really do...�
�No, you don�t! You have a life outside of this game. You have a real job with real people to report to. You have an apartment that�s not the size of a cereal box. I�ve got nothing outside of this game!� Van shouted.
Sang took a deep breath. �I�m sorry that I had to be the one to tell you. But you�re going to need to sort this out before we go in there. We can�t have you compromised.�
�I� why didn�t I notice this before?� Van asked quietly. �There�s no way I�m this dense.�
�Sometimes people don�t see things because they don�t want to see them,� Sang said. �That�s why Draco�s so good at getting people to excuse their atrocities.�
�What do I do?� Van whispered. �I can�t let them destroy the world, and I don�t want the government to destroy my world. What do I do?�
Sang sighed. �You�ve got to choose, Van. You�ve just got to choose.�
There was nothing but silence on the other end as Van hung up. Sang felt a shiver run down her spine. What would he choose?



            Epilogue
The thunder cracked in the sky above Kylian. He glanced up to see that the storm clouds had aggressively moved over the camp. They had been waiting for Van for nearly two days. Players waited in shifts, but over time, it was becoming clear that Van and Sang were gone. Were they dead? There was no other explanation�they would have contacted him by now if they weren�t.
After the fight against Lemuel, Kylian had been forcibly kicked out of the game. When he�d logged back in, the entire forest zone had been gone. There was no explanation, and no patch notes�it had just vanished, probably for good.
�Still nothing?� Bidane asked as she walked up to Kylian.
�Nope. Not a thing,� Kylian replied. The camp�s remaining players were in the process of packing up. The Iron Dragons had lost a great number of players during this little adventure and, without Van to convince them to stay, they were losing more people with each day. The core team was still around, however. Kylian, Bidane, Capello, and Sahara had all pledged to stick together until they could find out what had happened to Van.
�Well, I hate to be the one to say it,� Bidane said, �but it�s time to call it. Two days and nothing? They�re either dead or they quit the game for good. Either way, there�s no reason to stick around. The camp�s decided to move to the south, to fight in some good old fashioned Dwarven wars. I suggest that we go with them.�
�Why bother?� Kylian asked. �This game is some kind of death trap. Bidane, I felt real pain in that zone. Dolly just got out of the hospital, and you were close to dying in there, too. Do we really want to be here? Do we really want to deal with all this for a video game?�
�I want answers,� Bidane said. �But you don�t get answers from staying still. So, we�re gonna move around and learn as much as we can from other players. Listen for rumors, try to figure out if anyone else knows about Draco being some kind of weird alien thing.�
�You keep talking about aliens,� Kylian said as he shook his head, �but I don�t buy it. It�s gotta be some kind of government testing. This whole game is probably some kind of mad experiment they�re running.�
�You didn�t hear what I heard,� Bidane said. �Draco is up to no good and they aren�t in league with the government. Dolly will back me up if she ever gets back into the game.�
�If she�s smart, she�ll stay far away,� Kylian said as he began to move with the rest of the players to file out of Bloodrock. Getting out of this area was far easier than getting into it had been.
�I want revenge,� Bidane said. �I swear to God I�m going to have it.�
�Why?� Kylian asked. �Why go to such lengths to fight against these guys?�
�You know, I�ll tell you something,� Bidane said. �A long time ago, I was trapped in a relationship with someone who tried to control me. He tried to hurt me really badly, and for the longest time, I let him. Then, one day, I snapped. I broke free and I made sure he wouldn�t hurt me ever again. I swore that I wouldn�t let anyone control me again. These Draco bastards? They want control, Kylian. They want it really badly. And I�ll be damned if I let them own me like my ex-husband thought he did. So that�s why I�m going to find these jerks and kill them. Because they want to rule everything, and no one rules over Bidane. Not Sang, not Van, and certainly not Draco.�
�Cheers to that, I guess,� Kylian said as they walked down to where Sahara and Capello were waiting for them.
�When are we going to kill something?� Capello asked. �And when�s Van gonna get back? I miss him�he always knew the best places to go on a spree.�
�He�s not coming back, kiddo,� Kylian replied. �I think we�re on our own for now.�
�Are they... dead?� Sahara whispered.
�No idea,� Bidane said. �And it�s not worth worrying about anyway. Come on�we need to move south.�
As the party moved past the massive walls of Bloodrock, something caught Kylian�s eye. It was Jet, Sang�s pet dragon. He was gently flying through the air. As soon as Jet spotted him, he flew down to meet Kylian.
�Hey there,� Kylian said. �Sorry, buddy, but I think your mom�s not gonna be around anymore.�
�I have no human mother,� Jet replied.
�I�m sorry, what?� Kylian said as he took a step back. Jet flapped his wings and hovered above him.
�I said I have no human mother,� the dragon said.
�You�re speaking? Words? English words?�
�I speak your language, yes. My fears are to be confirmed then? Have Sang and Van been slain?�
Kylian shrugged. He had no idea how this thing was so intelligent, and there was no way it was an AI. Artificial intelligence didn�t have the ability to contextually respond like that. But how could it be a player? That didn�t make any sense, considering that being a dragon just wasn�t an offered option. �I don�t know if they�re dead or not, but we�ve lost all contact with them.�
�They were in danger in there?�
�Yes,� Kylian said. �It was serious danger, too. Some kind of lizard guy.�
Jet didn�t like that. He began to grumble to himself in a strange language that Kylian couldn�t identify. It wasn�t any language that he had heard before. �I see, well, it is to be expected that they are dead then. A shame, for I had such high hopes for them. Do you still have control of your mercenary forces?�
�Um, yes, we do. Look, Jet, what exactly are you? Are you a player? You can�t be an AI�you�re far too advanced.�
�I assure you, Kylian, I am something far, far different than what you can imagine. Call those whom Van trusted over here. I wish to share something with them.�
�Oh, I, uh, I�m not sure�� Kylian began to stammer, but then he was fiercely interrupted by Jet.
�I did not ask! We do not have the luxury of time to decide such trivialities! Bring them here!� the dragon roared.
�Sure,� Kylian said. �Sahara, Bidane, Capello! Over here, now!� The three turned to see Kylian waving them over.
�What is it?� Bidane snapped.
�Oh, is that the dragon? He�s gotten so big!� Sahara said as she rushed over to see Jet. As the four gathered around the dragon, he looked back at them carefully.
�I should hope you are prepared to learn a great deal of things in a very short amount of time. The fate of the entire world now rests upon your shoulders.�
�What the hell? It talks?� Bidane asked.
�It does a lot more than that,� Kylian said with a heavy sigh. And with that, the floor beneath them collapsed and the leaders of the Iron Dragons Mercenary Company found themselves drifting in space, where they would be taught the darkest secrets of Draco.
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BLURB
In a time of darkness, unlikely heroes will rise.
The once-peaceful kingdom of Torvald has been ravaged by evil magic, forcing Riders to forget their dragons and their noble beasts to flee to the wilds. Now, anyone who dares to speak of dragons is deemed insane and put to death. Into this dark and twisted land, Saffron was born sixteen years ago. Blessed with the gift of dragon affinity, she has been forced into a life of exile, secretly dreaming of a normal life and the family she lost.
Scholarly and reclusive, Bower is the son of a noble house on the brink of destruction. His mission is to fulfill a mysterious prophecy and save his kingdom from the rule of the evil King Enric, but all he wants is to be left alone. When he meets Saffron, Bower gains a powerful ally�but her magic is too wild to control.
Their friendship might just have the power to change the course of history, but when the Dark Mage King Enric makes Saffron a tempting offer, their alliance will be shaken to the core.
Get your copy of Dragons of Wild from
www.AvaRichardsonBooks.com
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EXCERPT
Fire, Blood, and Sword
The Salamander Prophecy:
�Old and young will unite to rule the land from above. Upon the dragon�s breath comes the return of the True King. It will be his to rebuild the glory of Torvald�
Vance Maddox
The city is in uproar. I have never seen the like�even in the old days when the wild dragons would raid from the north. Never has there been so much terror, so much bloodshed and so much anguish. Screams fill the air as people are thrown from their homes. The ringing of bells, the call of the Dragon Horns, and above it all the fire and shriek of the agonized, enraged dragons.
Another beam from the roof splinters and explodes in a shower of sparks on the flagstones at my feet. I dodge to one side. Through the gap in the tiles above I see the red and orange scales of something vast and threatening. The dragon tries once more to get at us inside�to get at me!
�Protect the prince!� I call to the guards, all of them Maddox men and women like myself: tall, light-haired and pale-skinned. They have that rangy look those of the Maddox line never seem to quite outgrow.
�Captain!� The guard chief gives me a quick, stern nod. Gone are the smiles and the fine tunics that marked this small group of bodyguards as ambassadors. We�ve all thrown aside finery, replacing it with the hardened steel and iron armor of my family.
A hissing roar comes from above. The red-orange dragon once again throws its weight onto the roof. We can all hear the intake of its breath like a giant bellows.
�Flame shields,� I call, falling to one knee and holding up the specially-treated oval shield over my head, and not a moment too soon as a firestorm bursts into the hall from the dragon.
One of my guards is not so lucky. He screams and the stink of burning hair and flesh choke the hall. The dragon�s fire is fast, incinerating him in seconds, leaving ash floating on the air.
The flames last only a brief second, but already my arm aches from the force of the dragon�s breath. Maybe my brother and late father were right�how can any human live near such dangerous beasts, let alone build a city underneath their nests? This is the day that my brother, Prince Hacon Maddox, has decided to overthrow the rulers of Torvald and seize it for himself. May the storms guide me; I have sworn to help him.
�Up! Up and to the prince!�  Lowering my shield, I stand and leap forward, knowing we have only a little time before the orange and red dragon will be able to breathe fire down on us again. I catch a glimpse of the charred armor of the soldier who has died, melted now into slag. I don�t even know his first name.
No time for misery or cold feet now. We run through the long hall, feet pounding and armor rattling. Above us, dragons pound at the roof and walls and roar. Luckily for us, but not so lucky for Torvald royalty, this palace has been designed to withstand rogue dragon attacks. Its many halls are reinforced stone, shot through with metal bars. The king and queen�s best protection will become their prison.
Turning a corner, we face the next phalanx of Torvald guards, all wearing the imperial red and purple of the Flamma-Torvald household. Scars show how many battles they have fought, and their stance is that of fighting men and women.
But Flamma-Torvald, for all of its might, for all of its fame throughout the Three Kingdoms, has grown soft. The Maddox clan hails from the furthest east some generations ago. We�ve fought every tribe, every bandit and every upstart warlord between here and the ends of creation. The people of the Middle Kingdom have no idea what we can do�or what strange and terrible things we have already done.
�Death to the traitors!� shouts one of Flamma-Torvald guards, throwing his longsword forward in a jab that would have skewered me were it not for my reflexes. I catch and turn the blow, spinning to step inside the man�s guard.
A kick to his solar plexus sends him back. He falls, sprawling onto the floor. My second-in-command dispatches him with a solid thrust of his blade. The battle is fast and hard. I spin and parry. I hack until my sword no longer connects with armor and tissue and bone. Half my guard has been slain by the time we�re done, but all the Flamma-Torvald troops have fallen under our blades. My men and women look as though they have been drenched in red by the time that we finish, and I lean on my sword, panting.
�Sir?�
Looking up, I see one of the women of my guard pointing to the brick dust and mortar raining down from above us. She is right. We don�t have time for even a breath.
Ahead of us is our goal�what looks to be the ornate, wooden double-doors of the throne room. All this carnage has been planned months in advance by Hacon, my brother by our late father�and by me as well. Hacon and the Iron Guard are to be inside the throne room, seizing the king and queen, while I lead a group of soldiers through the palace halls to deal with any Dragon Riders we might meet.
Hacon has said the people of Torvald have no chance against us. I�d thought that mostly bravado. It is only now, standing outside the doors of the throne room with blood dripping down my blades that I start to believe. How long have I heard him and father rail about the day we would take the city? I never truly believed it possible.
Even now, I can hear Hacon�s shouts. �They are abominations! Dragons are evil, vile creatures�and they have enslaved the entire Middle Kingdom through their control of House Flamma-Torvald!� Our father never tired of repeating those same rants.
Why should I feel uneasy now?
The twin doors of the throne room open.  Two of the Iron Guards step out, their full-plate suits looking like the scales of dragons and gleaming in the torch light. Behind them, I see the opulent throne room of House Flamma-Torvald. A ring of the Iron Guard surrounding King Mason and Queen Druella Roule.
The carpets of the throne room seem washed in blood. Bodies of the royal guards lay hacked apart. The stench is almost unbearable. Looking at the blood, my stomach clenches and turns. It wasn�t meant to be like this. It wasn�t meant that so many should die. What have we done?
From behind his prison of blades, King Mason shouts, �How could you? We welcomed you to the citadel! We gave you a home!� I hear tears in his voice as well as anger.
My brother, his black hair revealed with his helmet off, walks to the window. Outside, dragons swoop through the sky as the city burns. Just a scant few years ago, we came to this citadel with our Iron Guard as a fine gift for the �glory of the dragon-king.� King Mason had been pleased then, giving us high places at court, installing our Iron Guard at every city gate and guard house. Little did he know this day would come, when our gifts would spring into action under our orders, seizing power and delivering the city to us.
Turning away from the window, Hacon smiles. His face seems sharper than ever, narrow and long.  �Call off your dragons.� Hacon points his sword at the queen. �Or she will be the first to die.�
�Cowards!� King Mason snarls the word. �Try me first, man to man!�
Get your copy of Dragons of Wild from
www.AvaRichardsonBooks.com
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