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            {Prologue: Tavin}

          

        

      

    

    
      A roar beckoned from beyond the edge of the mountain ridge. Tavin tumbled over and looked behind to see the other man struggling. Vast wings beat the air, closer and closer.

      “Hurry!” Tavin jogged back and grabbed the man’s hand, yanking him forward. “If we’re not inside the port-point by the time it catches us, you’re good as dead.”

      The somewhat rotund man wheezed. “Kid, I barely follow yer step or yer words. Ain’tcha got that ridiculous weapon ‘round yer wrist fer a reason?”

      “Blades won’t stop that thing.”

      If they were caught, this man would die. For real. Tavin didn’t have to worry about his own life—that was safe from talon and flame. He began to think that he’d planned this poorly. Rushed things. He should have kept looking for someone more suited to the job. Someone in a younger, more strapping body. Problem was, anyone particularly active, or likely to interact with Players was already quest-locked. If he hadn’t rushed, perhaps every last HereAfter Soul on Sevceneur—the portly fella included—would be beyond his reach.

      There’s only so much he could do with Class E developer privileges.

      Frustrating as this guy was, he didn’t want him to die. Not on his watch anyway. Tavin wondered if the man’s HP could handle a roll down the side of a mountain. It would certainly be quicker to just shove him and let his spheroid form gather some speed…

      The beast crested the ridge, roaring so their ribs shook, unleashing an eruption of fire that shattered the mountainside.

      Suddenly, the portly man was booking it ahead of him, arms swinging like axes.

      “That’s more like it,” Tavin said, grinning, and kept pace.

      The heads-up display built into his vision wouldn’t tell him exactly how far they had to go, but it would let him know when they entered the port-point. Tavin mentally navigated the menu floating in front of his eyes even as his feet found their way across the roots and rocks eager to trip him. He queued up the slab of meat he’d labeled “HackSnack” in his inventory, ready to be equipped the very instant he needed it.

      “Why in the high heavens,” screamed the portly man as he flew ahead, “Are there goddamn dragons on this world?”

      Because that’s what the customer asked for, thought Tavin. Because your life is worth less than a game. A powerful gust of air cut a chill into Tavin’s spine. “Get on the ground!” He didn’t wait for the man to do it himself. Tavin knocked him down and kept running.

      For as much pep as the extra fear had put in the man’s step, it wasn’t enough to get him to safety in time. That gust could only mean the dragon, known here as a Dryvrn, had caught up and put on the brakes, so to speak, to blow another blast of flame. Close enough this time that it would make well-done shish-kebab out of them.

      Tavin unhooked his bow and drew from his quiver in one smooth motion as he plotted a course through the woods ahead. He turned around, grasping a dagger with a length of rope tied to the end. He swung it sharply and launched the point straight into the beast’s mouth.

      Dryvrn - Lvl. 100 [155,697 / 155,698 HP]

      Then, before Tavin’s next footfall caught the ground…

      Dryvrn - Lvl. 100 [155,698 / 155,698 HP]

      That was fine. He yanked the dagger back, winding it around his arm again. He had the beast’s attention now. It didn’t care about the portly man, which meant that Tavin could haul off as fast as his rogue’s Level 23 legs would carry him. “Keep up behind!” Tavin cried to the man on the ground.

      “Are you fucking kidding me??”

      Even with everything on the line, Tavin couldn’t help a slight laugh mixing into his heaving breaths. He’d wondered what it would take for the man to break character. “Do it!”

      Tavin saw the marker stones he’d erected to let him know when he was close. The clearing he saw beyond the edge of the forest confirmed it. He pushed himself even harder.

      Stamina [0 / 1,034]

      He burst into the sunlight as the heads up display let him know he was inside the safe zone and he dropped into a roll through the long grass, popping up to face the beast.

      This was his first time face to face with the real thing. Well, real as it was, anyway. The actual thing. In spite of the terror clawing at every neuron in his skull, he was amazed at how truly real it looked. Felt, even. He could smell the char on its breath. He recoiled at the heat boiling in its throat. It was a work of art.

      The HackSnack dropped into his hand and he tossed it at the dragon. As expected, it snapped the meat out of the air and swallowed without chewing. No manners.

      Tavin exhaled and stayed that way.

      Then the dragon let its feet to the ground and folded its wings down. It sat like a dog at attention.

      Tavin took a deep breath. His nose burned as he held back the instinct to panic, immense torrents of adrenaline slowly dissipating from his system. Closing his eyes, he focused on breathing, trying to calm himself. At the clearing’s edge, he heard the man’s feet clomping towards him.

      “How the hell did you do that, kid,” the man asked, edging nervously around the dragon until he met up with Tavin.

      Tavin selected a bag of gold coins and tossed that into the dragon’s mouth as well. “It really doesn’t matter right now. Not with time so short.”

      The man made to say something, then thought better of it at the sight of Tavin’s grim mien. “Right. Of course. I understand.”

      “I hope so. I won’t be able to run this exploit again. Remember your instructions. This is a one shot deal.” Tavin toggled his inventory again, selecting the Letter. He handed it to the man. “This is everything right now. This is the life of every man, woman, and child on Sevceneur. You must not fail.”
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            Chapter One

          

          A Letter Received

        

      

    

    
      Nash Evers hadn't been dead long. In fact, sometimes he forgot that he'd managed to die at all. For a man who'd lived his life rising and rising to greater heights of power, the idea that he'd ever bite it seemed as foreign as an extinct language.

      But dead he was. Five short years in the grave. Or urn. He'd never bothered to follow up on what they'd done with his remains. He'd been far too busy once he arrived in HereAfter to bother with trivialities like that.

      Being dead was no excuse for slacking.

      He sat uncomfortably in a green room backstage, listening to the crowd’s murmurs punctuated by cheers beyond the shut door. He looked over his face in the mirror, marveling for the thousandth time at his youthful features. The stranger he’d become accustomed to near the end of his life was gone, the old familiar lines of a 30-something a welcome return. Death had its perks.

      He was greater than Achilles. Remembered in life and death—and able to enjoy every minute of it. And no weaknesses. Not anymore anyway.

      Just five years and already he'd claimed his place among the growing power elites of HereAfter. It helped that he'd carried over a lot from life. Some wealth followed you over that abyssal chasm, and all of whatever fame or infamy you'd managed to find in your corporeal days.

      He'd been wealthy enough that even after the incredible death taxes were levied against his expiration he still had more money than most, after life or before. And his great name followed him in its entirety. Reputation has a way like that. In fact, you might say that everyone in HereAfter knew about his passing before he did. He was welcomed, barely having the time to register the reality of his own demise, before being ushered away by old friends long gone.

      That was half a decade ago. He’d leveraged his wealth to build a shipping company once the HereAfter moderators implemented object-permanence for most of the realm. Now he comfortably enjoyed the proceeds of that prescient move and was working on further building his power. First business, then politics.

      In his sights now was a seat in the Twescenea Senate. All that stood between him and the next rung of his power climb were a few million souls’ votes from his district after a series of campaign stops.

      That was his life at the moment. Now he waited until it was his time to go out and rile up the crowd. It wasn't likely to be a tough race, but not one he could rest on his laurels for either. He needed to be present. He needed to be fierce. A setback here would follow him for long ages. One thing he'd learned about the dead was that they had very, very long memories.

      On Earth, you could get away with running a campaign for political office two, three, or more times, and perhaps have a shot each and every time. But no such thing was possible in HereAfter. Eternity raised the stakes.

      Of course, HereAfter had only existed for a little less than a century—who knew what sort of reality waited at the end of a thousand years? Ten thousand? A million? Would failures become ever more solid? Would your weaknesses ever be forgotten? Could you overcome?

      Nash Evers had no interest in running that experiment on himself. If he was going to chance an eternity, he was going to do it at the top.

      He glanced over his speech again, making notes in a series of differently colored inks.

      "Ghouls, ghosts, zombs, assorted undead," a slash in green to pause for laughter, "Or, as we call each other, my fellow Souls. I'm here today to share my vision for our long future. We have much to look forward to," a purple slash, for a slight pause, "but much also to fear." Purple slash. "I am not quite as old as many of you, especially our oldest citizens. Happy seventy-fourth deathday to Charles and Mindy," red underline for a smile and applause. "You are an example of what the best of HereAfter has to give us. And I want that for everyone." Red underline.

      “I was still a young man on Decimal Day,” purple slash. “The horror and despair of that fateful moment was something Corpos in the living world could only read about. For the survivors—I know there are few of you here—we must never allow you to see such a thing again. For the rest of us,” purple. “We must ensure that our lives are safe from such tragedy, and tragedies like it. It is not enough to simply be alive. That is our great fortune. It is how we live our etern—” No. Scratch that. “—infinite stretch of life that defines whether Twescenea, and HereAfter at large, will be places worth existing within.” Red slash for applause. “A beautiful HereAfter begins here!” Red underline. “A beautiful eternity begins now!” Red underline. “Together—”

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Come in.”

      The door swung open and Nash’s favorite assistant, Trindy, stepped through. Leggy, blonde, perfect proportions that he was certain she had paid extra for in passing. He glanced away. Despite his youthful looks and almost limitless virtual virility, he kept affairs at bay. He hadn’t been much of a hound in life—there was little point in starting now. Besides, the one time he’d let his heart get away from him, it hadn’t ended well.

      “A message came for you Mr. Evers,” she said. Her eyes betrayed an unrequited interest.

      He refocused and drew up his Heads Up Display. He called down his inbox but noted no new messages. “I don’t see anything. No alerts earlier either.”

      She stretched out her hand. It held an envelope made of thick, rough paper. “Actually, it seems to be a letter, sir.”

      Now that was unusual. It was all but unheard of to send physical letters. “Hunh. Well, give it here.”

      The corners of her lips pulled back nervously. “Should I hold off on bringing you to the stage?”

      “How important could it be?”

      “It is a letter.”

      Nash tore the envelope open and sat back in his chair. “There’s still a few minutes. We stay on schedule.”

      “You got it, sir.”

      He watched her leave, smiling to himself. She must have paid very well for her HereAfter avatar.

      Nash sighed and slid out the folded sheet and pulled it open.

      A chill shot down his spine as he eyed the first, few lines in a strange code.

      
        
        </>,<{>|<}>[<{>><<{>.<)>,<}{>

        <\>|<{>.<\\>,<][>

        <}{>|<{>{\

        {<\\>.<//>,<)>\

      

      

      It was a cipher. He couldn’t read it right away, but the unusual mix of characters told him one thing: There was only one person who could have sent it.

      Someone who shouldn’t be able to send him a letter here.

      Someone who shouldn’t be dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          An Older Code

        

      

    

    
      “That goddamn kid.” Nash knew somewhere inside of himself that shouldn’t be his first thought on hearing his only son, Isaac, might be joining him in the afterlife.

      Of course, the new circumstances of life and death certainly made the blow hit a bit less hard.

      He’d always been put off from children—his own and others. He’d never wanted one of his own, but things had gotten sticky. Kids got in the way. Especially with someone like Nash who took the concept of family seriously. So seriously that he wanted to ensure he kept his own as small as possible—nonexistent—to reduce risk.

      His whole life was a constant interplay between risk reduction and profit growth. Kids didn’t factor into either of those things well. He’d tried to keep his own as far from a factor in his life, but that was often made difficult. Little ones find a way.

      And here, even in death, it was still impacting him. He had an election to run and now he had to spend time cracking codes. All he could think was that it better be serious. Deadly serious—whatever that might mean.

      Nash closed his eyes and pulled air in through his nose, pushed it out between his lips. He focused on his breathing until his mind was empty of all else. Then he snapped to attention—emotionless automaton, a perfect recreation of his best self from his most lucrative days. At the height of his Earthly power he’d been able to crunch twenty digit calculations in his head, negotiate deals, and look damn good in a silk three-piece, all while ignoring whatever tides of stress and emotion lesser persons might have been swayed by.

      His eyes traced over the series of slashes, arrows, brackets, and other assorted figures, falling back some three decades or so in time to when he’d sat with Isaac—a rare attempt at parenting—as they’d crafted the code together. Over the next few years, they’d elaborated and refined the system, sending a series of increasingly complex letters back and forth.

      What iteration of the cipher had they ended at? Nash teased apart the figures and his memories. Good lord, how many of those messages had they sent each other? Back when he thought he could train his son to be like him. Someone to carry on the name and legacy. Before Isaac chose to become the disappointment he was. Nash was surprised Isaac had remembered the code at all.

      Finally, the pieces fell into place.

      “Sevceneur.”

      The first word. A name. One he recognized well, in fact.

      In HereAfter, citizens could choose what sort of place they wanted to live. Entire worlds—planets, actually—were crafted after the tastes of people. Nash had chosen Twescenea—Twenty-Second Century Earth. It was a facsimile of his own time and place.  He knew it well. Other lived in older times, some lived on colonized worlds, other enjoyed fantastical realms reproduced from fiction or freshly conceived for the citizens.

      Sevceneur was a peculiar one. Seventh Century Europe. The citizens there had specific requests, particularly that their experience be as close as reasonable to the actual experience of that century while remaining reasonably pleasant. That is to say, the same physical environment, with nice weather, good crops, and none of the wars. Oh, and no technology. No reminders of where they were or what they were.

      Nash had tried to make inroads with his company into Sevceneur, but had been quickly rebuffed by the ruling council there. They had no need for his services. And that was that. When they needed something mailed out of dire necessity they had their own means and wanted no further part of the outside world.

      But what was his lounge-about son doing in a place like Sevceneur?

      He turned his mind back to the code.

      “Help.”

      Well. That certainly didn’t bode well.

      “Swallow.”

      Strange.  If the words weren’t so coherent, he’d think he had gotten the code itself wrong.

      “Bead.”

      He noticed something taped to the paper. Under a small square of clear scotch tape was a transparent bead, smaller than a pencil eraser. He peeled back the tape and detached the tiny marble-like object, looking it over. There didn’t seem to be anything special about it. He shrugged, tossed it in his mouth, and swallowed.

      He felt nothing. Stranger still.

      “Read.”

      Well, yeah, on that already.

      “Aloud.”

      Oh.

      There was another piece of tape, this one holding the next fold in the paper closed. The message to this point read, “Sevceneur. Help. Swallow bead. Read aloud.”

      He peeled off the tape and fingered the page open the rest of the way, revealing a new section of code—the one he was, presumably, meant to read aloud.

      “Ah fuckin’ hell.”

      

      
        
        (<//>/<\\>&.!<\\>,<//>{\$.#<(>|<}{>.<{>%@.&<{}>><<()>,<{>[<]>!.$</>|<][>.<//>%><#.@

        <(>&.!<{}>$.#{@.&</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><!.$<>|<//>.<}>#.@</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><&.!%%%%%%%%%$.#<{}>@.&\!.${#.@[<//>|<>%{&.!}<{>.<}{>,<//>$.#</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><@.&%%%%%%%%%!.$%%%%%%%%%#.@<(>&.!<{}>$.#(@.&</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><!.$</>#.@{&.!<()>$.#</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><@.&%%%%%%%%%!.$<{}>#.@\&.!{$.#[@.&<[]>!.$<][>#.@</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><&.!{$.#\@.&\!.$</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><#.@%%%%%%%%%&.!<{}>$.#\@.&{!.$[<//>|<>%{#.@<//>><<{>&.!</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><$.#%%%%%%%%%@.&%%%%%%%%%!.$<(>#.@<{}>&.![$.#</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><@.&</>!.${#.@<()>&.!</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><$.#%%%%%%%%%@.&<{}>!.$\#.@{&.![$.#<[]>@.&<)(>!.$</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><#.@><&.!<{>$.#<()>@.&</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><!.$%%%%%%%%%#.@<{}>&.!\$.#{@.&[<//>|<>%{!.$<{}>#.@\&.!($.#[<//>|<>%{@.&<{}>!.$\#.@{&.![$.#<[]>@.&<][>!.$</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><#.@%%%%%%%%%&.!%%%%%%%%%$.#<(>@.&<{}>!.$\#.@</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><&.![$.#><@.&<}{>!.$</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><#.@%%%%%%%%%&.!<{}>$.#\@.&{!.$[#.@<[]>&.!<}{>$.#</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><@.&{!.$<{>#.@<}{>&.!</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><$.#%%%%%%%%%@.&<{}>!.$\#.@{&.![<//>|<>%{$.#<{}>@.&\!.$(#.@[<//>|<>%{&.!<{}>$.#\@.&{!.$</>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><#.@%%%%%%%%%&.!%%%%%%%%%$.#<}{>@.&<{>!.$<]></>.<{>,<>|<{}>[<//>.<\\>,<//>><#.@%%%%%%%%%&.!%%%%%%%%%$.#

        <>|<{}>.<\\>,<[]>@.&

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Cornflake Assembly

        

      

    

    
      Trindy poked her head in. “Sir? It’s about time now.”

      Nash looked her way. “Have you heard of any recent updates or patches to the HereAfter system recently?”

      “No, I don’t think so,” she said, a little puzzled.

      “The CANNs?”

      “No. Haven’t heard a thing.”

      “Any break-ins? Hacks, big or small? Anyone die?”

      “Anyone important you mean?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” she said, then quickly added, “And you know I keep on top of things.”

      “I know.”

      “Is it important for the speech?”

      Nash sighed and sat back in his chair. “No. Just a moment of curiosity.”

      “Well. Less than a minute, Mr. Evers.” She smiled brilliantly. “They’re really hyped. Really excited to see you.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      Trindy popped back out, closing the door with barely a click.

      Somehow this was probably about money. With Isaac, it had always been money. Nash had it, his son never did.

      He hadn’t talked to Isaac in something like fifteen years—he’d hoped the habit had been kicked. Or at least that the modest inheritance he left behind would have ensured that he wouldn’t be getting any check-writing requests from beyond the grave.

      But… he tapped his pen against the paper in front of him. He’d flipped his speech over and scribbled out the cipher longhand.

      What he had in front of him should not have been possible. Not in his world, or the one he left.

      Yet there it was.

      Nash had a new reason to marvel at the tech behind HereAfter: the chill that ran through him—up his spine and piercing into his belly. The sensation was of a raw torrent of endorphins barreling into his brain and setting his skin to tingling. It was incredible what they could make his digitized self feel.

      The chill came from a new reason to fear the tech of HereAfter. What his son sent him was responsible for that chill of terror. Embedded in the cipher was a series of computer instructions—assembly code, the code closest to ones-and-zeros that humans could reasonably get—designed specifically for the CANN, aka the Consciousness Analog Neural Network.

      The CANN was where your consciousness went when you died. A titanium tube, about the size of a Venti coffee, held the whole of your mind inside its strange alchemical processors. At one end was a small, traditional chip—affectionately referred to as the “Cornflake”, after its lead developer, Lucas Kellogg—which maintained access between the mind inside the CANN and the world of HereAfter. This controlled the connection, interface, and permissions.

      In theory, it should be virtually impossible for anyone to access the cornflake outside of extraordinary circumstances. Circumstances so extraordinary that the basis for such a procedure hadn’t needed to be tested even once in the entire, nearly one hundred year history of the CANN. But such a thing was still possible.

      What should not have been possible was for anyone inside HereAfter to have access. No one should be able to edit their own Cornflake. No one.

      But there it was in ballpoint. He hadn’t recognized it immediately, but by the last line of code, he knew what he must be looking at. In life, he’d been one of the many investors in HereAfter R&D. After much prodding, he’d convinced one of the researchers to show him old drafts of Cornflake code.

      He never thought he’d see it again after that visit to the sterile offices deep underground. But here it was. Slightly different—a much updated version, no doubt—but the real deal.

      Another knock on the door. How long had he been lost in thought?

      “Yes?”

      Trindy’s lip pulled up on one side of a worried version of her stellar smile. “Mr. Evers, they’re getting a bit anxious.”

      Money. It had to be about money. He’d deal with his son and this code after his speech. Nothing—absolutely nothing—was going to get in the way of his eternity.
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          Rough Landing

        

      

    

    
      The speech was a success and Nash left in his so-called “starship” immediately after. His ship seemed to punch through the atmosphere of Twescenea and into the inky vacuum of “space” with the same sense of triumph that he felt after that rally.  His victory was all but assured and, with not much else to do, he rested back into his chair, eyes closing, mind falling into its own inky introspection.

      Nash wondered again at the minds of the designers of HereAfter.  In a reality where you could easily think your destination and be there—if the system had been programmed for such a thing—it managed to frustrate his sentiments towards efficiency over and over again to have to move in such a deplorably practical way.

      Man had, for all intents and purposes, discovered teleportation, and he couldn’t even buy the privilege to use it. Nonsense.

      The system had been designed with an impressive team of social scientists and psychiatrists, all working together to try to design a sort of tenable heaven. Some truths seemed inescapable. If life—or death—was too easy, people would get bored, depressed. They’d tap out, or go insane. There needed to be enough of the so-called “real world” in HereAfter in order for people’s minds to accept and live with their new reality long-term.

      He was reminded of a line from a classic, twenty-first century film, one he imagined playing in the background of every meeting of the HereAfter creators. “The first Matrix was quite naturally perfect, it was a work of art, flawless, sublime. A triumph equaled only by its monumental failure.” Nash imagined the architects of HereAfter had such a warning well in mind. “A perfect human world where none suffered, where everyone would be happy. It was a disaster. No one would accept the program. Human beings define their reality through misery and suffering.” Indeed.

      So the designers, the coders, the scientists, social and natural, all worked together and landed upon a new reality that was fantastic enough to dim the ache of death, and living enough to ground each Soul for the long haul.

      Well, all this time gave him two things at least. First, the chance to build a shipping empire for all the things that needed physical movement from world to world and, second, the chance to think. Away from the chants and cheers, away from the messages and people. Thinking.

      He thought for a moment about that digital vacuum beyond the hull of his ship. How much detail was there? What would happen if he blew the hatch? Would there be a violent depressurization? Would it be cold? Could he breathe? Would it hurt? Where did the force of imposed pseudo-reality end and the limits of design begin?

      He pulled the speech out of his pocket. It had been a success. Staying on this path would all but guarantee him a victory. And then it was just a steady march to greater success in the future. He had only to remain steady.

      With a heaving sigh, he flipped the page over in his hands and stared at the Cornflake assembly code. This was the real deal. Whatever Isaac was asking him to do would have a real effect and real consequences.

      If he was going to do this, he might as well get on with it. He cleared his throat and steadied his voice. He couldn’t afford the slightest mistake.

      “Bowl. Load. Free. Inject. Spoon.” The first and last words were security keywords serving two functions. It was infinitesimally unlikely that someone would ever say bowl load free inject spoon, and that therefore protected against accidentally accessing the code editing software. The words bowl and spoon were also secret—had been secret, anyway—ensuring only the right people could access the sequence. The words between were a sort of heading that told the chip what to expect and allow.

      Nash felt nothing change. He didn’t know what he expected, but it was strange to think that he was getting ready to edit his very existence in some small way.

      “F. I. A. Semicolon. M. O. V,” he said carefully.

      He continued in this way for five lines, then finished with, “Milk.”

      It wasn’t a picosecond after his throat clicked out the K in “milk” that he finally felt something.

      Felt was the wrong word for it. It was like a veil of waking-sleep passed over him and then vanished, as if, for a moment, he’d entered a lucid dream that looked no different than it had the moment before, and then, almost as quickly, he was awake again.

      It was brief, bizarre, and left him unsettled.

      Outside the window, Sevceneur came into view as a dazzling, blue marble against the abyssal backdrop. To take his mind off of the experience he’d just been through, he started to comb through the news records of Sevceneur. It had been a while—over a year at least—since he’d come through looking to wrangle them into his shipping network. He wondered what had changed, if anything. Maybe there were new opportunities afoot. No use letting a long journey go to waste.

      But there was simply nothing. Not a single byte of media data was devoted to Sevceneur. If he went back some eighteen months, there it was—a quiet, posthumous hermitage with little devoted to it, but still something. Then, as if some sepulchral Darth Vader had come along and mistaken it for a Rebel base, it was gone.

      While in the newsreels it had vanished, in front of him it was already taking up almost the whole view. “Entering atmosphere in three minutes,” the computer warned.

      Nash made his way to a chair and strapped in. There was enough reality in this world that the landing would be bumpy.

      He went over the next few days’ schedules in his mind. He hoped this would be quick. Delays could cost him the election. And the election was his life. His death. His forever.

      Isaac hadn’t left him any more details than the name of the planet. He didn’t give him an address, or even a city. Hell, he didn’t even know if his son was actually on Sevceneur. Typical, indeed.

      Nash told the computer to set down at Sær, the largest English-speaking city. The locals wouldn’t like a spaceship landing in the middle of their Medieval world, so he made sure to aim for the outskirts.

      “Atmosphere breach in ten…”

      He folded up the page and thrust it back in his pocket with the original letter and gripped the armrests for entry.

      “One.”

      The ship rocked violently. Much more violently than it had the last time he was here.

      The screens on all the displays flicked off. Another impossible thing today. Nash was getting sick of impossible things.

      The console began to tear from the hull, and the hull began to rip, air blasting inside the ruptured ship. He felt none of it.  No wind, no cold. Nothing. Impossible, impossible.

      Instead of shearing and flying apart as he’d expected, the pieces of the ship began to shred themselves into smaller and smaller fragments while remaining more or less in place. Smaller and smaller they broke down until they seemingly dissolved and he was alone plummeting through the sky for the surface of Sevceneur.

      He looked out and recognized the shape of Sær, the city he’d set the nav for. He even recognized the Alps-like mountains behind it and the farmlands to the east. But beneath him, in the outskirts west of the city, where there should have been a wide expanse of fields dotted with picturesque villages, there were only the endless rolling dunes of a lifeless desert.

      The yellow-white sand rushed at him with the speed of a falling body.

      Then he stopped.

      No collision. No jerk. No inertia. He simply stopped.

      He tried to blink, but couldn’t.

      He tried to breathe, but couldn’t.

      He went to put his feet down, but couldn’t.

      He looked around but found nothing but sand and sky.

      Nothing at all.

      Not even himself.

      His body was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Self-Made Man

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Dragons Rising.

      What the hell.

      Default Race: Human

      Please choose your class.

      What the ever-loving hell.

      Floating in view above the sand was a logo of some sort in curling medieval text. Dragons Rising.

      Below it was a long list of words, like something out of a fantasy novel. The first dozen or so were bold and bright. Knight, Paladin, Barbarian, Rogue, Necromancer, Sorcerer, Bard, and so on. Then there was a line, and the list went on in a lighter font, as if they weren’t meant to be chosen.

      Warrior Monk, Wrestler, Swashbuckler, Assassin, Pirate, Ranger, Thief, Guardsman, Priest, Mage, Warlock, Druid, Gambler, Craftsman, Ganglord, Attorney, Merchant, Senator, King, General, and it kept on.

      Nash shook the confusion from his mind and moved his hand over the word “Merchant.” It was what he was, essentially, and he wasn’t exactly certain what he was clicking or why.

      Was this a game? It seemed—again—impossible, but impossible was the word of the day. This whole moment with the logo and whatever thing about “classes” reminded him of things his son had tried to explain to him about the games he played. This was the first and only time he’d ever wished he’d listened more to his son.

      Please create your character.

      Character? His little game hypothesis was seeming more and more likely.

      Unsure how much of his decisions here on Sevceneur would follow him when he returned from this insane adventure, he made sure to recreate himself exactly as he had been before being relieved of his digi-flesh. The avatar editor was a fascinating bit of work. He crafted himself from a simple template, and then pressed and prodded the body into the shape he wanted. A predictive algorithm kept it all looking natural while letting him sculpt out a little extra muscle here, curve back some flab there. He took a moment to clean up some of the rougher edges of his old self—just in case.

      He dipped into a palette of colors and drew out dollops of hues to paint in his skin tone, his hair, his eyes. It was strangely pleasant, this act of creation, and he forgot himself for the first time in longer than he could possibly remember. He fell into the painting and the carving. The diversion of play caused his concerns over the coming election to evaporate.

      For a little while, at least.

      When he’d finished reforming his avatar he selected “OK” and felt one of the strangest sensations of his whole existence as his consciousness became encapsulated in his flesh-and-bone form.  It felt, at that moment, like a prison, or, worse, like what he imagined it felt like for those cavers who became stuck in a too-narrow passage. It was claustrophobia of a kind he’d never experienced.

      It hadn’t occurred to him somehow, but in his de-corporealized form, he’d been indistinguishable from the rest of his surroundings. There was no break between his sense of self and the rest of HereAfter. He was one with all things.

      Hitting “OK” was like someone dragging a Bodhisattva from the precipice of Nirvana and rolling him up in a rug. And then sitting on the rug.

      Please allocate your Base Attribute Points (BAP).

      Caution—once allocated, points cannot be moved or exchanged. They are permanent.

      There will be opportunities to gain more points in the future, but how you start can have big consequences for the rest of your time in Dragons Rising. Please make your selection with the utmost care.

      He swiped at the box full of words in front of him. His hands, freshly crafted, felt alien to him. How strange.

      A new screen appeared in front of him.

      Class: 	Merchant

      BAP Avail: 20

      Strength: 0

      Swiftness: 1

      Dexterity: 2

      Stamina: 1

      Stam. Regen: 101 sec/SP

      Health Regen: 100 sec/HP

      Mana: 0

      Mana Regen: 63sec/MP

      Charm: 2

      The calm of his brief ascent to near-enlightenment was gone and all he wanted was to move on with things. He pressed and held the plus sign next to “charm” until the BAP was down to zero.  He’d never been much of an athlete, but charm had gotten him everything he wanted in life. He swiped at “OK”.

      It seems you’ve loaded all your points into one attribute. This is generally recommended against. You will be at a grave disadvantage should you need to do, well, anything else. Are you certain you want to proceed?

      Yes / No

      “Yes.” Another set of words appeared. “Oh for chrissake.”

      Please choose two accessories to begin the game with.

      For extra effectiveness, be sure they are suitable for your chosen class and skills!

      He blithely scrolled through the list. Boots, bags, coats, cups, gems, gloves, glasses, gauntlets, hats, helmets, pistols, powders, pouches, potions, rings, ropes, scrolls, swords, slings, slacks, sacks, shirts, and more in a seemingly endless list, seemingly unsorted, each one with its own seemingly unique name.

      He flicked at the list and let it fly past, each entry a grey blur, and then stabbed his finger into the randomness.

      Ædec the Wallbreaker’s DragonBlade of Conquest.

      An ancient weapon, crafted in the days when swordsmiths had legendary skill and matchless tools. This blade belonged to Ædec the Wallbreaker—forged in the heat from a tamed dragon’s breath and lost among great irony in the grip of Ædec himself during his last grey-haired campaign in the Second Great dragon War.  It is remarkably light for a weapon of its size and deadliness. It can only be destroyed in the sustained fire of a dragon-forge.

      Damage mult: 50

      Strength req: 30

      Dexterity req: 3

      Stamina Draw: 3 / sec

      Wonderful. Goddamn kids’ games.

      He flicked again and stabbed once more.

      McGillicuddy’s Glorious Guide to Gildless Guilding in Crafts for the Guileful

      The title truly says it all.

      charm req: 42

      Mana req: 1

      Dex req: 7

      Right. Yeah. Whatever.

      Nash swiped at “OK” and his field of view changed. No more pop-ups and all the silly nonsense was gone. Instead, it was only his peripheral vision that had signs of extra detail. It was modeled on the retinal-uplink interface—aka the RUIF, or “roof”—from back in the living world, or the general heads-up displays everyone had access to in HereAfter.

      There were a series of prompts and data points floating at the edges. All he had to do was focus even slightly for them to come into sharp relief. Engendering a deeper sense of curiosity about any prompt would cause a drop-down of further details or options to draw out. He also noticed he could use his hands to navigate as well.

      But none of this made sense. Colored bars with XP? MP? HP? An empty box labeled “Skills”? It was completely alien and yet somewhat familiar at the same time. This is just like those goddamn games. Whatever Isaac had gotten him into, it was beginning to wear on his nerves.

      But at least he seemed to have control of his body and his vision at last. To his left—which he recalled was north— the snow-capped mountains rose with impressive majesty in the far distance. That meant to his right, somewhere just out of earshot, was a great ocean. Behind him, nothing he knew. Ahead, beyond the dunes, the great city of Sær, and some answers to his questions.

      Hopefully.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART II

          

          WOES

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          {Administrator E: Isaac}

        

      

    

    
      Isaac leaned back in his chair, fingers compulsively picking at the leather armrests as he watched the rightmost of three screens he had in front of him. The air conditioning was starting to get under his skin. He had goosebumps all up his bare arms. Any other day he’d have said something, or gone to find the remote himself, but the last thing he wanted was to draw attention right now. Now he needed to be invisible.

      Around him, the cold air was filled with the sound of a dozen hackers—typing, slurping, crunching, groaning, squeaking in their seats. He looked around at them. Most had become friends of his by now, at least at lunchtime and in the hour before bed when he forced himself to be sociable.

      Most of them were nothing like him, and that gave him some relief. Most of them had families, or at least some notoriety in the greater hacking community. These were people who would be missed if they disappeared. That small fact and the comfortable chairs they got at their desks—along with decent meals and nice rooms—helped buoy his spirits. Maybe he wouldn’t be taken out back and shot through the head when he’d finished his contract.

      His chances of walking back to life outside this compound depended then on one thing—that no one find out that he knew what he knew, or what he was doing with that knowledge.

      His promotion from Administrator E to D level a few weeks ago had given him enough insight into the system for him to work his way into a handful of poorly secured file systems he, strictly speaking, wasn’t supposed to have access to. That’s when he learned what he was involved with.

      He knew right away that the secret he’d found was enough to kill over—and perhaps to die for.

      Did the others know? Did they even have a suspicion? No, it was unlikely. He almost hadn’t noticed it himself. The small inconsistencies. The subtle registry recoding in the D level. The unprecedented behavior of the NPCs when he walked around the game.

      Then again, perhaps he’d have survived simply knowing. Hell, maybe he’d have gotten a further promotion. But then he did something he couldn’t come back from. He followed his curiosity, his suspicions. He exercised a bit of knowledge he was lucky to even have. Few on the whole of Earth or the outlying colonies knew anything of the arcane code he used to confirm the reality of the horrors he was part of.

      He’d changed just one small thing—his hair color. But the fact he’d been able to use that code in that environment meant something he could barely fathom. And that’s when everything changed for him.

      That’s when he started eating with the others. When he started joining drinking and gaming sessions at night. Anything to blend in, seem utterly non-threatening. Anything to pick up scraps of information. Things he could use to piece together the larger puzzle.

      After several weeks of this, he had an increasingly comprehensive view of what was going on. It had taken ages, but he’d accessed a few more poorly protected text files. He knew why they were there. He knew what the game was. And he knew a name—BlueDawn.

      He hacked together a hail mary of an exploit and, well, now he was waiting to see if it worked. There was no way to find out if his messenger had made it to his target. No way to know if his target would follow the instructions properly. But he had hope.

      A name appeared on the list of newly registered players on the screen. He blinked his eyes vigorously to focus. Yes, it was him. And that meant it was time.

      He swiveled his chair to face the room. “I’m going in for some diagnostics,” he said. He got a few thumbs up, but mostly everyone stayed silent.

      He got up from his seat and made his way to one of three horizontal platforms. He laid down and pulled on the booties, gloves, and helmet. He rested into the body mold and felt it adjust to his size as pod doors slid up and cocooned him inside. A series of prods ran along his back and nestled at the spaces between his vertebrae.

      He hated this next part. He flipped the switch. There was a searing jolt and then deep moments of nothing.

      Welcome back to Dragons Rising, Tavin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Newb’s First Fight

        

      

    

    
      Fire. Fire in his feet, in his thighs. Fire in his lungs. Fire in the sky, beating down on his head. No cover in any direction—pure desolation. In front of him, rising steeply, only sand. Tough going—every step drew him back a few inches as he slipped on the dune. It was a slow, agonizing process. But if there was anyone used to slow, agonizing pursuit it was Nash Evers.

      Even so, for a moment it crossed his mind how unbefitting it was for a trillionaire, and politician of gleaming repute, to be caught in this sweltering hell, this dirty, dusty march. But he shook it off. Nash knew that it never helped a so-called aristocrat to hold themselves in high regard—leave that for everyone else.

      Nash lived by a faith of sorts, a way of looking at the world that he credited with his success. To succeed lastingly in the world, the rich must believe themselves to deserve everything, including any failures they met.  Believing in yourself, as strongly and deeply as possible, is the first step to success. The wealthy must make their fight alongside the poor—or at least make it seem so—and only then might they escape with all they’d made.

      This, Nash understood, was how he’d survived the many uprisings of the twenty-second century. He knew when the jig was up. He knew when to fade away, when to pass his wealth back, when to stand on the streets with a rag-stuffed bottle in one hand and a match in the other. He had no problem hiding his money off-planet and living like the rabble for a few months until things cooled down. The food was good on the streets, the music too. He did not fear the poor, only poverty itself.

      Those who held themselves up too high all too often fell to the mob’s knives.

      It was easy enough for Nash—he’d grown up on the edge of poverty. He had no identity to invent—he had only to draw upon his own strange youth. Discomfort was nothing new to him. It was as old as he was.

      Still, these goddamn dunes could go to hell.

      At last, he crested. He sank to his knees as he spied the great city of Sær none too far away. And no troublesome dunes to intervene. The wall that surrounded the city stood tall and unmolested—every stone in its rightful place and two guards posted comfortably at either side of the western gate. He was close enough that he could just make out their distinct movements. Yes, after almost an hour of scrambling he’d be there in less than fifteen minutes.

      It took the full measure of a lifetime-plus of discipline not to go running down the other side of the dune and haul out full-bore for the gate.  He walked with his practiced stately pride, stepping gingerly down the slippery slope.

      At the level expanse of sand, he allowed himself a quickness of pace. He was eager for a drink and for some answers.

      The sand in front of him twitched. At the same time a small, red exclamation point began pulsing softly in his peripheral vision.

      “Just when I thought things were getting simple,” he grumbled.

      Encounter!

      This is your first encounter—congratulations! Things are getting exciting! Eliminate your enemy to earn points, unlock abilities, and find rare items. The way to defeating a dragon starts here! Good luck!

      For fuck’s sake. A grotesque, emerald face popped out of the sand. It was a dome-like visage, with five bead-like eyes on either side and a thin mouth lined with razor teeth. A stout, white body followed, about the size of two footballs, end to end. It was limbless, like a worm. The texture of its skin made it look like it was covered in subcutaneous beads. It crawled towards him, contracting and expanding its body as it went.

      Desert Xmir — Lvl. 1 [10 / 10 HP]

      Nash shook his head and made to walk past it.

      He’d gained a few paces when he heard a low snarl. There was the sound of a strained effort of some sort, and then a flash of red clouded his vision along with a shock of pain. The little bar in the top of his vision appeared and shrank.

      Nash Evers [18 / 20 HP]

      He wasn’t exactly sure what was going on, but he knew that whatever that meant, it wasn’t good. Things tending towards zero were always bad in his experience. Bank accounts, stock points, pints of beer. Nothing good came of nothing.

      He took a few stumbling steps forward and then swung around and thrust a foot behind him for balance. The so-called Xmir was sitting there, wriggling on the ground.

      Nash had never sat down and played a game, but he was no hermit either. He knew enough to put the pieces together. He gave an angry shout and kicked hard at the nasty beast, sending it flying backwards a couple feet.

      Desert Xmir [9 / 10 HP]

      Just keep kicking it, he figured. Get that stupid counter down to zero and it’d be out of his hair and he could get on with this awful day.

      The Xmir shook its head angrily and contracted its body. Nash snapped his leg out, foot flexed, going for a solid gut slam, but missed completely as the Xmir launched itself at him and found purchase on the inside of his swinging knee. The crunch of teeth into bone hurt more than before, but luckily he only lost the same two HP despite the triple amount of agony.

      Nash tried to position himself for another kick but stumbled backwards, unable to balance comfortably on his injured knee. He didn’t recall HereAfter allowing for this much pain.

      The thing just sat there as its dark eyes began to glow. Nash felt a deep burning on his arm and noticed that the cloth has been scorched away. The blasted thing had eye lasers!

      Nash hadn’t dealt with this sort of outright pain since childhood and decided to just abandon the whole damn fight. He turned and ran. If he could get to the guards they probably had something to take care of the Xmir anyway.

      He managed to stay just ahead of the disgusting creature, but that was decidedly not enough. The sands to his left shifted and shook as another Xmir popped out, [10 / 10 HP] and all. Then another to his right.

      Then in front of him. Surrounded.

      Even if he landed every kick, he didn’t think he’d be able to take them all out—and he didn’t want to know what happened when his own HP reached zero.

      His heart began to race as the second Xmir flew at him and bit into him as a third burned a hole in his back. He managed to prepare for the last one, and gave it a solid kick in the teeth.

      Critical Hit!

      Desert Xmir [7 / 10 HP]

      He tried to ignore the sense of relief and queued up a foot for the first Xmir, but it flew at him—jaws all too familiar now—and sank into his thigh.

      Nash Evers [8 / 20 HP]

      Shit. Below half. Running wouldn’t save him—it only made things worse. Kicking was only successful half the time. Even if he could get the guards’ attention they’d were too far away to be of any help.

      Beginner’s Tip!

      Use a weapon to inflict more damage on your enemies!

      Of course! How stupid of him. He reached for the sword hanging at his waist and drew the long, dark blade from its scabbard to level it at the nearest Xmir and… the point promptly plunged into the sand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Desert Co-Op

        

      

    

    
      “AHHHHHHHH!!” Nash dropped the sword and launched himself at the Xmir with the lowest HP, swinging his fists as fast as he could, a mayhem of popups, pain, and pummeling clouding his mind.

      “GOD!” Punch!

      Desert Xmir [6 / 10 HP]

      A burn through his shoes. The others wouldn’t wait for him to finish.

      Nash Evers [6 / 20 HP]

      “FUCKING!” Slam!

      Critical Hit!

      Desert Xmir [3 / 10 HP]

      A bite at his calf from another enterprising beastie.

      Nash Evers [4 / 20 HP]

      “DAMN!” Stomp!

      Desert Xmir [2 / 10 HP]

      A snarl shuddered in his ear as a bite ground into his neck.

      Nash Evers [1 / 10 HP]

      “IT!!”He brought both of his fists pounding down at once.

      Critical hit!

      Desert Xmir defeated!

      10 XP gained!

      Level 2 achieved!

      There was a small flutter in his stomach and he felt… better. His wounds healed  The HP bar had refilled and now showed something a bit more hopeful.

      Nash Evers [63 / 63 HP]

      “Yes! That’s what I’m talking about!” Good lord, he sounded just like his son.

      There were still three creatures to take care of. He took a few steps back to try and gather his thoughts. Bad idea. That triggered yet another Xmir to come poking up out of the desert to replace the one he’d just finished off.

      He went after the weakest one again, hoping the same strategy would serve him well, but that wasn’t the case. He made fewer critical hits. It was taking too long. The effort of fighting itself was wearing him down, as was the pain of every attack he received. Any time he tried to take a few steps to regroup another one popped out. He was overwhelmed.

      Soon his HP was back down where it had been before he’d leveled up and his skin was torn to hell. He looked around at his body—raw flesh hung open and exposed. He didn’t think this was a normal part of the HereAfter programming. Holy hell, it was painful. His mind was completely clouded over. His fight or flight instinct flipped and all he could manage was a frantic scramble backwards, digging grains of sand into his dripping wounds.

      He was down to just [11 / 63 HP] when he head footsteps pound the ground near him. Whatever it was, it sounded a lot larger than the Xmir. He guessed he was about to find out exactly what happened when his meter hit the big-oh.

      The footsteps came down in front of him, kicking out a cloud of dust so all he could see were brown leather booths, something like a brown cape snapping in the wind, and a haze of brown nothingness swirling all around.

      “Stay back!” the figure yelled with a touch of panic.

      There’s a whistling in the air and an accompanying squelching sound.

      Desert Xmir defeated in co-op combat!

      5 XP gained!

      This happened another four times in a row.

      His cloaked savior turned around but his face was covered. “How much XP to your next level?” asked the mystery man.

      Nash focused on the curious “XP” bar.

      Nash Evers — Lvl. 2 [35 / 36 XP]

      “Just one,” he said. “I think.”

      “Thank god. Come on then.” He took a few steps toward the city and another Xmir popped out. “Get in one good whack, and then step back.”

      Nash felt eminently silly, rushing at the disgusting thing and bopping it in the face. He was still trembling with exhaustion and pain, but he managed to steal a quick, single health point from it.

      Before the Xmir could retaliate, the cloaked person had killed it. How, Nash didn’t see—it was too fast.

      Level 3 achieved!

      Nash Evers — Lvl. 3 [128 / 128 HP]

      He felt the pain vanish and his wounds close up. It was a powerful relief.

      “Stay behind me,” the cloaked man said. “That was too close.”

      “Not as close as last time at least,” said Nash with a nervous laugh as he went back for the sword.

      The cloaked man looked over his shoulder and seemed to peer deeply from between the straps of cloth covering his face.

      “Got down to just one point of that HP stuff earlier, before I got that second level thing. Healed me right up.” He grabbed the hilt of the sword he’d left lying in the sand but again it barely budged. He struggled, groaning against the weight, to lift it a foot. “Any idea what happens if you get to zero?”

      “Nothing good,” said the cloak, stepping over to Nash. He snatched up the sword as if it were mere gossamer and slipped it back into its scabbard at Nash’s side.

      “Come,” he said, hurrying off with broad strides towards Sær. “And stay behind.” The Xmir made to pop out as they walked towards the city, but the cloak made quick work of them.

      Nash could finally see how his weapon worked. It was an interesting blade—one straight knife, with a second hooked edge coming off the side—attached to a length of slender rope. He threw the blade with flawless precision, killing the Xmir before they could even poke their heads all the way out, and snapped it back, coiling the rope around his hand as fast as it came.

      “Sevceneur’s changed a lot in the last year or so, hunh,” Nash called after the cloak. “I got a lot of questions. In fact, I’m looking for someone.”

      The cloak carried on ahead, wordless. Nash focused on the man in front of him, trying to pull up some information. He got a name.

      Tavin — Lvl. 30

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          The Gates of Sær

        

      

    

    
      “Tavin! I greatly appreciate your help,” Nash said, jogging to catch up. “I’ll be happy to reward you. And if you can be my guide, help me take care of a few things, I’ll pay you well.” Silence still. “Would it help if I killed a few of those things with you? I’ve got a ton more of that HP stuff now.” He didn’t relish the idea of facing the Xmir again, but he’d never been one to let others fight his battles for him, big or small.

      The cloak stopped. “Yes, actually. That would be good for you.” He spun around and an arm held out a wing of his cloak. Underneath, the figure was lithe, though decidedly male. Long hair peeked out near his shoulders. Tavin drew out a small rapier-like sword and handed it to Nash.

      You’ve received:

      Mylln’s Blade

      A rare blade indeed! Many generations ago, when the high seas were a calmer place and a young swashbuckler could focus on adventurin’ over fightin’, young Mylln chased the sunrise to the far side of the world and there found the mystical city of Urashi. In ancient temples and new castles, he learned many esoteric arts—but none more precious than sacred Urashi swordsmithing. These blades were sharp as a fresh razor, though heavy and weak. Back to his faraway home he brought this exotic knowledge and mixed it with local skill. Into the blade of the Urashi he added the extrails of a Gyrrnbyst to create a sword unlike the world had ever seen. As sharp as any Urashi steel, but a hundredth the weight. Poor Mylln demonstrated the blade at the morning festivities of the harvest fest—and was dead by night, the blade never seen again… Until you found it! Congrats!

      Damage mult: 20

      Strength req: 1

      Dexterity req: 1

      Stamina Draw: 0.1 / sec

      That was… more information than he needed. He swung it a few times to get the feel. “Well now. That’s much better.”

      “You take point,” said Tavin. “Kill as many as you can before we get to the city.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “If you run into trouble, I’ll have your back.”

      Nash moved towards the city. He tensed sharply, shoulders curling inwards, as he saw a Xmir appear. Its infernal eyes began to glow. “AHHHHH!!” Mylln flew out blindly, but found its mark with ease, skewering the vile creature.

      The next was dispatched with a touch more class, if yet no grace.

      “Don’t forget to check the bodies as you go,” Tavin called after him.

      Nash turned around and shrugged.

      “Just touch them once after they’re dead. You’ll see.”

      Nash touched the recently parted.

      You’ve received:

      Xmir Meat x1

      “Oh. Lovely.”

      “It’s not all Xmir meat.”

      “Sounds like a terrible motto for the city.”

      “Just keep checking. You never know what will pop up. And killing this many all at once you’re bound to find at least one worthwhile item before long.”

      Nash was skeptical, especially after the thirteenth Xmir Meat and seventh Xmir Skin. But he was Level 4 now and had nearly 200 HP, so he was feeling better already. And, with the new sword, he’d managed to avoid all but a few unlucky scratches.

      You’ve received:

      Æg’odhrng (legendary artifact)

      You have no idea what you’re holding in your hands right now. Don’t feel bad, no one truly knows. The power contained herein is unmatched in potential.  Who made it, or how, is lost to time. All that is known for sure is that it comes from beyond the edge of history. Before the scribe invented his profession, Æg’odhrng was whispered of in fables handed from father to son. Even the great Dryvrn Elders will not speak its true name. It is said that all things will change the day this ring is worn. Bear this burden with care.

      Well, Nash had to give these people credit for creativity. Whatever the citizens of Sevceneur were up to, it was a hell of a show.

      “Find anything good?” asked Tavin.

      “Nothing I can use.”

      “For now. Things will start to make sense—well, more sense—soon.”

      “Eh, if I spend enough time here to go crazy enough that I understand a word like ‘Æg’odhrng,’ just go ahead and Decon me.”

      Tavin stopped walking and turned to Nash. “What did you say?”

      “Just that I’m not planning on spending enough time here to learn all the kooky things they’ve cooked up.”

      “What was the name of the artifact?” Tavin made a few hand motions in front of him, clearly pulling up some database.

      “Æg’odhrng,” said Nash.

      Tavin punched fingers into the air a few times, then swiped, eyes widening. “That’s what I thought.” He closed the screen.

      “What?”

      “It has a different name now, but it’s the same thing,” Tavin said to himself. Then he focused his eyes on Nash. “Bury it deep in your items. Forget you ever saw it.”

      Nash furrowed his brows. “What are you on about?”

      “Do not take it out. Do not leave it somewhere. Do not drop it. Do not sell it.” Tavin stepped closer to Nash, taking him by the shoulders to drive home the urgency of his statement. “Do not even utter its name. Lock it away in your inventory and forget it ever existed.”

      “Okay.”

      Tavin tightened his grip. “I need to know that you understand me.”

      Nash shook him off. “Yeah, I understand. Forgotten.”

      Tavin turned away and started for the gates again. “Let’s get into the city and find somewhere safe to talk.”

      As they reached the guards, Nash noticed that they were wearing more armor than usual. “Really enjoying this cosplay of theirs, aren’t they?”

      “Hunh?”

      “Nothing,” said Nash, shaking his head. “Just that the last time I was here the guards weren’t wearing real armor like that. Strange choice—can’t be comfortable in all that.”

      “No, probably not.”

      “Well, if these people wanted comfort, they wouldn’t have gone off to this backwater, eh?”

      They passed the guards without issue and found themselves among the scuttling masses of one of Sær’s main market streets.

      The first thing Nash noticed was that very little seemed to have changed. Things looked more or less as they had when he’d last visited. People were doing what he figured was a decent enough job of keeping their Medieval lives going. Historically accurate or not, he wasn’t sure, but everyone seemed content enough to go about their business.

      He listened in on a few conversations as they passed along and, while some people seemed to enjoy taking on a pseudo-Olde Englisc dialectical tinge, mostly people simply seemed happy to live in a place where things were altogether calm and straightforward. It was pleasant. And if Nash wasn’t so desperately afraid of his own unknowable future, he thought he might have enjoyed being a citizen of Sær himself.

      But, immediately, his thoughts of living here went on to how he would make his way to the mayorship, then find a place in court, gain some land, some trust, take the seat of the king… Indeed, it was more than his fears that drove him—he was a naturally ambitious man. Power to gain, hierarchies to climb. An inimitable game.

      Nash thought about the people in the streets. Would they still want to live like this after a decade? A century? A millennium? Eventually they’d want out. They’d want television and movies and books and adventure. They’d want the comforts of Twescenea. And whenever they did get out, people like him would have already gobbled up all the wealth, all the power. There would be little left for these people. They’d be trapped in their small lives. Their tiny eternities.

      The idea of ending up like that chilled Nash to his core.

      “Almost there,” said Tavin, as they passed into a small public square.

      As they cut through, Nash noticed a woman standing on a platform. She was hanging up a banner, though he couldn’t read what it said. Not that he was trying to read it with any particular effort—his eyes were fixated on the woman. He was stunned in a way he didn’t know he still could be. Not by beauty anyway. But there he was, legs drawing him on after Tavin, but eyes ratcheting back to that powerful female frame outlined by flared-out, knee-length, crimson hair shimmering in the sunlight. Her eyes were set on her task, her whole body one unit in perfect accord with its goal. Her lips neither grimaced nor smiled. She took absolutely no notice of him.

      They rounded one last corner and Tavin stopped in front of a nondescript door, holding it open for Nash.

      Inside was like a clean room—perfectly white. It completely clashed with the outside, which was all dust and roughness. Inside, it was perfect modern sterility. He almost didn’t notice the table and chairs just a few steps from the door, so perfectly did they match with their surroundings which were evenly lit on all sides by an unseen source.

      “Have a seat,” said Tavin. “Let’s start with the easy stuff.” He waited for Nash to take his seat and then peeled off his cloak.

      Nash squinted in a bit of confusion at Tavin’s face. A part of his brain knew exactly who it was, but there were so many subtle changes, and…

      “It’s me, dad. Isaac.”
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      “Isaac?” His own, dead son sitting in front of him. “How?” Wait, no, that’s not right. He should say something else. Something nice. “I’m sorry, son.” Damn. That same cold, distant tone he’d had in life.  Well, when death became all but an illusion, how much could really change between the existential planes?

      “Don’t be. The situation is…” here Isaac hesitated. “It’s more complicated and delicate than it seems.”

      That didn’t sound like his son. Isaac involved in “complicated and delicate” matters? It hardly added up. It didn’t suit the kid he remembered. Not the one who sat around in old clothes playing video games, the one who constantly rang him up for money. “Well, I’m used to those sorts of things, the complicated and delicate.”

      “That’s one part of why I brought you here.”

      “One part? Well, you went through a lot of very strange effort to get me here.”

      “I’m glad you remembered the cipher.”

      “Of course I remember the cipher. I made—,” he corrected himself, “We made it together when you were a child.”

      “I didn’t know you remembered anything about my childhood.”

      There was a mirthless sincerity in his son’s serious eyes. Nash at least knew his own father remembered his raising—he’d never doubted that. This minuscule revelation pricked at his sympathy. There was nothing he could say. And he barely knew how to emote such things as grief. So he simply sat, stone-faced. Silent. It was his natural state.

      “I’m alive, dad.”

      “I know,” he said, mostly on reflex. It was a common expression among the Souls, especially in the first weeks and months after arriving in HereAfter, invoked by the realization that life actually persisted beyond death itself.

      It was discovered early on that the optimal response to this was confirmation, commiseration, and conversation. Attempting to ignore what might seem, to the long-time resident, an obvious observation led, in eight percent of cases, to panic attacks and occasionally all out breakdowns leading to disconnections, or Dcons. It was a strange life, death.

      “It’s incredible what they’ve managed to create for us here,” said Nash. “But it’s a world of opportunity, just like the one we’ve left.” He narrowed his eyes on his son. “If you’re up for it.”

      “That’s not what I mean, dad.”

      “No, no, you’re not going to be some wasteful slacker this time around,” he continued. “You’ve got a fresh start. You know, maybe things weren’t so great on Earth for you, for one reason or another. But this is a new beginning. I’ve got a strong foothold in industry here—such as it is—and now politics. How about joining your old man this go ‘round?”

      “Dad, listen.” Isaac leaned forward, crossing his forearms on the table and dropping his voice to a conspiratorial level. “What I mean is, I’m not dead. I’m not a Soul.  I’m alive-alive. I’m currently breathing, in the flesh, on Earth.”

      Nash shook his head. “What? What do you mean?”

      “Listen to my words,” he said, slowly, holding an unflinching eye contact. “I’m not a Soul. I’m still Corpo.” He used the slang term for living persons derived from the word corporeal. “I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s true.”

      “How can you be Corpo, and here at the same time?” Nash was squinting with borderline derision. It wasn’t that he simply disbelieved. He figured his son was failing again—this time at understanding reality itself.

      “My consciousness is plugged into HereAfter,” Isaac explained. “My actual brain is acting as my CANN. I can move in and out of the HereAfter more or less at will. Well, Sevceneur, anyway.”

      Nash took a second and leaned back in his chair. This was unprecedented. “How? I mean, I’d ask if you were working for the government, but we both know that’s absurd.”

      Isaac furrowed his brow with annoyance. “What do you mean absurd? I could’ve worked for the government if I wanted.”

      Nash let out a caustic chuckle. “Yeah, alright.”

      “Listen, dad, I was overqualified, if anything, for the government.”

      “Overqualified? Now I know you’re delusional.” Nash’s smile fell and he shook his head again, this time with disappointment. “This is another one of your games, isn’t it?”

      Isaac shrugged. “In a manner of speaking.”

      “Out with it,” Nash said, flourishing his hand dismissively.

      “Out with what?” Isaac was getting frustrated now, his voice rising.

      “How did you die?”

      “I’m not dead!”

      “Overdose? Alcohol? Opiates? Amphetamines? None of the above? Car crash? Did your heart give out at your computer?”

      “None of the above!” Isaac shouted and slammed his hands flat on the table. “I’m working with an organization. An incredibly fucked up organization.”

      “So you’re mixed up with some bad people,” Nash said, nodding at last. “The part makes sense at least.”

      “Dad… I haven’t seen you in years. Why are you being like this?”

      “I’m simply reacting to my son’s interminable nonsense. Some fathers at least get to die and leave their failures behind.”

      “You’re being cruel. Even more than usual.”

      Nash flicked up an eyebrow. “You say this to the man who fed you money for your whole adult life?”

      “And what of it? You’ve been making money hand over fist off those who work under you.  Hell, your capital gains alone could fund a small twenty-first century country.”

      Nash stood up. “It was a mistake coming here.”

      “No, dad, wait.”

      “As soon as I figured it was you, I should have torn up the damn letter.”

      “Listen, thank you for your help,” Isaac said, motioning his dad to sit again. “The truth is that I could have certainly ended up working for anyone I chose. All that time I had at my fingertips, thanks to you, I was able to learn a lot. Hone a lot of skills.”

      “Skills? You?” Nash spoke with a mouthful of incredulity. Still, he lowered himself back into his seat.

      “Yeah, dad, skills.”

      “All I ever saw you do was play games.”

      “Well, that’s turned out more valuable than either you or I could have expected.”

      “So… games? That’s your expertise?”

      “No. You were hardly ever home anyway, how would you know what I actually did with my time?” Isaac said, frustration building. “Listen, do you want to know what’s going on, or do you want to pull your old shtick? You want to sit there and berate me?”

      “No, I—”

      “If you do, then get it out of your system now, because I have a lot of pretty heavy stuff to lay on you.”

      “I thought you were a failure, Isaac. And I think you’re one now. And I’ll always think that until you show me otherwise. I feel shock—not sadness, not despair, not grief—knowing you’re dead—”

      “Not dead.”

      “Whatever. When I thought you were dead, I just felt shock. ‘So that happened,’ shock. And maybe a little chill ran up my spine. A chill for knowing that now I’d have you back on my fucking teat, suckling at me and my accomplishments from here until all of fucking eternity. And here you are, telling me that you’re mixed up in some insane, probably illegal shit, doing things that should be impossible by every charter of the Global Alliance CPLE.” Commission on Post-Life Enhancement. “And now, once again, you want my fucking help to dig you out of it.” He paused. Isaac widened his eyes expectantly… and relaxed them when Nash continued. “And because of this ridiculous expedition I lost my favorite fucking spaceship!” At last he stopped, breathing hard.

      “Done?”

      “This better be fucking good.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “Tell me what you have to tell me so I can get the hell out of here.”

      “I don’t know the whole story yet. I know the shape of it. A few of the financiers, a bit of how it works. I don’t know the why of all this yet.”

      “Well, let’s start with what you do know,” Nash said, his demeanor calming. This was the sort of thing he could lose himself in. Problem solving, looking at the angles of a tough issue, and figuring out a resolution. Finally, something he could connect with his son on.

      “You are right about one thing. This is some insane, definitely illegal work I’m tied up in.”

      “Knew it.”

      “Yeah. Although you’re wrong about Corpos entering HereAfter being impossible. You should know that just as well.”

      “Well, not impossible-impossible, but beyond illegal. I didn’t even know technological infrastructure for something like this existed.”

      “Yeah, that surprised me too.”

      “Corpos entering the HereAfter was verboten within a decade of the unveiling of HereAfter. I didn’t even know they’d had a chance to work on that sort of thing.”

      “I’m still not sure where the devices come from, or who built them. There’s a lot I don’t know about this.”

      “I’m looking forward to finding out why everything is like a game here.”

      “Because it is.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “So, you probably noticed the name, Dragons Rising. On Earth, it’s an actual game that people play using FIVR-MMORPG,” Isaac elaborated.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Full Immersion Virtual Reality Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Game.”

      “Ah.”

      “From what I’ve been able to glean, the people I work for took the framework from that game and sort of… overlayed it on Sevceneur because of the many similarities in the environment.”

      Nash took a deep, thoughtful breath and sighed. “Okay. I think I follow. Except for the why of it.”

      “Well, at least one part of it is the financiers. They’re these rich gamers—I mean, incredibly rich—and they wanted to play a game where the environment was realer, the stakes were higher, and the NPCs were more convincing than anything you—”

      “NPC?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What?”

      “Non-player character,” Isaac explained, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

      Nash’s face was as blank as before. He blinked to show his persistent lack of understanding.

      “In video games there’s players—the real people actually playing the game—and then there’s NPCs, which are just AIs used to populate the environment. They’re either background, or they give out quests, or sometimes they’re major characters. The thing that ties them together is that they’re not played by a real person.”

      “Okay. I’m with you.”

      “And, despite everything, AI tech isn’t perfect yet. If you spend enough time with an AI, you’ll notice soon enough that something’s off.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “And so these wealthy guys gave money to my employer to be able to play Dragons Rising, except the NPCs are actual people and the VR experience is extremely close to reality.”

      Nash leaned back in his chair and thought for a moment. “And what about the stakes? You said something about the stakes being higher.”

      “This is the messed up part,” Isaac said, leaning it further. “In order for certain parts of the game’s functionality to work, many aspects of Sevceneur had to be changed. First, it was quarantined.”

      “And what does that mean?”

      “It’s been all but disconnected from the rest of HereAfter. We’re in Wonka-land here. No one goes in, no one goes out.”

      “I got in,” Nash said, a little too fast. Then he remembered the Cornflake instructions he’d recited. “Oh. The code.”

      Isaac nodded. “Yup.”

      “So, what next? Not like anyone was coming in or out of here that much to begin with. Doesn’t seem that terrible to me.”

      “That’s why they chose this place. A backwater of the digital realm. So, the second step was getting the game’s functions to actually work in HereAfter.” Isaac paused, letting out a shuddering breath. “Originally, they were just going to have the so-called NPCs respawn—” He saw Nash’s confusion. “Come back to life—when they died. But the financiers weren’t going for it. They said it would mess with the realism they wanted. So, then the plan was just to teleport a person’s avatar out of Sevceneur when they died.”

      “I can see one problem with that,” offered Nash.

      “Two, actually.”

      “If you let them go, then they can spill the beans on what’s happening on Sevceneur.”

      “Right.”

      “And the second part?”

      Isaac laughed with disgust. “As far as I can tell, they looked for alternatives. Perhaps building a second quarantine to send the ‘dead’ NPCs. There were problems with this too, but it was ostensibly surmountable. The real problem came when the biggest sack of money told us he wanted to play a very specific class of character. A necromancer. He wouldn’t budge on this. But there was no way to program things so that he could be a necromancer and let the NPCs go. The system requires the original avatar, emptied of a mind for when a necromancer brings their victims back.”

      Nash furrowed his brows. “What are you saying?”

      “They designed this whole thing so that… well, it’s why I was so panicked when I found you losing to the Xmir.” Isaac took a deep breath. “I found a scrap of code that lays this whole thing bare. When an NPC dies in-game, their CANN is disconnected from HereAfter. They die for real.”
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      “It gets worse.”

      “Worse?”

      Isaac stood up and paced a few steps away. “There’s several phases to this project, and this one isn’t even complete.”

      “What else is there?”

      “They’re completely re-writing Sevceneur to fit the original Dragons Rising game as much as possible. You can’t tell much right now, but things are changing. And they’re going to change more.”

      Nash rocked back in his chair. “Like the guards wearing armor I’d never seen?”

      “No. No, that’s just to protect them. People have caught on to the consequences of dying.”

      “So, what then?”

      “The two worlds are being stitched together. For example, the original Dragons Rising has multiple continents. And a much larger map. I have no idea how the system will accommodate that. The game has several different races. People might start changing. Physically. Permanently.”

      “This is insane.”

      “I don’t know where this leads. I don’t even know where it comes from. The current financiers, as far as I can tell, are paying enough that losing one them as support would be nearly crippling to the organization. I’m afraid even if we could get to one of them, it still wouldn’t be enough. There’s more money—a lot more—and supplies and access coming from somewhere.”

      “How do you know this much?”

      “I was able to get some special privileges and did a little hacking. Ended up finding a few poorly protected text docs. I’ve been piecing things together from scraps.”

      “Do the Players die? Do you die?”

      Isaac shook his head. “No.”

      “Of course. So the so-called ‘real stakes’ are all about others living and dying.”

      “Basically.”

      “Speaking of,” said Nash, his eyes flicking up and to the left. “My little health bar thing on the RUIF seems to be slowly going down.”

      Isaac’s eyes widened in fear. “What? That shouldn’t be possible. Not in here. We haven’t even met anyone with magic yet!”

      “Magic?”

      “Wait, is there any notification near the bar?”

      Nash focused his eyes on a little, dimly flashing exclamation point.

      You’re hungry! You will lose one health point for every hour you stay hungry!

      There’s lots of fine eateries in faire olde Sær—why don’t you go explore and grab a bite?

      “I’m hungry, apparently.”

      “Oh.” Isaac relaxed and slumped a bit in his seat. “Okay, let’s go get some food then.”

      “That can kill you here?”

      Isaac nodded. “There’s a place nearby that I like. Be careful to call me Tavin outside.”

      “Do I get a name?”

      “Do you want one?”

      Nash shrugged. “So what was that about magic?”

      They stepped outside and Isaac shut the door tightly behind him. “Look at the sign above the door and focus on it to add it to your map.”

      Nash looked up. “White Tavern. How… clever.”

      “It’s the only place like it here,” Isaac said as he started walking. “Only you and I can enter, and we’re effectively untouchable once we’re inside. They’d have to pretty much delete Sevceneur entirely to destroy the room.”

      “Is that magic?”

      “No, just a bit of coding,” Isaac said, shaking his head. “Magic is just what you might think of. Spells, enchantments, potions.”

      “Necromancy.”

      “That too.”

      Nash stopped in his tracks, lifting his nose up. “God, what’s that incredible smell?”

      Isaac laughed. “That’s Sylvna’s Cafe. That’s lunch.”

      They rounded the corner onto a wide avenue. Nash took in the busy space which stretched on as far as he could see. Horses heavily laden with goods were led down the way past fruit sellers, textilers, and shoeshiners.  Several of the buildings were huge—half a city block at least. He could make out two large inns across from each other, a great beer hall, and a merchants’ bursary. Nestled between the giants were all the normal stores: butchers, tailors, haberdashers, metal workers, and more.

      Down the middle of the wide road was a waterway just far enough across for three rowboats to pass comfortably. Every fifty yards there was a bowed bridge, and every ten yards a narrow, leafy tree.

      “Anders Esplanade,” Isaac said. “Named after the guy who designed Sær. This is where all the main business in the northwest quadrant of the city goes on. If you need any practical things, it’ll be here.”

      “Things seem to be going well,” said Nash. “Despite the changes.”

      “It’s easier in the city.” Isaac opened the door to Sylvna’s and they took a seat near the entrance. “Especially this quadrant. Most Players don’t come here.”

      “Why’s that?” He looked at the menu on the wall. “What do you recommend?”

      “Hey, Syl!” Isaac shouted towards the kitchen over the din of the other customers. “Two pies, lamb!”

      A round face popped into the server window, “Lucky you, Tav! Last order of lamb, just for you.”

      “You’re a doll, Syl.” Isaac tossed two fingers in the air at a man with a short, white beard behind the counter.

      “So, why don’t Players come here? Are we safe?”

      “Not exactly. It’s just less popular since it’s the furthest west from the actual gameplay elements. The East Gate and docks lead out into all the monsters and whatnot.”

      Nash nodded. “Yeah, what the hell happened to everything west of the city? There used to be whole villages out that way!”

      The white-bearded man dropped off two foaming beers. “Drink up, lads.”

      “Cheers.” Nash went to sip, but paused before his lips touched the head. “This is the first drink we’ve shared together, father and son.”

      Isaac lowered his eyes. There was seriousness in them—more seriousness than Nash had ever seen in his son. “Yeah. It is, I guess. I wish…” He lingered on the unfinished thought.

      “I know.” Nash clinked their mugs together. “Like you said—drink up.”

      Isaac drew down long, hearty gulps and wiped away the dripping on his chin. “Man, they don’t make it like that in real life.”

      “No, no they don’t.”

      Isaac put his mug down and clapped his hands together. “So. Overlaying the Dragons Rising framework onto Sevceneur wasn’t easy, or pretty. A lot of things got changed, deleted, corrupted. The area west of the city was part of that. I’m not even exactly sure how far out it extends.”

      “What happened to the people there?”

      “They were fine. I mean, their houses vanished, along with all their stuff. Some of them got hurt falling if they’d been sleeping on an upper floor. But they all survived, as far as I can tell. But that’s when the slums started popping up. Sær’s been struggling to accommodate the refugees. It’s gotten ugly at times.”

      The food arrived steaming on two tin plates. “Smells even better up close,” said Nash.

      “I said lamb, woman!” A gravelly voice was accompanied by the boom of a fist slammed on the counter.

      “I told ya,” shouted Sylvna right back at him. “We done already sold off the last of our lamb fer today. Hollerin’ won’t fix that.”

      “Crap,” said Isaac. “Keep your eyes on me.”

      Nash leaned in, focusing his gaze. “What? Why?”

      “That’s a Player,” he whispered. “And not just any. That’s the…” He leaned in even closer, made his voice barely perceptible. “That’s Raith. He’s the biggest financier—the Necro I told you about. And possibly the highest level Player.”

      “I can smell the lamb, you cow.”

      “Oh, fer heaven’s sake. We had lamb, so course you smell it.” She stepped out from the kitchen, undoing her apron and pushing her sleeves further up her thick arms. “Now if it’s cow you’re wantin’, I’ll be pleased to give ya a taste.”

      “You insolent little thing.”

      Nash’s curiosity overtook him. He glanced at the dark figure. He was magnificently tall and broad. Six and a half feet, easily. More, perhaps. He seemed to fill the whole room. His cloaks were layered and elaborate, a mix of bruise-purple and pupil-black. A long, heavy cowl shadowed his face.

      “I shall make you my obedient.”

      His arm flashed out, cloak flourishing wide. Underneath he was covered in black leather armor, layered tightly like a second skin against his powerful body. Hanging about his chest and waist were a series of overlapping, small, dark chains, hung at odd intervals with strange, spherical pendants.

      His hand was covered by a gauntlet covered in sharp spikes that curved gracefully towards his fingertips. He curled his fingers as if he had an invisible softball there. A bright, violet light began to glow in the center of his half-fist.

      “Crap.” Isaac leaned back and nodded at his dad. “Get ready to run.”

      “Run?”

      Isaac pulled a large handkerchief from his belt and wrapped it around Nash’s pie. “Take this. When I give the signal.”

      “The signal?”

      Isaac stood up, tin plate with his own pie flat on his hand. “Hey, jerkwad!” The violet light dimmed and Raith turned around. “You want lamb? You got it!” He launched the pie right into Raith’s cowled face. “GO!”

      Raith roared and patrons scattered, Sylvna and her husband going out the back exit. Nash skidded to a halt outside when he noticed Isaac wasn’t following. “What the hell are you doing?” shouted Nash.

      “Run back to the White Tavern! You’ll be safe there,” Isaac said as he stepped over to a giant armored horse, all black.

      “Are you fucking crazy? I’m not leaving you here by yourself!”

      “If I die, I’ll be fine. You can’t risk it.”

      “Forget it,” Nash said, drawing out Mylln. “I’ve done a lot of shit wrong, but I don’t abandon my son.”

      Raith exploded through the door. “It shall be a pleasure unmatched to add your bones to my army.”

      “Not one step closer,” said Isaac. He was astride the horse’s neck, his short, curved blade pressed against its throat.  “I know how much work you Necros have to do to get one of these mounts. You wouldn’t want anything to happen to it, now would you?”

      The sight of Raith was a strange mix of terrifying and comical. The cowl still blocked out his face, though red eyes shone through.  Still, the edges of the fabric were stained with pie crumbs and lamb juice. His fist flew again from his cloak and curled, drawing on that violet energy.

      “Uh-uh-uh,” said Isaac, pressing the knife firmer into the horse’s neck. “You might be able to kill me before I jam this here knife down, but then again… maybe not. You want to risk that?”

      “You honor yourself with courage,” growled Raith. “I have not met many like you.” His dark face cocked slightly to the left, the thick fabric of his cowl folding and shifting sensuously. “Level Thirty and Level,” he turned his head towards Nash, “Four. That is impressive.”

      Isaac had unwound the roped end of his knife. He wrapped it around the horse’s neck. “We’re going to leave now. If you try to attack us, I give this rope one yank and I slit your horse’s carotid. We get away safely, I give a little flick, and we all leave unharmed.”

      A bellowing growl emanated from the chest of the Necromancer. “Perhaps it would better suit me having a powerful rogue like you in my army.”

      “Perhaps,” said Isaac, staring intently into those coal-red eyes. “Your choice.” He didn’t waste any more time while Raith mulled it over. He swung off the horse and slowly let out the line on his weapon, always keeping tension, as they backed away around the corner. He gave a little flick when they were clear and took off down the street back to the White Tavern, coiling the strange weapon as they ran.

      Behind them were the sound of pounding hooves and fluttering cloaks in pursuit.
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      Nash unfurled his sopping handkerchief on the pristine white table. “This is disgusting.”

      “Well, you need to eat, and we needed to get out of there,” Isaac said, easing into his seat.

      “We almost didn’t. That was reckless.” Nash looked around the empty white room. “Do you have any forks? Spoons?”

      Isaac shook his head. “Mind if I have a bite?”

      Nash locked eyes with his son, unamused, as he scooped some lamb and potato with his fingers and shoveled them into his mouth. “It’s good at least. Have some.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Why don’t you have any utensils?”

      “What?”

      “You coded this place yourself, right? It’s called a tavern. Why doesn’t it actually work like one?”

      Isaac shrugged. “That’s just a name, so it blends in. No one will notice another tavern.”

      “Lazy,” Nash scoffed. “Typical of you.”

      “I’m not exactly overrun with time to work on this, y’know. Just squeezing this much in was a risk.”

      “Lazy and full of excuses.”

      “Dad, this isn’t what you’re here for.”

      “Then why don’t you tell me why the hell I am here! You still haven’t made clear what the hell use I am. And if it isn’t money, then I don’t know what you want.”

      Isaac sighed, took one more mouthful of the mashed up pie, and stood. “You’re the only person I can trust. And my options are limited. I could only create one safe entry-exit point. Enough to send one Soul out, and bring one in. That’s what the computer code you read was.”

      “Why not just send the letter to the authorities? To the administrators?”

      “I specifically told the messenger not to tell anyone about what is happening here for two reasons. First, if they came in without proper safe entry—like I gave you—then they’d die.”

      “Like what happened to my ship. The thing crumpled up into nothing.”

      “And second because, well, frankly, I’d rather not get killed. And if someone was notified, long before they could shut this operation down—if they could shut it down—I’d be found out and executed. No question about it.”

      “Don’t you know where you are? Couldn’t you give some GPS coordinates, or even a town or something?”

      “Not a clue. I’m in some bunker… somewhere. I’ve narrowed down that it’s likely somewhere in central Europe, but I honestly don’t know.”

      “Shit. Okay.”

      “I had to take a gamble on one thing. I didn’t know if you’d be registered as an NPC or a Player, since you’re the only Soul to have entered Sevceneur from the outside, which the system apparently sees as logging in a Player. Luckily, since you’ve managed to level up, I guess that means you are, in theory, a Player.”

      “Does that mean I can’t die? Like—die-die?”

      Isaac chewed the inside of his cheek. “I don’t know. I expect you still can. But I don’t know.”

      “This is fucking ridiculous.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “No, you tell me about it! What’s the goddamn plan?”

      “I’m going back to Earth to work on getting better administrative privileges. That will make it possible to do the hacks I’m planning. The idea is to crack the FIVR unit that guy Raith is using so that it actually holds his consciousness like a CANN. Then—”

      “Wait, how’s that possible?”

      “The FIVR tech is built almost entirely off the CANN framework. You might say that the FIVR is really just a restricted CANN with some cosmetic changes.” Isaac paused for more questions, but Nash seemed satisfied. “So, while I’m working on that, you level up high enough to kill Raith in the game.”

      “And that will kill him in real life and then your organization loses its biggest sponsor.”

      “Exactly. It’ll cripple them. In theory anyway.”

      “We’re relying on a lot of theories.” Nash sat back and thought a bit. “Why not do the whole thing yourself? You’re level thirty. You’re a lot closer to kicking his ass than I am.”

      “If I did that, I might as well just strangle him myself. They’d know it was me who killed him, whether in the game or out of it.”

      Nash buried his face in his hands. “Why did you get involved with this?”

      “Reasons you’d be proud of, dad.”

      “Go on, surprise me.”

      “Money.”

      “How much are they paying you?”

      “Enough.”

      “Apparently not,” said Nash, pushing away from the table. “If they were paying you enough, you wouldn’t be trying to sabotage your own payday.”

      “People will die—are dying. I didn’t know that before I took the job.”

      “So ask them for a pay raise. Help them patch their security flaws. Promise to keep your mouth shut. They’ll be grateful.”

      Isaac stared disbelievingly at his father. “I don’t believe you mean that. And you don’t either.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “I’m not going to let this continue. I’ll put an end to it.” Nash tried to turn away, but Isaac stepped over and put a hand on his shoulder, steadying him, looking him straight in the eye. “Even if I have to sacrifice myself to do it.”

      Nash blew a raspberry. “You’ll just end up back here in HereAfter. Big sacrifice.”

      “No, dad. I won’t.”

      Nash’s face crinkled up in confusion. “What?”

      “They have my CANN. It was a part of the contract.”

      “That… must have been a hell of a lot of money they offered you.”

      “Anything for money, right dad?”

      Nash just stared silently at his suddenly unfamiliar son.

      “Except this.”

      “Fine,” Nash sighed. “You’ve convinced me. How do we begin?”

      “This is the fun part,” Isaac said, a smile finally reaching his face. “We grind.”
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      “What the hell is that thing?” Nash asked in a half-panic, his voice hollow in the expanse of the woods. He took several steps backwards, nearly tripping over a root.

      “Should say just above the head if you focus on it.”

      “I see what it’s called, but what is it?”

      “It’s the thing you’re going to kill.”

      In front of them, baring two long, curved teeth was a rodent about the size of a house-cat. It looked a bit like a squirrel, except for the extra long, pointy teeth, and a unicorn-like horn jutting out of its head.

      They were barely ten paces into the forest and already Nash was regretting that he’d agreed to any of this. The journey out here had lasted almost an hour on foot and had taken them through some of the worst slums he’d ever seen. He didn’t know things like that could exist in HereAfter.

      It was a horrifying idea. He was comfortable enough, for his own sake, with wealth following into death, but poverty? That was too much. The least you could afford the poor was the right to die and escape.

      The eastern walls of the city were piled high with slum dwellings which spread out for almost a quarter mile into the nearby fields. They stretched north to the forest and south to the sea along the stone walls. Close as he could tell, the people living in the slums survived off what the folks inside the city threw over the walls. They’d literally built their homes on garbage, and from it.

      Once past the fetid, unofficial precinct, they came out into the farmland which stretched on and on as far as the eye could see. He’d taken big, wide-mouthed breaths of the fresh air laced with the scent of freshly turned soil. He was glad to see that at least the farms here, and the towns out in the distance, seemed to be doing alright.

      They branched off on a path to the north, heading into Kyelansyr Forest at the foot of the mountain range. The forest began abruptly, tall, broad trees announcing something that felt ancient, thick foliage concealing something lost, something darkly arcane. Staring into the verdant depths felt like staring at the masque of fate itself.

      This didn’t feel like HereAfter. Not anymore.

      Only a few steps into the shade of the towering trees and that disgusting rodent with reddish-brown fur came bounding down a branch to snarl at him.

      Nash focused on it.

      Rytskr Lvl. 5 [269 / 269 HP]

      “How the fuck am I supposed to kill that,” Nash growled at Isaac. “The last thing I came across had just twenty of those HP and it nearly killed me.”

      “Rytskr are easy to kill if you know their patterns.”

      “Oh! Well, then this should be easy for me!” He glared derisively at his son.

      “Ah, dad, you should draw your sword. And, like, take a fighting stance of some kind.”

      Nash spit, then slid his right foot back to brace himself and drew his sword Mylln. The satisfying sound of blade on scabbard pricked at the corner of his lips, forcing the barest outline of an involuntary grin.

      “Rytskr are extremely fast and nimble,” Isaac explained. “Real quick, tell me what your dexterity and swiftness points are.”

      The Rytskr was not interested in waiting for them to figure things out. It dashed at Nash who gave a rather undignified shout. Isaac unleashed his weapon in a blinding flash. The non-lethal end lassoed around the Rytskr’s body and he was able to keep it at bay.

      Nash’s eyes flew around the display in front of him. “Uhh, I think… Dexterity… two. Swiftness… one.”

      “You’re kidding,” said Isaac incredulously.

      “No?”

      “Where did you put your points? You sure didn’t put them in strength.”

      “charm.”

      “Where else?”

      “I put it all in charm.”

      “What? Seriously, how many?”

      “All of them.”

      “ALL OF THEM? You’re totally kidding. You’re joking.”

      Nash had a moment of uncomfortable hesitation. “No?”

      “No wonder you’re so… out of sorts. I’m not even sure that charm works in this version of the game. It was mainly a leftover from when all NPCs were AIs and could be affected by such things.”

      “Why the hell is this all being done with fucking charts and bars anyway? Like one of your ridiculous shoot-em-ups from the twenty-first century?”

      “Really, dad? Right now you want a game design lesson?”

      “Hold him steady.” Nash ran at the snarling thing, Mylln at the ready. It whistled in the air as he swept it in an upwards slash. The violence was incredibly real. Blood, bone. He felt it. But the beast kept on with its wicked growling. He twisted the blade in the air and brought it back down in another solid cutting motion.

      Critical hit!

      Rytskr defeated in co-op combat!

      XP awarded: 19

      Isaac pulled his weapon free from the corpse and coiled it up in his hand. “My guess is that the version of Dragons Rising that BlueDawn was able to get his hands on was an alpha-test version. All these visible stats and whatnot make it easier to debug in the early testing phases.”

      “It’s goddamn distracting. And pointless with the tech we have these days.”

      “Write a letter.”

      “Alright smartass. What do we do now?”

      “Let’s stick to the edges of the forest,” Isaac said, turning slowly in place and surveying the area. “We should be limited to Rytskr—”

      “What is that name?”

      “What name?”

      “Rytskr.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Is that a real thing?”

      “You killed one.”

      “Yeah, but is it real, like on Earth? Or is it some fantasy thing, like a goblin or whatever? Where’d they get the name from?”

      “I don’t know, dad. It’s not in the original Dragons Rising either.”

      Nash looked at Isaac incredulously. “Wait. But that’s impossible. It should be impossible.”

      Isaac shrugged. “There’s a lot I don’t know still. There’s nothing in the gameplay of the actual market version of DR and there’s nothing in the code base either. It’s organic.”

      “Organic?”

      “As organic as something digital can be. It’s a product of whatever they’ve done to get this whole thing set up.” He thought for a moment. “Probably it has something to do with rats though. Rytskr sounds a bit like rats…kr. A lot of the names for this region of the game map were taken from European settings. Either the real deal or mythology, lore, legends. The name’s probably something Nordic. Maybe Slavic? I dunno. But I’ve noticed there is some pattern.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “The names are coming from somewhere. It’s not random. I haven’t taken the time to study it deeply, but there’s a clear vocabulary, and a grammar distinct from any of the languages programmed into the game.”

      “That’s incredible.”

      “For example, this forest is called Kyelansyr.”

      “I noticed that. It used to have a different name though. It’s changed on the map.”

      “Right. And the mountain range changed as well. It’s known as Ættankyel. Looking around at other names, it seems that ‘kyel’ means mountain. There’s also been some runes popping up—”

      “Runes?”

      “Something like runes, anyway. It’s all part of something that I haven’t figured out. But there’s a pattern in it all.”

      “Speaking of patterns, what’s this pattern thing you were going to tell me about with the Rytskr attack?”

      “Ah, right. So, Rytskr move extremely quickly, especially for a player just starting out, and especially with no swiftness characteristics.” Isaac laughed. “It’s a bit unfair that they’re one of the first creatures you run into in the game. They’ll run towards you, but at a slight angle, either left or right. Your chances of striking one on its initial charge are pretty low with your swiftness and dexterity.”

      “You’re not being very encouraging.”

      “You’ll want to execute a smooth double strike. Your first swing will be to force the Rytskr to dodge, thereby ensuring it can’t attack you. It will dodge the opposite direction of its initial running angle, perpendicular. Bring the blade back down that way and kill it.”

      “Can’t you just hold the damn thing like last time?”

      “Only if you want to be stuck in these woods twice as long from the shared XP.”

      “Fine.” Nash slid Mylln back in its scabbard and threw up his hands. “Alright, what now? How do we find more?”

      “Keep your sword out and just walk. You’ll see one soon enough.”

      Nash begrudgingly pulled the blade back out, but still felt a silent thrill twist inside him at the sound.

      He stalked the forest, ears pricked for the sound of small claws scampering through the trees. Isaac stayed a bit behind him—within range with his own weapon if need be, but far enough that he wouldn’t accidentally get caught in a co-op situation.

      “There,” Nash whispered, pointing to a branch just twenty yards away. “What do I do?”

      “Focus on it. That should engage it.”

      It worked and the unnervingly large rodent snapped its horned head towards Nash. He clamped the sword in both hands and took a wide stance. The Rytskr launched off the branch with frightening power, the sturdy wood cracking where it pushed off.

      The moment played out in terrifying slow motion for Nash as the creature landed heavily, spewing dirt and leaves into the air. It looked larger than the last one.

      The Rytskr took off, snarling nastily as it came. It seemed to be going in a straight line, but Nash centered his eyes on the spot it had taken off from. Yes, it was listing left.

      He waited until the thing was just a sword’s length away and then swung low. The Rytskr exploded to the right, a dark cloud of mud erupting behind it. But Nash’s blade did not stop. It moved in a wide curve to the left, sweeping under the scampering claws, up in a high arc, and down to the right like an axe. The blade connected solidly with the Rytskr’s spine, severing it.

      The creature seemed much smaller lying there on the ground, twitching in pain, entrails pulsating with the weakening thrust of its heart, the last drops of HP dissolving away.

      “That’s sick,” said Nash. “Why would anyone want to play a game like this?”

      Isaac’s eyes were dark with seriousness. “That’s not how the game is naturally. It’s not how it’s programmed for the regular players. Again… that sort of thing isn’t even written into the code.”

      “What the hell did your organization do to make all this shit happen?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Either someone is a genius, or incredibly stupid.”

      “Or both. Surprisingly common among coders, in my experience.”

      “And businessmen.”

      They got back to it, hunting Rytskrs. They were easier and easier to find as Nash got better at recognizing their fur camouflaged against the rust-colored tree bark. After Nash made Level Five, Isaac went off and found some more for him, leading the nasty bastards right to him. It cut their hunting time in half to have them both working.

      “This isn’t so bad,” said Nash after a smooth double kill. He’d only sustained one injury so far. “The pattern makes it pretty much trivial to kill them.”

      Isaac rolled his eyes. “That’s because I told you about the pattern. It’s a lot harder if you have to figure it out yourself.”

      “Sure, sure.” Nash scanned the area for his next kill. “What’s this other flashing notice? Says something about ‘AP’?”

      “Attribute points. You should have some saved up now.”

      “Yeah, says I got twenty of them.”

      “Excellent. Pull it up on your RUIF. Let’s allocate them while we’ve got a lull.”

      “Where do I put them? What’s good? Strength?”

      “Well, right now you have the muscles of an underfed toddler, so yeah, you should probably drop a few in there. Drop some in Dexterity and Swiftness as well. Keep it balanced.”

      “Balanced, hunh.” He slotted two points into strength. “Says I still have only one strength.”

      “Your class is Merchant. They’re naturally weak. There’s a point two-five multiplier on that attribute. Just pump more in until you get at least three strength attributes.”

      Nash flicked through the options, adjusting the numbers until he was satisfied.

      Strength: 3

      Swiftness: 3

      Dexterity: 4

      Stamina: 13

      Stam.Regen: 69 sec/SP

      Health Regen: 100 sec/HP

      Mana: 0

      Mana Regen: 63 sec/MP

      Charm: 44

      “Incoming!”

      Nash turned in just enough time to swipe at a charging Rytskr. He wasn’t prepared for the instantaneous changes the attribute-allocation caused. His arm swung way too fast with his new strength and swiftness. He missed widely and the horn managed to steal a chunk of HP from him. “Fuck! That hurts!”

      He swung again, still too wildly, and missed. “Son of a—” It lashed out, biting down on his leg as it went. Nash tried to stab at it, but was unsuccessful.

      “Stay calm, dad!”

      “Fuck off, I got this!” Nash did not, in fact, have it at all. He lost a solid eighty HP before his uncalculated swings managed to take it down.

      “At least you got another level up,” said Isaac, noticing the flash of energy that surrounded Nash as the effect took hold.

      “Shit, that is incredible. And I feel like I could fight another one, too. That stamina boost is fantastic.” Nash’s jaw was tightened with eagerness. “How do we hurry this up?”

      “Go deeper into the forest, fight stronger enemies.”

      “Fine,” said Nash. “I fight better with a stronger enemy anyway.”

      “They get a lot stronger, though.”

      This seemed to enliven Nash. “Don’t you want to see your pops in action?”

      Isaac bared his teeth in a thin-lipped, awkward smile. “I mean… yeah? But… this isn’t exactly corporate acquisition.”

      “Tomato banana.”

      “That’s not how that expression goes.”

      Nash shrugged and ran deeper into the forest.
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      Its jaws alone were as big as a Rytskr whole. They dripped with something thick and grey. It didn’t look like saliva, it didn’t look like blood. It just looked nasty and terrible. Poison, possibly.

      Nash was stuck in his tracks, ice flooding his veins. So this is what his son meant. Shit. Could he take even a single attack from this thing?

      It stood at least five feet off the ground and looked, at a glance, indistinguishable from a wolf. He tried not to focus on it too much to avoid engaging it. He just wanted to see some details. It was covered in a fur firmer than normal hair, though not quite as rigid as something like quills. The eyes were misshapen, dark, and matte, like cold coals.

      Its name hovered translucent above its head.

      Værg  Lvl. 10 [689 / 689 HP]

      He noticed, then, that it wasn’t actually a full five feet. It had a long, distended neck that reached up grotesquely from its body. It was maybe two-thirds the size he’d originally thought. Still, a terrifying opponent, but, well, only two-thirds as terrifying.

      He heard footsteps rush up behind him and the smooth whish of Isaac’s practiced attack. The rope-blade shot out and carved a bloody line up the side of the beast’s face. “Pull back!”

      Nash didn’t need to be told twice. He took several rapid retreating steps, the point of his sword never leaving the spot that aimed between the creature’s eyes. “What’s the pattern on this one?”

      “No patterns! Just stand back get one good strike in for co-op points when you can—I’ll kill it.”

      “Like hell!” He rushed the beast, legs straining. He hated this stupid game. A bunch of artificial restrictions on what he could do. Already his recent attribute-upgrades seemed insufficient. He knew himself—even in his old age he could have run better than this. If not faster, at least smoother, with more confidence. But those goddamn “stats” kept his body from responding to his internal commands.

      One thing he noticed, though, was that his stats had no effect on his mind. He could still do what he was best at on Earth—out-think his own weaknesses. He couldn’t possibly move fast enough to simply strike the Værg. He’d need to anticipate and push and push and push, always anticipating the beast’s retreat, until the blade connected with flesh.

      He swung fast as he could, right to left. The Værg trotted backwards, head sweeping to the side. Nash twisted the blade as he reached the end of a forty-five-degree arc, and drove it forward, pushing off the balls of his feet. But the beast was faster, slipping out of range. He pulled Mylln down, tearing it through the air, a broad circle so it crested above his head, and brought it down as fast as he could.

      A scratch. 3HP. That’s all he took from the Værg, but it would be enough. He rolled off to the side and listened to the shluck-whissh-shluck-whissh-shulck of Isaac’s weapon chewing into their opponent.

      Værg defeated in co-op combat!

      39 XP awarded!

      Shit, if he’d taken it on himself he could have gotten a solid 78XP all to himself.

      “Thanks, Isaac,” he called out. “I’m going to allocate some more attribute points.”

      “Yes, please.”

      Finesse was true strength. That had always been Nash’s way of reasoning. If you punched into the air, what good was strength? It was better to be quick and precise. He dropped the remainder of his points into swiftness.

      “I should be more useful now.”

      “Good. We don’t have a ton more time before we should leave the forest.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Much, much stronger creatures show up at night,” Isaac said. There was a tinge of fear in his voice. “And more unpredictable. There’s one, the Drydch, that’s only a Level Three, but it’s extremely hard to kill. It puts you in a dream state and then just takes your health in these little, nasty bites, slowly, painfully, until you’re gone. And most times you never know how to kill it. You’re too sucked into the dream to bother to fight.”

      Nash went a touch white. “Yeah, that sounds bad. Best get back to the city before they show up.”

      “The Wrxa are only Level Fifteen, but they’re flying bastards. And they come in groups. Usually three. Insanely difficult bastards to kill.”

      “Let’s stick to Værg and Rytskr for now.”

      Isaac found himself a log and sat down on it. “Just wait here. Værg are ideal for grinding. Their blood attracts more of their kind. Most of the canine species are like that. Just don’t try it with the Grma.”

      “Why not the Grma?”

      “Three kinds, and they get increasingly nasty,” Isaac said, stretching with a yawn. “Together we could probably kill a Grma Trawler, but that would bring a Keeper and then a Dweller. And there’s no way we’re walking away from a level ninety Dweller.”

      “Ninety?” Nash gave a low whistle.

      “I hear something.” Isaac straightened up. “Here it comes.”

      Nash focused on the direction of the noise and the name Værg popped up in the leafy distance before he could actually see the beast. “Neat.” He rushed at it, hoping to catch it off guard.

      Nash ran with as straight and tall a body as he could, eyes wide. It felt immeasurably good to have some of his old self back—sinews snapping into position as his body demanded.

      It worked—the Værg launched off its haunches straight for Nash’s head, but Nash dropped fast and thrust his blade high as the dark creature flew over.

      Blood showered from the slit belly and warmed Nash’s face. A high, whining squeal was all that was left in the otherwise silent forest, until that too joined the quiet.

      Værg defeated!

      78 XP awarded!

      “Drag the body over,” called out Isaac from his log. “The concentrated smell will draw more and faster.”

      “That a good idea?”

      “For now.”

      Nash dropped the fresh corpse on top of the first one and waited.

      The next came stalking, trying to sneak up, but Nash was ready. A third joined the pile. And a fourth. And fifth. And on and on, until it was an almost nonstop rush of Værg and Isaac started to drag the Værg away from their little battlefield.

      Hours dragged on in this way, but Nash kept going, ignoring everything else.

      “Dad, the Gyrrnbyst.”

      “The what?”

      “Gyrrnbyst. The first of the night creatures to wake. They glow, so you know they’re there. And when they show up, you know it’s time to go.”

      Nash looked around and spotted in the far distance, where the forest was most dark, a hazy patch of shimmering gold. He figured that was the Gyrrnbyst. “Should I kill it?”

      “Level Thirty,” Isaac said, focusing in that direction. “Not a good idea, probably. How close are you to the next level?”

      “A couple dozen from eleven.”

      “That’s good enough for today.”

      “Today?”

      Isaac pushed off the log and started walking for the forest’s edge. “Yeah. You’ll come back tomorrow and do some more grinding by yourself. You’ve got the hang of it now.”

      Nash jogged up after Isaac. “So, what, I need to be at Level Twenty or something to do this?”

      “No, much higher,” said Isaac over his shoulder. “You’ll need to be out here every day for a while. As you probably noticed, each level takes longer to reach than the last.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “I’d like to be here with you, but I’ll need to be back on Earth working on getting the other half of this operation going.”

      “Isaac, listen to me very carefully,” Nash said. His son plowed on ahead, finding the path and marching on towards the city silhouetted against the pinkening sky. “Isaac, I have a campaign to run! I have to be back to Twescenea.”

      Isaac said nothing as he jogged onwards.

      “This is not a fucking joke, Isaac! I have to return to finish out this election! I have a business to run as well.”

      “You’ll want to conserve energy. You don’t want to be caught near the fields either when total night falls.”

      “Isaac! Goddammit, listen to me! I can come back here every couple of days to fix this with you, but I need to go back now!”

      Isaac ran on, silent.

      “Isaac! Isaac, are you listening to me? Isaac!!”
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      Nash ran after Isaac as hard as he could. It was strange—somewhere inside himself he knew he should be able to run faster, but his body simply wouldn’t respond. It was hands-down the most frustrating thing he’d ever experienced. Especially since he knew Isaac was holding back, running just slow enough for Nash to stay in sight.

      At a jog, it took much less time to get back near the city and in just twenty minutes they were crossing the threshold of the main slum’s outer limits.

      A sense of true dread filled Nash in this place. He’d managed to rationalize past poverty when he was alive, but facing it in HereAfter was something else. He couldn’t simply look away from this. His eyes lingered on the filthy faces of everyone around him, their eyes cold with despair. He thought that HereAfter had dispensed with Hell, but here it was, in rusted tin and shit everlasting.

      “Nash!?” A voice called out from the roadside. “NASH! Is that really you?”

      His head swiveled to find the voice. There, in torn garb that matched everyone else’s. The only thing that set this person apart from the rest of the slum-dwellers was the thin smile that welcomed him. “Who… Fynn?”

      “Jesus Mary and Joseph, it really is you! Nash, you old sonofabitch, what the hell are you doing here?” The man rushed over and clasped Nash on the shoulder. “Doing well enough, as expected.”

      Nash was mortified. “Fynn—the hell happened to you?”

      “Bad break.” The man glanced away. “Whatever’s going on here, everything went up in smoke. Pfft, not even smoke—most of it just vanished. Heckuva glitch.”

      “Yeah, but… Fynn, goddamn, I never imagined you like this.”

      “A bad break’s a bad break,” he said, shoulders heaving with a sigh. “Can happen to anyone, I guess. So much for Brooks Brothers, eh?”

      “Can I… Can I do anything?” Nash felt like he was looking at his reflection. Fynn had been a lot like him. Not quite the richest man in the world, but he was up there. Somewhere in the top five hundred. If he could end up like this…

      “I don’t know how long you’re here, or what you’re doing, but if you hear about any work, anything at all, put in a word for me. I’m doing everything I can to keep this ridiculous HP bar above zero.”

      Fynn Borgen offered you a quest: Find Fynn a Job!

      Poor Fynn’s down on his luck. Try to get this poor schlub some work. If you do, you get +1 to charm and 100XP! Not bad!

      Accept? Yes / No?

      “Uh, yes. Yeah, sure.” Nash ran a hand through his hair, scratching at his head. “What are you doing on Sevceneur anyway?”

      “Always had a bit of a fascination with the simple life. Figured I’d come here and try it for myself. Before all these weird things started happening, just existing was pretty nice here. But you know me, I couldn’t stay simple for long. Tried getting a merchant business going. And it was good for a bit, but when the chaos hit, my ships got the brunt of it. I couldn’t stay ahead.”

      “Fucking hell, Fynn, you look like shit.”

      Fynn laughed deep and loud. “Yeah, feel like it too! What are you up to?”

      Nash thought for a minute. “A lot. Running for a senate seat out on Twesecnea. Got a shipping business going. You know how it goes.”

      “As expected,” said Flynn, smiling. There wasn’t a trace of envy in his face or voice.

      “Listen, Fynn, I have to get going, but I’ll keep my ears open.”

      “Thanks, Nash,” he said. “It’s good seeing a familiar face. Don’t see enough of those these days.”

      Nash walked over to where Isaac was waiting for him and they moved off down the street slowly, no longer in fear of the night creatures. “I need to get out of here,” Nash said in a low voice.

      “You can’t.”

      “I’m not backing out. I’ll still help you. I just need to go take care of things with my campaign. I need to rearrange the schedule. I just need to hop out to Twescenea and I’ll be right back.”

      “No, dad, you can’t.”

      “Don’t you tell me what I can do,” he bellowed.

      “Dad, you’re not listening to me.”

      “You’re goddamn right I’m not!” His emotional control was shattering. Panic was setting in. “I have to get out of here. Did you see who that was? Fynn, Isaac! Fynn Borgen, in a fucking shit heap on a backwater. I will not end up like that, do you hear me?”

      “Dad,” said Isaac. He stopped walking and turned to face his father head-on. He held Nash by the shoulders. “I’m saying that it’s impossible. There’s no way off of Sevceneur.”

      “No.”

      “Don’t you think everyone would have left already if they could?”

      “Stop.”

      “Dad, listen.”

      “No, you listen,” Nash said, shoving a finger into Isaac’s chest. “You got me in here somehow. You got that message off the planet somehow. Now you’re going to get me out.”

      “But what about—”

      “I don’t fucking care, Isaac.”

      Isaac looked into his father’s eyes. He’d seen that look only twice before. Once in real life, when he was seven or eight years old, and once on a video he watched of his father’s early days. It was survival. That’s all there was in those glistening sclera, contracted irises. There was no beast in the forest as fearsome as his father, and Nash was backed into a corner, or felt so. Isaac had no interest being in his way when he attacked.

      “Okay, dad. Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Okay. Let’s get back to the Tavern for now. Get you some rest. I’ll go back to Earth and try to figure something out. But you need to know that it took me months to put together the code that got my messenger out of here.”

      “So? Reuse the code.”

      “This is bespoke code we’re talking about. It has to be set up for a very specific person, time, place, situation. I’d be starting from scratch. At best… I could maybe get it done in a couple of weeks.”

      “WEEKS?!” Nash roared. “The election is in days.”

      Isaac flinched. “I’ll do my best, dad.”

      “As if that’s ever been good enough,” he spit.

      “Dad.” Isaac squinted against the sadness and frustration burning in his eyes. “Please, dad. I’m… I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m all you’ve got.”

      To his own surprise, Nash’s face softened. “Right. Just… do your best.” He tried to keep the sarcasm out of his voice and mostly succeeded.

      “You continue to work on leveling while I’m gone. Just in case. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      The threat of tears burned in Isaac’s nose as his jaw trembled. To keep his dad from seeing him like this, he lowered his head.

      Nash reached out and held Isaac’s shoulder. After a long, searching moment,  he gave it a reassuring squeeze.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          {Administrator D: Isaac}

        

      

    

    
      The sensation of coming out of a FIVR deep dive was like your foot had fallen asleep, except it was over every single inch of your body. The longer you’d been under, the stronger and longer lasting the sensation. It gave him an extra boost of loathing to know that the premium FIVR gear—which only the wealthy clients had access to—had ways around that. They could stay in the game nonstop for months, years even, and unplug from it after all that with no more than some passing discomfort.

      He blinked quickly and tried to orient himself. The oily smell of stale chips was the first thing to hit him as he adjusted to reality.

      “You were down there a while,” said Qenn, flopping her head back over her chair. Her eyeglasses slid up her forehead to her short, messy hair. “Whatcha find?”

      “Nothing interesting,” he said, stepping over to the water cooler and filling up his bottle. “The slum growth seems to have peaked for now. Have we received any player complaints about those?”

      “Nope. Want a Twizzler?” She held out a twisted candy.

      “Ah, no thanks.”

      “Hmph.” She popped it in her mouth. The tail of it fell down over her nose.

      “Doesn’t it hurt your neck to talk to people upside down like that?”

      “Nope. So whatcha gonna work on next?”

      “Unless one of you guys has something you need help on, I think I’ll just pull something from the board.”

      This seemed to sate her curiosity and she pulled herself into an upright position and went back to plugging away at her keyboard.

      He needed more time to think. One thing he was certain of was that he wouldn’t be able to move his plans forward without higher access. He also knew that whatever goodwill he’d cultivated with this group would be gone once he moved up a level. Each administrative group was kept completely separate, with the exception of the managers of which there was one per team, and only they got to meet with each other.

      Isaac pulled up “the board.” It was just a page on their intranet that held all the jobs that needed to be complete. Some were posted by the other hackers in the room, some were handed down from higher up, some were passed up from down below.

      He narrowed his search to the ones handed down from Admin C and started to scan the details of each task. He had a feeling that at least one of these jobs would require him to have temporary access to the Admin C intranet. If that hunch was right, he could pull up their “board” and find a few tasks that he could, in theory, tackle. And if they saw him working on their problems and solving them well and fast, perhaps that would be the quickest, least suspicious way to move up a level.

      Might as well save the risky hacks for when he was closer to Admin A.  Then he could go for broke if need be.

      The muscles in his neck tightened and a tension headache threatened to take hold. How many would die while he was trying to fix this? Would his dad be one of them? Now? When they’d finally had a heart-to-heart moment? He felt something in that hug. Something he’d never felt from his dad.

      “Bro.” The strained voice startled him. It came from Waller, a lanky guy with orange scruff on his face. His voice was too high for his build and it always managed to make it seem like someone else was talking through him. Isaac wondered if he’d change that about himself when he got to HereAfter. He wondered that about a lot of people. What would people change to become the person they felt they were inside?

      It was a question he’d never asked himself. “Yeah?”

      “You’re kind of…” Waller trailed off, waving his hands like a maestro.

      “What?”

      Waller pushed his chair away from his desk. “You were in there a while. You’re a bit…” He looked off to the side, embarrassed.

      “Oh, wow, sorry.” Isaac sniffed under his arms. “Oo, boy, that’s rough. Thanks for telling me.”

      “No prob, dude.”

      Isaac stood up. “I’ll be back in a minute. Gonna hit the showers.”

      He got a quick wave from everyone in the room. He snatched the Twizzler out of Qenn’s raised hand. “Hey!”

      “Shower Twizzler! Thanks!” He needed something to perk his spirits up. A little candy, a little hot water. Saving Heaven would have to wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Kaela

        

      

    

    
      Nash was alone. More alone than he’d ever been. And afraid—truly afraid—for the first time in longer than he could remember. It was warm out—people filled the streets, shopping, talking, playing. There was music. There was the warm smell of bread. He knew these things were there, but he couldn’t feel them.

      The dial on life had been turned down. Everything was a dull thrum in the back of his head. The only feeling he had was of a gnawing maw of emptiness. The only thought he had was of the nebulous future. For the first time in his life, he couldn’t picture tomorrow. It was like smoke. Formless. Murky. Liable to be blown away at any moment.

      He’d almost made it. Secure. Free to live his life without fear of loss or failure. Truly secure. And now…

      Isaac had left the day before and Nash had spent most of the morning wandering aimlessly around the northwest part of the city. He found his way back to the Esplanade while weighted down by a sense of supreme alienation from everyone around him. When was the last time he felt this way? Sometime when he was a young man. Long, long before he’d died. Before he had even believed he could die.

      In those days, immortality was the domain of youth. HereAfter was nothing more than rumor. Life was everything—the only thing. The world was a smorgasbord of possibility.

      But the feeling… it had come after Nash had done well, pulled together his first real success in business, and celebrated with a trip to Paris that his friends suggested. He’d flown them all in, bought all the wine they could drink.

      But, as the libations flowed, Nash had only managed to pull middling sips from his glass. After an hour no one bothered to ask why he was still on his first round. They were caught up in games of flirtation and puerile daring. As far as he knew, they didn’t notice when he’d left the table and the room.

      His feet carried him to the high iron bridges across the Canal Saint-Martin. He didn’t resent his friends. But he didn’t envy them either. He simply didn’t understand.

      It hit him there, standing in the middle of a bridge, staring down at the rippling moon. Tepid, vacant, formless nothing. A nothing so broad, so endless, that if he’d managed to feel anything it would have been terror.

      Looking back on that evening, he knew that life could have gone very differently had he fallen out of that silent moment back to where he started. Instead, he clawed his way out of that emotional pit. He focused on his new wealth. He dug his claws into the future.  Above the moon reflected in the murky waters, Nash made a promise to himself.

      He couldn’t recall what that promise was. Not in detail anyway. It was a memory almost a century old, and on that walk he’d forsaken his glass for a bottle. The drinking came easier alone.

      What he did remember, all of a sudden on that street in Sær, was that it had been an important moment to him. Perhaps the most important. It was the last time he felt despair.

      After that night he’d moved on to a new world, away from the coarse ties of old friends who didn’t understand his ambitions.

      Who would understand him here, on ye olde Sevceneur? This was an entire planet dedicated to the abandonment of all ambition. Hell, as their entire promised Heaven collapsed around them—refugee angels, death of the deathless—they were in the market, not one word whispered of uprising, not a single tongue unfurled in complaint.

      Utter bullshit.

      He took a left off the Esplanade, aiming to pass through the small public square they’d crossed earlier on the way to the White Tavern. Perhaps he’d see—

      “Dammit Temas! Where’s Jon? Where’s your friend?” An angry voice announced the busy square before he’d even turned the corner. A murmur followed the angry question. “You don’t know! Except you do—we all do, deep down. People are going missing.”

      It was the red-haired woman from earlier. The world came back into focus.

      “He’s an idiot,” said the man presumably named Temas. “You know that. Probably went for a wander out to the Frenchies and got lost. Or lost all his money.”

      “It’s not just him. You know that. People are dying.” The woman was on her platform. Now he could read the hand-painted banner she’d hung. Join the Committee on Resistance. Not exactly catchy.

      “That’s a lot of fear-mongering,” said another man from the crowd. “You know exactly as much as the rest of us.”

      “Yes, but I’m putting the pieces of what we know together.”

      There were perhaps twenty or thirty men and women crowded around. Voices vied to vault over each other. “Why are you trying to scare everyone?”

      “I’m not try—” The woman took a deep breath. “If any of you paid attention to the people—the real people—in the camps just outside our city walls, you’d know these weren’t isolated incidents.”

      A lot of grumbling. “Oh come on.”

      “Those aren’t just a bunch of refugees,” she shouted. “Those are the same people as you. They came here all the time. To sell their goods, to see shows. You’ve met them. You know them. Hell, you could have been them. And they’re starving. And when they starve, they die. Actually die.”

      “That’s not true!” “Liar!” “Get out of here already!”

      “It is true! You’re just ignoring it. Well, you won’t be able to ignore it when it’s your turn. When your house vanishes in the middle of the night, or the Dryvrn—the dragon—returns, or one of those newcomers decides he doesn’t like the look of your face.”

      “That a threat, darlin’?”

      “No! It’s… a warning. From a friend. I just want to get some people to come to the Committee meeting,” she said, her tone turning to pleading. “We can sit down together there. Discuss things. Find a solution. Something is going on here. And whatever it is, it’s not good. We can agree on that, right?”

      A larger man coughed loudly. Whoever it was, he commanded the attention of the people around him. “Whatsit we need a committee fer? Yer s’worried about disappearin’ butchu know zactly what’s happened to anyone what’s tried t’ tell them new folks off.”

      She rubbed the bridge of her nose. Nash smiled. The woman was holding it together, but just barely. He liked that tenacity in her. “Yes, but they’ve only ever done that one or two at a time. This is why we need to work together. Y’know, like in a committee?” She pointed at the banner.

      Scoffs from the crowd.

      “Have any of ya’ll gone out to the slums? Particularly the encampments by the forests?”

      Another anonymous man’s voice. “Of course Kaela’s gone out to the slums. Of course.”

      Laughter made the rounds. So her name was Kaela.

      “They’re not feeding themselves off our scraps alone. They’re killing Rytskr. Værg. Even rumors they killed an Ehcky. They cook ‘em up.”

      “Bollocks!”

      “Rumors I said!”

      “Yeah, rumors. No one is going that far into the forest these days to find one of those Ehcky things.”

      Kaela narrowed her eyes at the crowd. “Why wouldn’t someone dare?”

      A surprising amount of silence followed her question.

      “Because they might die,” she filled in for them. “Now I don’t know for a fact that they killed one of those giant things, but think about how many people it could feed if they did. I think it’s a good chance they tried. And succeeded. But not alone.”

      “Glad we got you to tell us that!” Laughter.

      “We can take control of our future,” she said, her voice rising. “We don’t have to lie down and accept what’s going on. Not at all! But we have to work together.”

      “Next you’ll be telling us they killed a dragon!”

      “No! That’s exactly what I’m not telling you,” Kaela shot back. “They couldn’t pull it off. Not in the state the slums are in right now. A group as small as their hunting parties wouldn’t have a chance. We need to work together. And we need a lot of us. The last dragon attack was brief, but you saw how devastating it was. It’ll kill us all. It’ll destroy this city. Its flames devour you and me just the same. Our only chance against it is as a team.”

      “And what if you’re right? What if we do die when that thing gets us?”

      “You’ll die anyway just sitting here. Or live long enough to see this whole place turned to ashes.”

      “Kae, g’back t’yer shop. Let us be. Yer out here e’ry weekend wi’ this silliness. And y’got here ‘round the same time this all started, s’ye got no idea what it was really like before the Deserts. Y’don’t understand why we’re so keen to keep on our way. Now’s about you do the same? Go on now.”

      There were words of assent. The people mostly wished her well, but the crowd—such as it was—dispersed after that.

      The despair he felt began to die away as well. He must have been losing it—it wasn’t like him to turn to fear. His job was finding solutions. And this was a solution.

      Sure, he might lose the election. But if he lost it because he was off being a hero, saving an entire planet full of people and uncovering some dastardly plot, well… that just might serve him better in the long run.

      Now he might just have someone else to team up with. And perhaps a little more, if he played his cards right.

      Nash went up to the platform and stuck out his hand. “Kaela was it? I’m Nash Evers.”

      She shook his hand. “Oh, nice to meet you, Nash. Yeah, my name’s Kaela. Last name Kys.”

      “That didn’t go well for you, did it?”

      Kaela started to pull down and roll up the banner. “No. But I’m used to it. I’ve been doing this for a few weeks now. It’s hard to keep a good speech going with everyone yelling at you.”

      “Have you had people show up to the Committee at least?”

      She looked at him out of the side of her eye and pursed her lips sideways as she gathered up the rest of her papers.

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      “Not a one.”

      “Any perks for a first adopter?”

      She laughed. “Sure, whatever you want.”

      “I’d like to be a general.”

      “Small army, position’s taken,” she said, grinning. “Could make you colonel.”

      Nash shook his head. “Never liked the spelling. I’ll take Major.”

      “A self-demotion? Interesting.”

      “At least until a Generalship opens up.”

      “Well, Major Evers, what do you say we get lunch?”

      “I know the perfect place.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Hot Lunch

        

      

    

    
      “This one’s on the house,” said Sylvna, coming out of the kitchen with two hot pies and sliding them onto the table. “You and your friend really saved our bacon the other day. And the lamb, beef, and chicken too!”

      “Thanks, Sylvna,” said Nash. “Your pie was good, even out of a crumpled napkin.”

      She laughed. “I’m glad to hear that. And you can call me Syl, like all my friends.”

      Sylvna went back into the kitchen and Nash and Kaela attacked their pies, lifting off the warm, flaky crust to welcome a burst of steam and the savory smell beneath.

      “This looks incredible,” said Kaela. “I’ve been living around this part of the Esplanade for a while now and never noticed this place.”

      “It hides itself well,” said Nash, feeling a bit like he wished he could hide just as well. Kaela’s eyes had a calm, yet piercing quality. Nash didn’t think he’d ever felt so self-conscious sitting across from a woman before. “Came here for the first time yesterday with my son. We ran into a little trouble, though.”

      “One of the newcomers?”

      “Yeah. Player named Raith.”

      “I’ve seen that one.” She lowered her eyes. “He’s bad news.” Piercing, intense—Kaela’s eyes forced Nash to look away. How strange—he’d stared down the most powerful people in the world, man and woman alike, but this person who couldn’t even get a small team together was causing him all sorts of frustration.

      Nash cleared his throat. “He wanted lamb, of all things.”

      Kaela munched down on a bite of her pie. “Well, I can see why. This is fantastic.”

      Nash looked around to make sure there was no one eavesdropping on them. He leaned in and spoke quietly. “So, what’s the story here? What’s the deal with what you’re trying to put together and why?”

      “The dragon is what started this for me.”

      “dragon? What about the dragon?”

      “It attacked the city. Twice.”

      “When was this? And how’d you drive it back?”

      Kaela looked at him, puzzled. “You don’t know?”

      “I’m new here.”

      “No one’s new here. Even the so-called Newcomers have been around long enough to know the deal with dragons and whatnot.”

      Nash took another glance around him. “I’m something special, you could say.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You don’t say? Me too.”

      His mouth suddenly felt dry and he licked at his lips. “Uh, I mean… If I do decide to team up with you, you’ll come to understand just what I mean.”

      She laughed. “Oo, mysterious.” And winked. “Same here.”

      Nash felt an unfamiliar lump form in his throat.  “Not to be mysterious. It’s just a difficult thing to explain.” He chalked this ridiculous behavior up to the stressful days he’d had.

      She nodded. “Okay, I’ll take your word for it. There’s more than one dragon we think, but only one has actually come and attacked the city. It seemed to be looking for something. It came, unleashed hellfire on us, and flew away eventually. Some people tried to fight it off, but I don’t think they had much to do with its retreat.” She snuck another bite while thinking. “The first attack was probably seven or eight months after the desert. And the second attack was just a little over a month ago. Same pattern.”

      “What do you say we try to find it?”

      Kaela put down her fork. “Excuse me?”

      “Instead of waiting for it to come back to the city,” he said. “Go out and kill it where it lives.”

      “Hmm.” She bit down on a chunk of carrot and chewed it for a moment. “That doesn’t seem possible.”

      “Why?”

      “The dragon is huge. Without a bigger team, we don’t have a chance.”

      “And you’re having trouble forming a team.”

      “Yeah. Except for you.”

      “Except for me.” There was a long silence that hung in the air between them. “I could try to help you form a team. I’m good at working with people. It’s what I used to do.”

      Kaela smiled. “I appreciate that. But you’re not a familiar face. I think you’d have an even harder go of it. Most of the people here are bastards. They don’t understand… They’re not… ” She took a long drink of beer. “What did you do, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “Business, politics.” He thought for a moment. Should he say it? Would it be too much? Ah hell… “You probably knew me.”

      She grinned. “Hmm? Did I?”

      “Nash Evers.”

      She pursed her lips and shook her head. “Nope, doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “Really?” Nash felt heat rush to his cheeks as he burned with embarrassment for the first time since he was an undisciplined teen. He shouldn’t have been so cocky.

      Kaela smirked and snorted. “Yeah, really.”

      “What did you do? Back then?”

      The smile fell away, replaced by nothing. “Anyway. We can’t try to kill it. Not alone.”

      “We could go where it lives. Not to fight, but to try to learn something.”

      “Still seems like an unnecessary risk,” she said. “Let’s wait until we’ve gathered more people. They’re bound to come around eventually.” She leaned in with a conspiratorial twist of her lips. “Especially if you’re as good as you say.”

      “Could take another dragon attack to get people in line, though.”

      “Or one of those Newcomers deciding to have a little too much fun.”

      Nash fished for more answers. “Does anyone have any theories about why the Newcomers are so strong and violent?”

      “No one knows. No one has any ideas that really make sense either.”

      Nash perked up. “Do they have ideas that don’t make sense?”

      Kaela leaned back in her chair and sighed. Nash tried to focus, to not to follow the keen line of her body, curving thigh to hip to waist, as she stretched out languidly. He swallowed. She spoke. “Some people seem to think that HereAfter is being hacked. Or that it’s glitching. But most of us don’t want to believe something like that. Or we don’t really understand it to begin with.”

      “What else could it be?” He was hoping he could push her towards the right answer on her own.

      “I don’t know. But if our world is being controlled from the outside—or, worse, breaking down from the inside—that’s about as terrifying an idea as you could have. They say it’s not a god, but something else. I don’t know how that’s any better.  It makes you feel helpless. And at this point I’d rather lie to myself than feel helpless.”

      “What if I told you I knew what was happening,” Nash said. “What if I told you that it was something like a hack, but that there was no reason to feel hopeless.”

      “Are you saying—”

      “I’m just asking ‘what if?’ What if I told you there was a way to end this?”

      Kaela thought about that for a moment, her sharp eyes never leaving Nash. “Could we save the people who died?”

      “I don’t know. Possibly not.” He hesitated to be more clear. “Probably not.”

      “That’s honest. It makes me trust you more.”

      “That’s good.” Nash smiled. He felt like he’d do almost anything to get this woman to trust him. His instincts about her were being confirmed with every exchange they shared. She was driven, clear in purpose, and smart.

      “I have a horse,” she said. “There’s a man out in the Kyelansyr Forest who could probably point us the right way.”

      Nash raised his mug of beer to Kaela. “To dragon slaying.”

      She smiled and clinked her cup to his. She brought the foamy head to her mouth, eyes smiling over the top at Nash. “To dragon slaying.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Hames of the Syrrhtr

        

      

    

    
      “C’mon Swift, just a little further,” Kaela leaned over the neck of her horse, urging it onward up the forest path while Nash sat behind, fighting his baser instincts. He was grateful for the quiver full of arrows strapped to her back and the slight space it put between them.

      “You can hold on to me tighter if you want,” she said. “I feel you bouncing around back there.”

      Nash reached his hands around her waist and held on tight. He thought he noticed a slight smile at the edge of her lips.

      The smell of manure and hay grew stronger as they made their way up the path under waning daylight. Nash kept looking into the distance for the faint light of a Gyrrnbyst. As long as he didn’t see one of them he knew they should be safe.

      Kaela twisted the reins in her hands, drawing the horses nearly to a stop as she directed them sharply to the right. They cut off down a nearly invisible path through the forest.

      Though it was hard to notice from the main road, the dirt path was clearly kept in order by a meticulously minded caretaker. They charged on between the trees without so much as needing to duck.

      At last, they came to a clearing. It was full of grass that came up to the knees and was dotted with farm animals grazing leisurely.

      “Just ahead.” She urged the horse up a switchback road. “There’s a man named Hames that lives up here in the Syrrhtr.”

      “What’s that,” asked Nash. “It sounds unfamiliar again.”

      “It’s the largest natural clearing in the forest this side of the mountain,” Kaela explained. “It didn’t even have a name before the Desert, but it showed up on the map. Hames has been keeping watch over the animals there as long as anyone can remember.”

      Up the side of the mountain they went until they reached a small level area with a neat stone cabin erected with its back against the mountain.

      Kaela called out to Hames and the sound of shuffling feet followed. A small, elderly man pulled open the door and smiled at them. “Visitors! Good to have visitors. Come in, come.” He stepped over to Swift and patted the horse on the neck. “I’ll get him some feed and a dry spot to rest. How’s the old girl been doing?”

      Kaela slipped off the horse, grabbing a brush from her bag and smoothing its sides. “She’s wonderful as usual. Puts up with me and all.” Kaela laughed and helped Nash off the back as Hames led Swift to a small stable.

      They ducked under the straw eaves still dripping from an earlier rain. Nash looked behind him before closing the door. Hames’ hut was just above the tree line. High enough to have a clear view of the whole forest and out to Sær.

      “So what brings y’ young folks out to these parts,” the old man Hames asked. “Not many’s brave enough to face these forests since the Desert.”

      “We’re looking for a Dryvrn,” Kaela said.

      It still sounded absurd—searching for a dragon, or a Dryvrn, as they called it. Even in a world where you lived beyond death and all things were possible—hearing such a phrase just seemed silly to Nash. But it was their reality nonetheless.

      “We were given the understanding,” said Nash, “That you know more about these woods and mountains than anyone else.”

      Hames shuffled over to a large chair and settled noisily into it. “Hehm. That might well be true. Can’t be sure—but it’s a good bet.”

      “Then we need to know,” said Nash.

      “Ehhm. Well.” The old man reached over to a small table along his armrest and lifted up a short pipe. “I don’t see what good that does anyone.”

      “It could do a lot of good,” offered Kaela. “We could get rid of it, for one.”

      Hames took a few puffs to get the tobacco smoldering. “Ehh. Unlikely as a cat mating a pup. I ain’t going to give y’ some words that’ll get y’s killed and anger a dragon. Like’s I said—does no one no good.”

      “So, you do know where the dragon is,” said Nash.

      Hames waved his smokey pipe. “That’s neither here nor there.”

      “Well, it’s certainly not here,” said Nash, stepping closer to Hames, “But it’s certainly out somewhere ‘there’.”

      Hames took a long pull off his pipe and eyed Nash carefully. “Y’s awfully certain of what y’ speak.” He reached over to that small table again drawing a pair of slight glasses to his face. Why he put them on was uncertain, since he looked at Nash over the tops of the rims. “Y’s were a big man on that ol’ campus Earth, eh?”

      Nash stayed silent. He waited.

      Hames gave an airy chuckled and focused on lighting his pipe again. “Y’ might make a name for y’self here. But y’ll need to learn some things.”

      “Like what,” Nash snapped out.

      Kaela shot him a look of reprove.

      “Like how to truly understand your new home,” said Hames, tapping out the spent tobacco. “Y’s new here aren’t y’?”

      Nash fidgeted. “Well, not that new…”

      “Less than ten years in HereAfter, I s’pect.” Hames peered at Nash again with that curious over-the-lens look. “Hmm?”

      “So what? You’re good at reading people. Everyone’s got a skill.”

      “It’s good y’s new,” said Hames. “It gives y’s a chance. Y’ can see this world as it is. It is as real as any place y’s ever lived, yet filled with infinitely more possibilities. Y’ need to see that.”

      “Thanks, Confucius.”

      Hames flicked his eyebrows and laughed. “Strange choice of reference.” His pipe well-lit now he settled comfortably into his chair. “You, though,” he said, waving the pipe in Kaela’s direction. “Y’s… more difficult to read.  New, old—I’m not sure.”

      Kaela smiled. “That’s alright. Those sorts of questions aren’t why we came here.” She stepped up to the chair and settled to her knees, placing her bow on the ground. “We came here because we need your help.”

      “Y’s going to go either way, aren’tcha,” asked Hames.

      “Are you really wondering?”

      “No.” He sat back and took a few more long puffs. “Alright. Alright, I’ll tells y’. But you should know it’s far too powerful for y’s. Y’ll die. Sure as these shreds of tobacco don’t stand a chance, y’ll end up the same. Just a flake of nothing in front of it.”

      “We have to try,” said Kaela.

      Hames turned to Nash. “Y’ haven’t spoken with any sort of conviction here. Why d’y want to find the dragon?”

      Mostly because it would give him enough points fast enough to finish what he came here for. The morality was a side note. Maybe it helped that Kaela was the only woman he’d felt this drawn to since he’d climbed past puberty. Perhaps, most of all, because it would make him look like a hero—and heroism was a credit he could take to the bank. “It’s the right thing to do.” Close enough.

      Hames smirked knowingly. “Right. Of course.”

      “So you’ll help us,” Kaela asked.

      Hames sighed. “Y’ know, y’ could just wait until one of those Players decides to kill it in order to level up.”

      Kaela’s face twisted with confusion at his words, but Nash snapped to attention. “What did you say?”

      “Ehhrgh. Wells, it’s pretty clear what’s happening here,” said Hames. “Anyone who hasn’t accepted it is just lying to themselves.”

      “So, you know,” said Nash.

      Hames shrugged. “I don’t know know, but it seems as clear as anything what’s going on.”

      Nash took a deep breath and steeled himself for a gamble. “What if I told you that I was a resident of HereAfter, but through a strange series of circumstances I happen to have the privileges of a Player? What if I told you that?”

      Kaela looked up at Nash from her spot kneeling beside the chair. “What are you talking about, Nash?”

      Hames nodded slowly. “It’s hard to believe,” he said, “But as I told y’, believing difficult things is the key in this new world.”

      “What does all this mean?” Kaela stood up slowly, her eyes trained on Nash.

      “It means that Hames knows we have a chance.”

      “A chance?”

      “To win. To kill the dragons and the Players.”

      Kaela scrunched up her face in annoyance. “What are Players?”

      “The Newcomers, as you call them.” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll explain everything. Right now let’s find out where this dragon is.”

      Hames tapped out the freshly spent tobacco. “Okay. Let’s get to it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Nightfall

        

      

    

    
      The room looked different lit only by candles. Cozier. They shoved rolls of maps out of the way and spread a mat on the floor.

      “Ehhyuh. Well, it ain’t much, but I hope it’ll do,” Hames said, shuffling out of his bedroom with a pair of pillows. “I hope y’s don’t mind sleeping in the same room, unless one of y’s wants to join me,” he said, laughing.

      Kaela took the pillows. “We’ll be alright out here. It’s been a long night of planning and we’re just ready to sleep.”

      “Thank you for your help,” Nash said, extending a hand.

      Hames took a long, creaky-boned look at Nash’s hand and then turned away. “Thank me if y’s make it back. Good night.”

      “Good night.”

      Hames slipped into his room, but before the door shut all the way he spoke again. “Ehh. One last thing. Don’t worry if y’ hear strange or frightening noises outside the house. Even against the walls.”

      Kaela glanced at Nash with a concerned look. “What does that mean?” she asked.

      “Hchhyem. Just that all those nasty creatures like to come knocking. But don’t worry, they can’t harm y’ in here.”

      “That so,” said Nash.

      “Aye, I’ve set many charms.”

      “charms?” asked Kaela.

      “Eyhh. Even the Drydch can’t affect y’ while y’s sleep. Good night.” He shut the door. They heard him shuffle across the room and thwump down on his bed.

      “Well, that wasn’t very reassuring,” said Kaela. “What was that about Drydch?”

      Nash breathed heavy through his cheeks. “Not sure. But I haven’t had a chance to try out much of this new personal interface. Let me see if I can look it up.” Nash navigated to a search field and pulled up information on the Drydch.

      No image available.

      The Drydch is exclusively a night class creature, most often appearing between midnight and four in the morning. Thought to have the form of a woman-like wraith, the Drydch has never been seen up close. Without well-cast spells or charm to keep them away, the Drydch will seek out campsites and homes in the forests. There it hovers above its prey, feeding cruel nightmares into their minds until the dreaming victim tears themself apart. The only defense against them, and the only way to destroy them, is through incredible internal strength, a sense of self that is deeply rooted and can separate that which is of itself and what is other.

      “Fuck me sideways, that’s unpleasant.”

      Kaela raised an eyebrow. “Well, someone’s got a mouth on them. You’re in the presence of a lady, you know.”

      Nash gawped for a moment. “Yeah, I guess I do. Been trying to keep it under control around—”

      Kaela laughed. “I’m fucking with you.”

      There was a moment of silence and then they both burst into laughter. It made things less tense as they rolled out the blankets on the mat and set up the pillows. By the time they killed the lights and were crawling into the makeshift bed under moonlight, the night-creatures were starting to make a racket outside the windows.

      “You sure you don’t mind sleeping in the same spot,” said Nash. “I don’t mind sleeping elsewhere.”

      “Just don’t let your hands get as fresh as your vocabulary and we’ll be fine,” said Kaela, smile shining in the blue-white night. “Who wants to sleep in a cold bed anyway?”

      They crawled under the covers and shut their eyes, trying to keep out the sound of the monsters outside. Every once in a while a Gyrrnbyst would trundle by, throwing golden beams through the window. It reminded Nash of living in a city, of cars driving past.

      Nash checked the time on his RUIF. Almost midnight. Outside, fluttering against the eaves and pecking at the chimney, were some sort of winged animal. He trusted Hames enough to believe they were safe inside the house, but the nasty thing still made a horrible sound, breathing like someone sucking air through their teeth for a taste of wine. Nash tried to focus on one to pull up more info on them. Finally, he caught one as it swooped past the window.

      Wrxa

      These bastards are about as big as a melon and have a bite like moonshine. They come out after dark in both forest and field and are drawn primarily to light, but are repelled by heat. Campfires are a terrible idea if you want to get a good night’s rest. When the Wrxa find something to eat, they’ll drop out of the sky and pierce the skin of their prey with their sharp beaks, sucking out the blood until their meal is a dried husk. Luckily, these are non-magic night-creatures and can be easily dispatched with a well-placed strike.

      He could hear a few Værg stalking outside. Apparently, they didn’t sleep much. A couple of other distinct creatures padded their way around the house, growling low. He couldn’t see them to get a readout of their features—he wasn’t sure he wanted to so much anymore. He had enough of the creeps to last a while.

      Nash’s eyes drifted to the wall. He felt the room chill and saw something dark pressing through the seams between the logs.

      “Nash, do you see that?” asked Kaela, her voice quivering a little. He could feel her heart pulse through the thick blanket. Or maybe that was his own.

      The black thing was trying to break through from multiple points, a vapor moving like smoke and silk. “I think that’s the Drydch.”

      “I don’t care what it is,” she said, the tension rising like bile in her voice. “How’s it getting through? I thought Hames said it couldn’t reach us in here.”

      “I don’t think it can.” Nash’s legs were all but jellified beneath him as he struggled to his feet and stepped over to the wall.

      “Wait! Don’t…”

      He leaned in. “There’s something invisible protecting us. Like a second wall.”

      “A charm,” she whispered.

      “I guess so.” Nash took a step back. “Let me try something.” He glared at the vaporous monster and willed it to go backwards, to leave the house entirely.

      At first, he felt a bit ridiculous. Despite all he’d seen, it was still hard to believe the world he was living in. But he kept at it. One nasty tendril curled backwards. Nash grinned.

      “I’m going to try one more thing,” he said over his shoulder. “If it looks like I’m in trouble, pull me back, okay?”

      Kaela stood up. “Okay.”

      “Here, accept this request.” He pushed a guild and friendship request to Kaela. She accepted. “If what I read earlier was correct, you should be able to see some of my information now.”

      “Yeah, if I focus there’s a bar over your head,” she said, a little surprised. “A couple of bars, actually.”

      “Keep an eye on the one up top labeled ‘HP’. If that gets low, yank me back.”

      “H…P? Nash, what the hell is going on? Is this really—”

      “Just do it. Trust me.”

      “No!” Kaela stepped forward, grabbing him by the shoulder. “You’re the first person who’s been willing to help me. You’re the first person who’s listened to me.”

      “Kaela, please,” he said, voice softening.

      “Let’s just go to sleep. I’m scared to risk anything right now.”

      “We won’t sleep well with this thing here,” said Nash. “Hames doesn’t go to bed in this room. I’m sure he doesn’t realize his charm is a little weak at this point.”

      “I’d tell you to stop screwing around, that this isn’t a game,” she said, “ But I’m starting to doubt that much myself.”

      Nash lowered his hands to Kaela’s and held them. “I don’t understand it all either. But I promise I’ll tell you everything I know. And I’ll help you. We’re going to help each other. Starting with this.”

      Nash moved Kaela back and turned back to the wall. He reached through the charmed space and let his fingers become enveloped by the inky tendrils.

      The world changed around him and he fell into a dream state unlike any he’d experienced before. Dreaming inside HereAfter would have to be unusual, wouldn’t it? It was like he was lucid dreaming about a lucid dream. It was hyper-real.

      The cabin walls caught fire and burnt away in a flash of ashes. Around him he could see all the terrifying monsters that tormented the silence of the night. A weeping sound was above him and he followed the length of the tendrils from his hand up a long and swirling length until he was looking into the sky, something silhouetted against the infinite stars, a figure hunched, twisted, heaving with sobs, pouring out the gaseous fingerlings.

      He felt the cold dig deeper into him.

      Memories were flashing around him like images in an old spin-wheel animation, faster and faster, a carousel of old torments.

      At irregular intervals, the images would slow and he would get a moment’s solid look. Teased in first grade for a bad haircut; a first F in fourth grade for an assignment he’d blown off; a road trip when he was ten,  the car catching on black ice, computer buzzing and gears catching in a fury to right them on the surface.

      His anxiety spiked with the memory each time. He felt those moments again, as if he was there, all the fear and humiliation as present as it had been when he was still less than a decade old.

      Then his mother. The kitchen. An old chair—antique—bought on a warm autumn day at a flea market that his father had dragged them to almost forty minutes from their house. The chair, his mother’s choice, was the only thing they’d brought home that day. He remembered these trivial details so clearly. Because she’d loved that chair. And because she was slumped in it, head rolled back and towards the window, away from Nash—he couldn’t see her face—what had her face looked like?—her hair, dyed auburn, hanging long, arms loose, body loose, hips slid off the edge of the seat, neck pressed and stretched awkwardly with the weight of holding her body up. Her skin was the wrong color. The wrong texture, even. Her fingers—wrong. She was wearing blue jeans. Her father’s old work shirt that she wore on lazy mornings.

      Where was his dad? Why couldn’t he move his head, his eyes? The hundred-something part of him wanted to look for blood, for clues, for anything. To look away, if he could. But the part of him that was the reincarnation of his eleven-year-old self could only stare—stare, stare, stare—at the space where waxy cheek met misshapen neck. His eleven-year-old self was shot through with pins and needles. His lungs tightened. Breathing came hard.

      Where was his dad? Why was he alone this morning? It wasn’t age and time that took the memory—he’d never known in the first place.

      Where was his dad? His breathing came shorter. Too short. The fear, the panic, the seizing of his muscles over every part of his body, the short—too short—breaths. His peripheral vision closed in like curtains on a final act.

      He’d passed out when this had happened in real life. But he didn’t this time. The script was changed. The body moved.

      In real life, the body had never moved again.

      Nothing Nash had accumulated in his long life had prepared him for this. He forgot where he was. He forgot who he’d been, who he was. The form of his mother moved slow, like a cursed marionette. Her shoulders, her knees. She twisted out of the chair, seemingly too precarious not to topple to the ground, but held up.

      The head stayed turned, wrenching further back as the body turned to face Nash. It moved closer, knees lifting limp feet and shift forward. The hands rose—all wrong—and reached for Nash. The cold, dry fingers moved like worms over his face. He could couldn’t move. Couldn’t even find the voice to scream. One hand spread over his nose, pressing it down, the fingers draping over his eye. The other hand shut tight around his mouth, those fingers preternaturally powerful, clutching at his jaw, crushing.

      He couldn’t breathe. In moments he saw, at last, his RUIF engage and the HP counter start to drop. He remembered now. He needed to fight back. This was real—but in a different way. This was the Drydch. Not his mother.

      He at least couldn’t see her face. The monster had given him that meager respite. He reached up to push her away, his arms like lead cannons. A notification popped up in view, but he couldn’t focus on it. He pushed against her. More notifications flashing. She was strong, and difficult to move. He closed his eyes and swung his fist at her ribs.

      “Nash, sweetie,” his mother’s voice called, “Why would you do that?”

      His eyes snapped open and there she was, head spun back around and staring at him out of those long-dead loving eyes. His arms dropped. The hands squeezed. His HP fell but he could do nothing. The notifications flashed fast and bright, scrolling in a blur.

      “Oh, wow, that’s…. I’m coming for you, Nash!” It was another voice… familiar. Arms wrapped around his waist and pulled him away from his mother. His mother’s touch. A murderous embrace—but his mother’s. How long had he…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Onwards

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, when they parted ways with Hames, Nash was still trying to piece together everything that had happened the night before.

      “Take care now,” said Hames, leading Kaela’s horse, Swift, down the switchback to the pasture at the foot of the mountain. “Hyych. I’ll make sure this old girl is safe and sound when y’ return for her.”

      After Kaela had shown up, things got a little hazy. He checked the combat logs and found that they had killed the Drydch, but not until after having destroyed several Drydch Phantoms. He’d reached Level Eleven in the process, garnering him almost another 100HP and another five attribute points to boost. And something else labeled a Special.

      “Specials” FAQ

      Specials are multipliers for your attributes. Specials are obtained by exhibiting virtuosic use of your attribute. Stack several Specials to super-charge your Attribute powers!

      His Special was called the Fear Facer which gave him an extra 5% on his charm attribute.

      Fear Facer (Special)

      You stared down the Drydch’s phantom and broke out of its spell—an impressive show of will! Your strength against even your own worst adversity will reflect well on you—and make you all the more charming.

      He still wasn’t entirely sure how the charm was helping him out—it was nothing like feeling himself grow physically stronger or faster with the other attributes.

      “Hey, Kaela,” he said as they made their way down a slope into a wide ravine.

      “Yeah?”

      “Do I seem any different today?”

      She held onto a tree to balance and looked at him carefully. “Like, how?”

      “Ah, I don’t really know,” he said. “More… charming?”

      She laughed and started making her way down the slope again. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Take that as a no.”

      Most of the Rytskr avoided attacking him now, and the ones that did he dealt with easily. The slopes were too much for the Værg to bother with, he guessed. He was grateful for the peace and quiet as he tried to piece together the night before.

      He knew it wasn’t merely fear that had caused it. It’d be a little embarrassing to admit to himself that he’d passed out from terror, but if it was the case at least it would explain some things. But no—it was something else. It had started the moment Kaela tried to get him out of the nightmare. It was interesting that she appeared in his dream with him, and he was starting to wonder if that had something to do with it—crossed wires, or something like it. A glitch, perhaps, caused by two consciousnesses filling the same hallucination.

      “Found the path,” said Kaela, who was about ten feet ahead of him. “Hames said to follow this west and stay above the river.”

      Nash scrambled down quickly and was pleased to find the level, muddy path. They followed along the way until they came to a crossroads and an old makeshift bridge.

      “Shit, that hardly looks safe to cross.” Nash stared at the decomposing bridge. It was just two felled trees with a series of smaller saplings lashed across to make a rather precarious-looking walkway, even if you ignored the rot and moss.

      Something moved in the brush where the way parted east up a more well-hoofed road.

      “More travelers?” asked Kaela, half rhetorically.

      “I doubt it,” said Nash, drawing Mylln from its scabbard. “Get across the bridge.”

      “Me first?” Kaela said accusingly.

      “Yes, you,” snapped Nash. “And quick. Draw your bow.”

      Kaela moved fleet-footed over the sturdiest part of the bridge and spun around, dropping to one knee with an arrow knocked. “I’m clear!”

      Nash focused on the source of the noise. Bærghest appeared partially obscured in leaves and branches. “Level Twenty? Fuck.” He took a deep, steadying breath then called to Kaela. “Get ready!”

      Bærghest Lvl.20 [1,909 / 1,909 HP]

      Note: They might look nice for a cuddle, but don’t get close—their hair is not as fluffy as it might seem. They’re not fast, but they are persistent—once they have your scent they will follow you forever.

      The dreadful Bærghest stepped ponderously from the forest. It had a strange form—long, thick legs like an elephant, a thin body like a greyhound, covered in dense black hair that reached to the ground, with a head like a bear.

      Nash focused and did a little mental math—it would take roughly four good swings from his sword to take the creature down, and only if Kaela’s arrows dropped its health while he worked as well.

      “Once I attack,” Nash said over his shoulder, “You pour everything you’ve got into that thing.”

      “Heard!”

      The Bærghest roared at Nash, its throat unleashing a sound like a train whistle through a waterfall. Nash felt his muscles tighten. He tried to focus on relaxing, on staying nimble. Luckily, the damn beast didn’t move fast at all, but he knew by now that these forest creatures had tricks up their sleeves.

      He decided against a solid, direct hit on his first attack. If he was wrong about the Bærghest and it killed him as he rushed it, that wouldn’t do anyone any good.

      Nash ran at the thing, darting left and sweeping the sword behind him from his right hand, swiping at a leg.

      The Bærghest roared again, tossing its mangy head and twisting its body like a wet dog. The long hairs spun out, tips reaching Nash’s right arm and slicing through his flesh like it wasn’t even there.

      Nash dropped Mylln as he fell to his knees with a shout, gripping his arm. “Fuck! Its hair is like razors!” He was glad he hadn’t gone for a stronger attack. He would have been far too close when it attacked.

      The Bærghest started to turn towards Nash on the ground, but a well-placed arrow slammed into its jaw. It turned towards Kaela.

      “Can you still use your arm?” Kaela called across the expanse.

      Nash reached out for the sword and found he could just barely keep his hand around it. But, with his left supporting, it was enough. “For now!”

      The Bærghest was distracted and now Nash knew what to expect. He rushed at the beast’s side, thrusting the sword into the torso where he guessed the heart might be. A torrent of blood gushed out, just missing Nash as he launched himself backwards before the swinging hairs could catch him.

      “Another couple of stabs like that and he’ll be down,” Nash shouted to Kaela over the Bærghest’s roaring. “Just keep his attention on you!”

      The pain in his arm was almost overwhelming, but he kept going, focusing on Kaela. “She was there for you last night,” he said to himself. “Now it’s your turn.” He tore some ripped cloth from his cloak and wrapped it tightly around his shredded flesh to keep it from tearing further.

      Then he dove back into the action. Nash circled around the Bærghest as it moved towards the bridge and repeated his attack on the other side. He wrenched the blade sideways inside the beast before throwing himself backwards at the last moment, tumbling ass-over-head as he went.

      It was worth it, though. The extra cut had torn something important and the Bærghest’s HP dropped precipitously. One more good shot should do it. Nash rushed at it and swung low, cutting through its thick leg and severing it cleanly. The Bærghest fell to the ground, whimpering as it bled out.

      Kaela pranced back across the bridge and began yanking out the arrows. “Well, that was fun,” she said gleefully.

      “For you,” said Nash, holding his arm pouring blood.

      “Shit, how bad is it?”

      “I think it’ll heal over time. I lost about 200 HP in that attack, so it’ll probably take,” he paused as he ran the numbers in his head, “about four hours to heal. Give or take.”

      Kaela knelt down to look at it closely. “I thought things like this didn’t happen on Sevceneur.”

      “Me either,” said Nash. “I didn’t think I’d ever see something like this in HereAfter, period.”

      “Can you travel like that?”

      “Yeah,” he said, groaning as he pushed up off the ground. “Actually, I have an idea on how to hurry this along.” He paused, unsure of how to phrase things.

      “Well? Go on.”

      “If we kill another one of those, and maybe a few Værg, I should heal automatically.” When I level up, he failed to add.

      Kaela tilted her head to the side, confused.

      “How about this,” he said. “We look for some more things to kill and, while we walk, I’ll explain what’s going on in Sevceneur. The parts I understand at least.”

      She smiled at him. “Now that does sound like a plan.”
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          Too Far

        

      

    

    
      By the time they stopped for a late lunch six hours later, Kaela was all caught up on the known details of the mess on Sevceneur and they’d managed to spit a few theories back and forth between killing Værg and Bærghest. They had a good system going now and Nash was soaking up XP at a good clip, though it was taking more and more XP to reach further levels as he went. The diminishing returns were beginning to concern him.

      Of further concern was the curious fact that Kaela wasn’t gaining levels at all. Despite the XP Nash received being halved whenever he fought alongside Kaela, she never leveled up. She stayed the same Level Ten no matter what they did.

      “The good thing about working with archery,” said Kaela as she cleaned off her bloody arrows, “is that I can theoretically just improve my projectiles without needing to get any stronger or faster.”

      “I hope that’s enough,” said Nash.

      “Will you try to show a little optimism?”

      He rolled his eyes. “I can try.”

      “By Truræd’s tongue,” she muttered.

      “Who?”

      “Nothing, nevermind.” She cleared her throat. “Working with the bow and arrow takes a lot more practice and skill, but it puts me at an advantage over all the other… what did you call them?”

      “NPCs. Non-Player Characters.”

      “The NPCs, aka the citizens of Sevceneur.” She fed the arrows into her quiver and stood up from the rock she’d been resting on. “And that should be enough for us to win.”

      “And archery is something you can teach,” said Nash, leading the way down the road again. “We can get around these insane restrictions most of you are stuck with.”

      “You mean train the Særians?”

      Nash nodded.

      “That’s basically building an army,” said Kaela, shaking her head. “The city government won’t stand for it.”

      “From what little I’ve seen, they’re still playing dress-up. Their archers are distance volley launchers. The rest of their army is ground-based. Armor, swords. They’d need to raise their strength to stand a chance, and they can’t do that.”

      “We could convince the council to instruct the generals to re-train the army,” Kaela suggested.

      “How well do you really think that would go over?”

      Kaela slowed down and cupped her ear. “Do you hear that?”

      “No, what?”

      “Water. We’ve almost reached the river.”

      “We’re getting close.”

      “We’ll reach the Dryvrn’s lair by nightfall.”

      “If Hames’ directions were accurate.”

      “He’s been right so far.”

      Nash huffed. “You do realize how absurd all this Dryvrn the dragon stuff sounds, right?”

      She didn’t respond, just trudged on down the muddy path towards the sound of rushing water. They turned north-west at the river, following along the bank against the flow, deeper into the mountains.

      The mud cleared up and was replaced by stones and large boulders. Nash found himself smiling as they hopped from rock to rock. It was more fun than he’d had in life, or even on his post-death homeworld of Twescenea. Why hadn’t he ever allowed himself to do things like this? It was freeing to run and leap through the air, to feel your muscles expand and contract in a useful way. All he’d ever allowed himself was time at the gym, lifting weights and hitting the treadmill in a series of mechanized movements all geared towards a singular, abstract objective.

      After twenty minutes of moving lightly upstream, Kaela dropped behind a boulder and Nash followed.

      “I saw something up ahead,” she said. “It didn’t look like any of the things we’ve faced yet.”

      “Let me take a peek,” Nash said, craning his head around the side of the boulder.

      Upstream, just before a sharp bend in the river, and drinking from the edge of the water, was something his RUIF identified as an Ehcky Lvl 25. It looked like an emaciated rhino—its bones almost seemed to form an exoskeleton, though still wrapped in flesh. Just above its eyes was a stumpy horn.

      “It’s stronger,” Nash whispered back to Kaela. “Level twenty-five, and rather nasty looking. But we’ve got the advantage here. I don’t think that thing will be jumping on top of these rocks.”

      “Alright, let me get off a shot,” said Kaela, pulling herself on top of the boulder, “And we’ll study its fighting behavior.”

      “Good idea.” Nash clambered up a nearby boulder and waited for Kaela. She stared at the unsuspecting Ehcky. Nash almost felt sorry to be disturbing it, but his experience so far had shown that if you were of a level lower than, or close to, one of these beasts, they’d attack as soon as they noticed you. And they couldn’t afford to go around the thing and chance losing sight of the river.

      Besides, the monsters were only going to get stronger the deeper into the mountains they went. Hames had warned them enough of that. In the water or among the trees, they’d have to fight. At least here they had an advantage.

      “All set,” Nash said. “Ready when you are.”

      Kaela reached behind her, fingers clipping the fletching of an arrow, drawing it out in a single, smooth motion. Nash knew he should be watching the Ehcky, but his eyes were drawn to Kaela and her flawless movement, her effortless confidence. There was nothing he admired more than the perfect meeting of beauty and competence—and Kaela had them both in spades.

      She drew the string back without any apparent strain, the only show of work in her eyes as she squeezed her lids, focusing on the target.

      THWAP.

      The arrow cut the air silently, sinking into the Ehcky’s neck. The giant beast staggered to the side, roaring with a gurgle that sprayed blood into the water. It lifted what looked like a hoof from the river—and unfolded it, an ugly three-fingered, two-knuckled hand. It pulled the arrow from its neck with a growl and turned its head until its eyes settled on Kaela. The body followed after, shifting under its head until the whole creature was pointed straight for her. Something in the way it turned, in the way it stared, the way it stood, suggested incredible power coiled in the grotesque form, ready to be unleashed at the slightest provocation.

      It seemed as if there was an eruption where the Ehcky had been as a torrent of water sprayed into the air and a line cut like Exodus towards the boulder where Kaela stood.

      THWIP.

      The arrow struck the Ehcky before it could reach her. The great beast tripped and tumbled at its incredible speed and blood began to spread around it like a flower.

      “Good fucking lord, that thing moves fast,” said Nash.

      “Well, now we know what its special trick is, at least,” Kaela responded, plucking another arrow from her quiver and nocking it.

      “What’s the weakness, though?”

      “At that speed, I’m guessing it can only run in a straight line,” she said. “If you wait until the last moment, you can probably get it to run right into the edge of your sword. Hold your blade steady and let that thing’s own strength work against it.”

      “Bunting beasts, hunh? Sounds, risky.”

      “You got a better idea?”

      Nash sighed and hopped down the line of boulders flanking the east side of the river bank until he’d put a good hundred yards between him and the monster. “Hey! Hey, over here! Come this way!” He waved at the Ehcky until its attention was focused on him. He hoped the space he’d put between them would give him enough time to get out of the way. That thing moved like a pitcher’s throw.

      The Ehcky gave off that sense again—that sense of coiling energy ready to pop. At the moment the energy seemed ready to explode, Nash side-stepped, thrusting his blade out like a batter.

      It ran head first into Mylln, shearing off a chunk of its head and sinking the rest of the blade into a thick bone protruding from its back. The HP dropped by over half.

      Nash wrenched the sword free and began a volley of rapid swings and stabs, carving off the last remaining drops of HP until the nasty creature crumpled into the water.

      Nash looked to Kaela who gave him a thumbs up. He was covered in blood. He dropped to his knees in the flowing river, trying to wash as much of it off of him as possible.

      He hopped back onto the boulders and leapt his way over to Kaela. “Didn’t get a scratch on me. Pretty nice, for how much XP I was able to collect off it.” Nash noticed a flashing notification. “Something else too.”

      Artful Dodge (Special)

      You engaged your sense of speed to its fullest extent to avoid a killer attack! You’re attuned to your body and its abilities, allowing you to finely focus on getting the most out of your abilities and using them beyond the norm.

      “Hunh, ten percent increase in Swiftness. That’ll be useful.”

      They started making their way farther upriver. “What have you been putting your attribute points into recently?” Kaela asked.

      “Nowhere, yet,” said Nash. “Waiting to see where I’m naturally weakest in this world.”

      “Now that’s a bit risky, don’t you think?”

      Nash grinned at her. “I’m doing alright so far, don’t you think?”

      “With help, sure,” she said, shooting a challenging smile of her own back at him.

      He laughed. “Alright, fair enough. Let me get the next one on my own. It’d do me a world of good to have all the experience points to myself.”

      “Makes sense—let’s go,” she said as they made their way around the bend. “Let’s try to find the dragon’s lair before sunset so we can—” Suddenly she hopped backwards, dropping down behind a boulder again. “Shit, get down!” she shouted in a whisper.

      Nash dropped next to her. “What is it?”

      “There’s more.”

      “Good, great, you wait here.”

      She threw a hand up to his chest to stop him rushing off. “No. Like, there’s a lot more.”

      Nash furrowed his brows. “How many?”

      “Take a look,” she said. Then added, “Move slow, be careful.”

      He edged his head around the side of the boulder and looked further up river. No doubt, there were a ton more. Easily another two or three dozen. The one he’d killed must have wandered away from the pack.

      “Look carefully,” she said. “They’re not just in the water. They’re wandering on the banks and in the forests. There’s got to be fifty—no, sixty!—of those things.”

      “Fucking hell,” Nash said, steadying himself against the rock as a rush of fear overtook him. “We almost walked right into that.”

      “We’re going to have to swing way out around to avoid alerting them,” said Kaela.

      “We might be close to the road already,” Nash offered. “Maybe we can just head there.”

      Kaela bit her lip and sighed. “I don’t know. We haven’t gone that far, and Hames said it would take at least an hour or more.”

      “He also said it was after the large horseshoe bend in the river. He told us to keep following the river so we wouldn’t get lost, but if—”

      “If we can anchor ourselves to some point in the distance—”

      “We won’t get lost! And—”

      “And we can cut a ton of time off by—”

      “By cutting perpendicular from this part of the river direct to the road!”

      “Great minds, eh?” Kaela said.

      “Let’s get at it!” Nash turned quickly to head back the way he came when his scabbard clattered against the side of the rock.

      The herd of Ehcky became frighteningly silent all of a sudden, no more splashing and slurping in the water—then the sound of five dozen bony heads all creaking at once.

      One of the monsters started to turn towards their position behind the boulder. Nash made to step out and face it.

      “No! Don’t!” Kaela reached out to grab him, but missed and lost her footing, her quiver upending on her back and spilling the arrows out. “Shit! Fuck!” She scrambled to gather them as the Ehcky—the whole herd of them—turned to face Kaela and Nash.

      “This is bad.” Nash felt exactly how weak he was in that moment and dropped a few points into Swiftness and Stamina. He moved in front of the boulder, away from Kaela. He lifted Mylln into a position to stab and braced the hilt against the boulder. “Alright. Just like Bugs and the bull.”

      The Ehcky exploded forward, shooting waves high in the air where it split the water in a straight line. Nash stepped aside at the last instant, letting the beast impale itself on the sword.

      He reached back to the hilt sticking out of the head of the stunned Ehcky and, bracing a foot against the boulder, wrenched it sideways, tearing the monster’s head and neck in half. The HP drained to nothing in a few, tense moments as the water warmed with gore.

      He checked the body.

      You’ve received:

      Ehcky Bone x3

      Ehcky bones make for great anti-Ehcky weaponry. Though their skeletons are extremely tough to crack with conventional weapons, thanks to a unique biochemical make up, using their own bodies against them is extremely effective!

      Nash ran the item back to Kaela. “These are the bones from that thing,” he said, shoving them into her hands. “If you can affix points of it to your arrows it should cut them to pieces.”

      “Okay,” she said, lifting them up and studying their composition. “Interesting. I should be able to split them length-wise despite their toughness.” There was a loud crash and the boulder behind them rocked as an Ehcky tried an ineffective attack.

      “I’m going back out there, or they’ll just chase us until we’re dead.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Hold them off for…” she paused, snapping off a piece of the bone and attaching it to her arrow. “A minute. I’ll have enough after that.”

      “Strafe across the river,” said Nash. “Try to get them to spread out their attacks.”

      Kaela nodded and Nash went back out, sword firmly in hand. He stared down the herd of Ehcky, trying to determine the trajectory of each one, hoping to figure out which one’s energy was ready to pop off.

      One of them dashed—not the one he was focused on—and Nash was almost caught, just barely spinning to the side in time to avoid it. He swung his sword on a flash of instinct as it passed, just catching it on the hindquarters and stripping off a few HP.

      Side-swiper (Special)

      Pushing your limits, you managed a counter-attack at a blistering speed! You might have felt some strain, but it was worth it to live. Your ability to tune into your need for speed makes you impressively quick for your level.

      Nash felt his focus and his ability to see things which were blurred by speed just moments ago improve.

      The next Ehcky shot after him, but this time he was able to anticipate the position as it came, and dodged with ease. His effort barely used up his stamina that time too. So, he was faster and more efficient—that he could work with.

      Nash ran across the river, pulling the Ehcky’s attention towards him and lining them up to attack in sequence. Spread out, they were much easier to deal with. Nash cut through them, slicing between their bones and dropping a third of their HP with each pass.

      “Firing!” Kaela popped up onto a boulder, shouting her warning, and began to unleash a volley of vicious arrows.

      The Ehcky-bone-tipped projectiles sliced through the skulls of the beasts, dropping their HP down well below half with single shots. Kaela hopped across the river with each snap of the bow, drawing attention after her.

      It was grueling, but they had a system and, inside of two minutes, they’d dropped almost thirty of the beasts.

      Then there was a howl—a new howl. Nash looked up at Kaela. She scanned the area and pointed behind the herd.

      A humanoid…thing was standing in the river, holding what looked like a shepherd’s staff. It had the head of a horse, the body of a lean-muscled man, and skin like a lizard. Its hands were long and claw-like—reminiscent of a sloth’s slender appendages. Nash focused on it to bring up some stats.

      Ychyg (Drusl) Lvl. 35 [5,317 / 5,317 HP]

      “Fucking hell, that thing is over twice as powerful as what we’ve been fighting,” he shouted.

      The Ychyg stormed towards him—incredibly thick, powerful legs stomping—as the Ehcky made a path. One hand curled menacingly at its side, the other lifted the staff into a fighting position. Nash tried to back away, but, as if to say, “Don’t bother,” the Ychyg rushed forward with a speed that was beyond the other beasts. It seemed almost to teleport, despite its incredible size.

      The staff rose and fell in a single swift motion that battered away Mylln and collided with Nash’s skull in a sickening crunch. The clawed hand followed, slicing open his chest.

      Nash fell into the water, bleeding out. Kaela shot the Ychyg before it could deal a final, killing blow to Nash.

      “Oh hell!” Kaela shouted, leaping away from the boulder she was standing on as the Ychyg appeared there and reduced it to rubble.

      Nash checked his XP. Lucky again—he was just a few points from the next level. He groped towards his sword and used it to push himself back to his feet, fighting back against unconsciousness. He stalked over to an Ehcky and drew its attention, ignoring the agonizing pain he felt, and cutting with his full strength, dropping the beast in two strokes.

      Level 19 achieved!

      Nash Evers [1,758 / 1,758 HP]

      “Fucking hell, that was close,” Nash gasped, standing up straight.

      He ran after the Ychyg, drawing all his effort to his speed. He managed a single cut across the back of its thigh before a claw swung down, cutting across his stomach.

      Blood pooled in Nash’s mouth and static flashed across his vision as he collapsed. He heard Kaela scream something he couldn’t make out.

      He looked at his stats again.

      Nash Evers [118 / 1,758 HP]

      Nash Evers [33 / 1,909 XP to next level]

      He wrapped a hand around his guts, holding them in as he tried to clear his vision against the pain and blood loss.

      Nash Evers [76 / 1,758 HP]

      Kaela was there, drawing the Ychyg up the river, away from him. But she was out of arrows, using just a short sword to tease and entice the blood-mad shepherd.

      Nash Evers [28 / 1,758 HP]

      In the distance, the sound of hooves in the water, confidently pounding towards them… or, perhaps, just the hallucinations of a dying man…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Raith Rescue

        

      

    

    
      “Keep back, you mongrels!” The air crackled with heat and lightning. Ozone filled Nash’s nose,  then scorched flesh and fountains of blood. “Nzbtraug, heal that man!”

      Nash could hear feet running towards him in the water, then muttering in a guttural tongue. Hands grabbed him by the head and waist and he felt his wounds closing and energy feeding back into him. In moments, he was perfectly healed.

      Before he could thank the mystery healer, they had fled back the way they came.

      Kaela was standing on the river bank, eyes wide, watching. Nash stood up, sword at the ready, but found he had no need of it.

      A man clad all in black, riding on the back of an armored horse, rounded about the Ehcky, a dark gauntlet raised in the air, holding a ball of violet energy sizzling and fizzing.

      Raith. It had to be. But why had he ordered Nash to be healed? After their last encounter, it seemed fairly obvious that he would rather kill anyone who was in his way.

      Nash couldn’t focus on thinking through the motivations of an apparent madman when the madman was putting on such an incredible show.

      The Ehcky charged at him in their typical, near-sonic way, and at the moment they seemed to collide, a shock of energy would snap out of the ball of energy and slam the beast into the ground, a raw, gaping hole blasting their insides out.

      The Ychyg had apparently been knocked back, stunned, sometime before Nash started watching and was only now finding its bearing. It stood, massive, monstrous, evil-looking to its core, like some Hadean thing ripped from the pages of Dante’s nightmares.

      Raith’s dark cowl rippled as he noticed the thing rising. His head dipped and, even though his face was impossible to see under the heavy, draped cloth, it seemed clear that he was smiling. His left arm dropped to the sword hanging at his side and drew it out in a reverse grip, tossing it high and snatching it out of the air with his other, magically-charged hand. Energy erupted from his palm, channeling up the blade.

      The Ychyg charged—Nash could barely sight its movement. Raith swung, blade carving crosswise from the creature’s shoulder down to its hip. The top half sloughed off the bottom into the water with a splash.

      Raith got in a few more kills with the sword, dropping Ehcky left and right, but the energy fizzled and he backed off. “Gjvtraug, advance! Drgtraug, hold! Destroy them, you mongrels!” From the forest’s edge, a horde of rotting corpses charged the last few Ehcky as Raith made his way over to Nash.

      Kaela came running up. “Nash! Are you—are you okay?” She stopped short of embracing him and laid her hands against his shoulders.

      “Yeah, surprisingly enough.”

      “I spared your pathetic lives,” seethed Raith. “What have you for me in return?”

      Kaela withdrew a sack of coins and handed it to Raith. She looked at Nash expectantly.

      “What are you doing that for,” asked Nash.

      “Didn’t you get the prompt?” she asked.

      “No. What prompt?”

      “If a—as you call them—Player saves you, you have to give them something of value if you have it on you. They can kill you if you don’t.”

      Nash turned to face Raith, but said nothing as the powerful Necromancer slowly raised a pointed finger at him.

      “I know you,” said Raith. “You’re the swine who dared to defy me over a pie.”

      “And who’ll be defying you today over any reward,” said Nash.

      “How does one such as you get so far into the Ættankyel Mountains? Average Særians should not be able to survive this far out.”

      “I’d hardly call what we were doing ‘surviving.’” Nash laughed.

      “Nevertheless… you should have died long before you reached this area.” Raith paused, mulling a thought. He looked at Kaela, then at Nash. “You thieved half the experience of that fallen Ychyg. More impossibilities.” The darkness beneath the cowl seemed to darken.

      Nash felt something tugging at him and a notification popped up in view.

      A possible enemy is trying to read your stats. To allow them easy access, simply relax—or, you may attempt to stop them through a sheer act of will.

      Nash fought back against the mental intrusion.

      Tip: To increase your chances of overcoming your enemy’s charm, don’t try to fight directly, but rather try to empty your mind. If there is nothing for them to find in your mind, then you win.

      Nash followed the directions. The onslaught was strange—external and internal, mental and physical. Every part of it seemed to want to make him think about his stats in some way—images, sounds, suggestions.  But Nash was practiced at self-control. He fell into a meditative state, driving out all distraction until it seemed he was mentally underwater, everything dull and distant.

      The attacks grew weaker until they finally relented.

      Willful Will (Special)

      You managed to stop an enemy of “matched” charm from reading your stats. Your inner strength continues to refine itself and impress everyone around you. From this—

      Nash brushed the notification aside and stared into the dark beneath Raith’s cowl.

      “What are you?” A snarl.

      Nash grinned. Toss a little bait out there and he just might survive this. “You’d like to know that wouldn’t you, Raith? Stick around long enough and you might just figure it out.”

      “Arrogant slime. I could end you with a thought.”

      “I know.”

      “Set you among my horde, a unique toy for my army.”

      “Thanks, no thanks.”

      “Curious. I find you exceedingly curious. And perhaps correct. More fascinating may be the day I find you hence.”

      Nash raised his hand in a wave, “I look forward to it.”

      “But forget you not—today, tomorrow, a day unthought—you will join my army. You will pay for your insolence.”

      Kaela followed behind Nash as they hastened away.

      “Walk with joy, cretin. You are a man awaiting new life, Drgtraug! My sword approaches.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          New Plan

        

      

    

    
      Nash and Kaela found their way to the road, but instead of continuing north, they went south, back towards Sær without a word spoken between them. It wasn’t until they found themselves in the foothills at the edge of the Ættankyel Mountains that they managed to fill the silence again.

      “Are you okay?” Kaela asked. “Honestly okay?”

      Nash nodded and spoke softly. “I will be. The memory will fade.” He appreciated her concern, but he’d spent the last few hours of walking trying to hold back thoughts of the claws tearing through him, of holding his own entrails back in the cold water.

      “We need to hurry, it’s almost nightfall.”

      “What do you suggest?” They’d been walking all day—it took all of Nash’s mental fortitude to keep pushing himself onwards. His Stamina stayed extremely low without a chance to rest at length. Every time it dropped to zero he had to sit and take some water. It was beyond his control. His body simply seized up and refused to move much at all until he rested.

      “The river forks just ahead,” she said. “If we follow the main stream upriver about fifteen or so minutes, we’ll reach the canal and we can hitch a ride back to town.”

      “That… that sounds great,” Nash said between heavy breaths. “Shit, I don’t think I’ve ever worn myself down this much. Not physically at least.”

      “You, uh, took a beating, yeah.”

      “I need a new strategy,” Nash said. “Brute forcing my level like this isn’t going to work. I need to level faster. Going out and getting my ass handed to me isn’t going to cut it. I need a more efficient system. And better tools.”

      Kaela looked at him, frowning. “What are you imagining?”

      “Well, first, I need to stop thinking like my son,” he said. “Isa—Tavin is the one who suggested this insane fight-your-way-to-the-top system. I was a bit shaken coming here at first, learning about all of this—I wasn’t thinking clearly when I agreed to his plan. But I’m still me. It’s time to start thinking like me.”

      “And what does Nash think like?”

      “In this context, I’m not sure yet, but I need to focus on my strengths,” he said. “It’s the only way.”

      They walked in more silence under the cooling peach hues of dusk. Nash felt his hand almost twitch as it swung next to Kaela’s. So close. The pads of his fingers felt an electric urge. His palm felt empty—for the first time, he noticed the wind blowing through the valleys of the lines that told his life.

      “Kaela…” He hesitated. “Thank you.”

      A corner of her mouth pulled back in a shy smile. “Don’t be absurd. Thank you.”

      “I just…” More hesitation. More hesitation in these few utterances than he’d had in all his life. “Anyway, thank you.”

      A soft laugh breathed beside him.

      It wasn’t long before they saw the canal. A boat was tied to the side.

      “We’re in luck,” said Kaela. “Want to jog for it?”

      Nash sighed. “I get to sit after, right?”

      “Come on, old man,” she teased.

      They jogged up to the boat. And waved at the captain.

      The man took off his hat. “Name’s Reggie. Now, what can I do you for?” he asked in a Georgia drawl, lips barely visible under a thick, brown mustache.

      “Kaela,” she said. “And Nash. We’re hoping to hitch a ride into the city.”

      “Well, you’ve got half the luck you’re looking for,” he said. “I’m going to the night market up Anders Esplanade. There’s your good luck.”

      “And the bad?” asked Nash.

      “I don’t do hitchers,” said Reggie. “Fuel’s expensive, especially nowadays. But for a price, I can do you well.”

      “Well?”

      “A demi-Kuf a piece. That’s a hemi, total.”

      “A demi-K a piece?” said Kaela.

      “I’m pretty new to town,” said Nash, stepping forward. “But I’m fairly sure you’re trying to take advantage of two travelers needing help.”

      “Now, everyone knows there hasn’t been a newcomer in over a year,” Reggie said, stepping to the ropes and unwinding them from the mooring. “And I don’t quite appreciate your insinuation.”

      “Listen, bud, money is my thing,” said Nash, putting a hand on the rope. “It’s one Kuf to about a hundred dollars. A hemi here is half the total, right? Now, fifty bucks to take us twenty minutes downstream seems a stretch.”

      “Now you listen—either you want the ride or you don’t,” said Reggie, yanking the rope out of Nash’s hands.

      “How about this: you give us a ride, gratis, and we give you a hand unloading. First at market is first to a sale.”

      “And you just up and hop out the boat when we get there.”

      “That’s a hell of an insinuation of your own,” said Nash. “You either want the help or you don’t.”

      The man stared at Nash, and Nash stared back, imploring him with his eyes. “Fine, hop in. Quick.”

      Deep Discount (Special)

      You got a hundred percent off—and you didn’t rip anyone off. Impressive! Your charms are even greater than they seem at first. Keep up this good reputation, and people will trust you more and give you better deals!

      Nash swiped the notification away and another took its place.

      50 XP gained!

      He looked around to see if he’d stepped on a bug or something. Where had the XP come from? He focused on the notification to bring up further details.

      XP awarded for completing a successful deal!

      Nash sat down on the edge of the boat as they cast off and started to move. Underneath them a steam-powered paddle churned the water, driving them on to the city’s northern canal gates, mirroring the churning of Nash’s mind as the possibilities began to unfold.
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            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Going to Market

        

      

    

    
      By the time they got to the market, it was night out and the street was lined with torches burning brightly. It was a lively scene up and down the street as far as the eye could see and, for a moment, Nash thought about how nice it all was.

      “I’ve got an idea,” Nash said to Kaela as they wound their way through the crowds. “First, let’s find some food, then let’s find a furs trader.”

      “Furs trader?” said Kaela, a little skeptically.

      “Yeah, it’s… it’s a hunch,” he said. “It might not work, frankly, but I want to test a few things out.”

      “This have to do with the book you were reading on the boat?”

      “The Mcguillicuddy’s? Bingo.”

      “Where’d you get that old thing anyway?”

      “It was one of two items I was given when I first arrived here,” he explained. “I’d almost forgotten about it entirely. I thought it was just some stupid gimmick.”

      “I take it you were wrong?”

      “Very,” he said with a shrug. “Turns out it’s incredibly useful.”

      “Well, this place has good sandwiches,” said Kaela, steering them towards a small stall in front of a lunch shop.

      Nash looked at the menu. Ham and cheese, please.”

      “That’ll be a dem-Nil-ha-Cen,” said the woman behind the counter.

      Nash fingered through the change in his pocket. “A demi-Nil and a hemi-Cen coin,” he muttered to himself. “That’s about two-fifty in dollars.” He mulled things over, then withdrew a single full-cen coin. “I’ve got a full-cen for you. I’m hungry but not too hungry, so I’d rather not pay more than this.”

      The woman locked eyes with him and grunted. “Well, I’ll be… Usually, the little RUIF thing tells me to charge a dem-Nil-ha-Cen, but it’s just telling me to give it to you for the Cen you asked for.”

      “That so?”

      “That it is,” she said, frowning. “Guess I ain’t got no choice.”

      Nash handed over the Cen and got back a sandwich.

      1 XP gained!

      Interesting. Nash stickied the notification and shifted it into a corner of his vision. Then he ordered two more, identical sandwiches, each at the same negotiated price.

      3 XP gained!

      Very interesting. Nash had figured he would receive something like an XP and a half on the first order, and three on the second order, since he was saving roughly a dollar and a half per sandwich.  The points awarded seemed pegged to the Sevceneur currency’s dollar-equivalent for some reason. So, a three dollar savings was three points. But why was a buck and a half of savings only one dollar?

      XP Gained from Deal-Making (FAQ)

      “No man is fit to trade in Eis,” as the old saying goes. Eis are the smallest units of currency, with ten Eis equaling one Zi, and ten Zi equaling one Cen. Any deal with remainders less than a Cen will not award points with respect to the remainder.

      Nash and Kaela walked away from the stall, munching fresh sandwiches. “That confirmed one part of my theory,” said Nash.

      “I hope that’s good news.”

      “So far. Furs next?”

      “There’s a stall right over by that hotel. Let’s go.” Kaela led him over to a large stall set up in front of a narrow shop squeezed between two much larger buildings.

      The seller behind the stall was a large man in every way. He stood at least six-four and was wide around; his hair hung over his shoulder in a braid, down to his belly; his beard was long, dark, and thick; his face was broad, and half filled with a glistening smile. He was covered in white furs, strapped together with leather belts. He struck an imposing, yet welcoming presence.

      Nash went up to the man as soon as he was free. “I’ve got some Værg pelts here that I’d like to get off my hands. How much are you buying for?”

      The seller laughed cheerfully. “Værg pelts, eh? Oh good day!”

      Kaela leaned in to whisper to Nash. “Guess he’s interested.”

      “And a lovely lady by your side! Such luck!” the seller boomed. “The name’s Tarb—pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      “Yours as well. I’m Nash.”

      “I’m Kaela.”

      “Well, let’s see what we can do for you,” said Tarb, chuckling.

      “Værg pelts, good condition. I have a large number that I’m looking to get off my hands. More to come if I get a good deal.”

      “Værg. Good condition you say?” He thought a second. Or at least he appeared to do so. Nash wasn’t sure exactly how the process occurred on the merchant side of things yet. “I’d be pleased to grant you a full-Kuf for each.”

      Nash squinted and pulled on his lip with his teeth. He hemmed. “That might have been a fair price for a wolf pelt back before the Desert,” he said, trying out a reference to seem less foreign, “but things are different now, and you know it.”

      “Kuf and a Nil?”

      “Uh-uh.”

      “Full-demi-Kuf?”

      Nash shook his head. Then, ready to move things along, he looked right into Tarb’s eyes. “I’m selling them each at a demi-Argem a piece. And that’s a fair price.”

      Tarb looked uncomfortable. “That’s a bit much. How many did you say?”

      “I didn’t,” said Nash, staring the man down. “But I know you don’t have any real Værg fur out for sale right now. But Værg is the style, right?”

      Kaela smiled. “Right.”

      “Now, I can take my Værg and Bærghest down the road to—”

      Tarb leaned across the table. “Did you say Bærghest?”

      “That I did.”

      Tarbs eyes shifted around—he was clearly checking various stats. “Well darn. Looks like I have to buy the Værg at a demi-Arg now if I want it. That’s the most anyone’s ever haggled me.” Then he muttered, “I have no love for this new system. Wish I could set my own prices.”

      “What happens if you take a different amount?” Nash asked.

      “The money and goods vanish. They get held in a sort of escrow until the cost is sorted out.”

      Nash nodded, then put his hands on the counter and leaned forward, as if to confide. “Listen, I’ll be bringing in many more of these. If you want first looks in the future, make it worth it for me. You’ll be the most sought-after fur trader in all of Sær.”

      “These are real Værg you got, right?”

      “Killed the fuckers myself.”

      “Alright, sir. Let’s do business.”

      Nash’s eyes flared and he smiled without meaning to—a rare slip for him. Then again, he was more excited about this deal than probably any he’d ever made before in his life. “That’s what I love to hear.” Nash fished out a Værg Pelt. “I’m working out some systems here, so bear with me a second.”

      Nash sold the one Værg pelt and, in addition to money, was awarded the expected 150 XP.

      “Kaela, I’m about to forward you a request,” Nash said. “Accept it, then I’ll transfer the next Værg pelt to you to sell to Tarb.”

      Kaela’s eyes searched the space in front of her as she navigated the system. “Done.” She turned to Tarb. “Alright, here’s another pelt.”

      Nash’s RUIF lit up.

      75 XP gained!

      Yes. Yes.

      “One more thing,” said Nash. “Do me a favor and purchase this Værg-skin pouch off of me for just two Cen.”

      Tarb raised an eyebrow. “Two Cen? Don’t feel right to me—it’s worth more than that.”

      “It’s not well made, I assure you,” Nash said with a reassuring laugh. “I’m just trying to work out a little experiment. I’ll even refund you when we’re done.”

      Tarb shrugged his giant shoulders, the white furs covering him bristling and swaying as he did. “If you say so.”

      Nash pulled out the pouch he had hastily cut and sown together earlier and handed it to Kaela.

      “I was wondering what you were up to in the boat,” she said.

      “I started prepping for a hunch,” he said. “Sell this to him for two Cen.”

      Kaela nodded and carried out the transaction.

      1 XP gained!

      And there it was. Everything he needed to know. His hunch was right.

      From here on out, everything was going to be different. The bastards who started this whole nightmare had no idea who they were up against.

      Nash filled with a rush of hope and excitement. “Kaela, I hope you’re ready. We’re going to own this game. We’re going to build an empire.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          The Empire Plan

        

      

    

    
      Nash and Kaela retreated to the White Tavern. He was pleased to see that Isaac had added in some color and amenities in the last few days. It looked like a normal tavern now.

      “We’re safe in here,” Nash said. “No one will be able to hear us.”

      “I can’t wait to find out what this plan is,” she said, taking a seat at the table. “Lay it all out for me.”

      “It’s simple, but powerful,” he began, walking over to the bar. “In another place, or at another time, it would take a long while for this to play out, but with Sær—and likely all of Sevceneur—still a bit turned around after the coming of Dragons Rising, we should be able to take advantage of the disorder.” He paused. “This all centers around XP.”

      “Did you get some during the trades?”

      “I did. For every single trade we made. But the most, proportionally, was for that shitty pouch. So, for deals, the Player gets a point relative to the difference in the trade that benefited them. But when they sell a crafted item they get full credit.” Nash bent down behind the counter to root around for mugs.

      Kaela thought about this. “Why’d you have me sell them then?”

      “Well, the only way to scale this, to make it worth my while, is if I can get XP from other people selling stuff for me,” Nash explained. “Now, for most people—well, Players—this isn’t possible. You have to make the deals yourself.”

      “So how are you making it work?”

      “That McGuillicuddy guide explained a bunch of stuff,” Nash said. “The most important thing was how to create a special kind of guild that will allow XP sharing. So, selling the pouch was worth 2 XP—”

      “And two Cen,” Kaela added.

      “Right,” he agreed. “Now, the money was added to the guild’s account and the XP was divided between us. Obviously, as we already discovered, you won’t be affected by that. But I still got 1 XP for that trade.”

      “What if there were more people in the guild?”

      Nash grinned. It felt good to be talking business again, even if the terms were strange. “So, there are tons of types of guild set-ups apparently. The McGuillicuddy book only focuses on about a dozen. For our purposes, I chose the one that allows the creator to get half of every sale made, full stop. The others in the guild only get XP for what they themselves sell. Of course, that won’t matter since no one but myself can get XP.”

      Kaela brightened. “So we get lots of people into the guild, make a ton of pouches and whatnot—”

      “Keeping in mind that a properly constructed purse would sell for much, much more—”

      “And sell them, and you get the XP.”

      “And we grow this little enterprise.”

      “How?” Kaela asked. “There’s already so many businesses here. No one’s managed anything like this.”

      “None of these businesses have people who can actually go out and get a steady supply of high-quality ingredients from deep inside the mountains. They’re still working off of old wolf pelts and a few Værg cheated off the hunters in the slums. We can do better.” Nash poured them each a beer from the tap. “Now, a drawback for most people setting up a creator-headed crafting guild is that the allowable size of the guild is related to the creator’s charm level.” He took a long sip of his beer through his smile. “Well, I absentmindedly overloaded my charm when I started the game. That’s going to pay off in a way it wouldn’t for most people. Plus, I can keep loading it as I gain levels.”

      “So you could have dozens of people working under you, feeding you XP all day?”

      “Possibly hundreds,” Nash said. “Roving from city to city, all around Sevceneur, selling our goods. There’s more esoteric stuff in the book I haven’t gotten to that might make even more possible. Stuff involving the RUIF command line, plus obtaining special permissions and charters from local councils. It’s a lot, but I think I’ll be able to work it out.”

      “A constant flow of thousands of XP points…” Kaela whistled. “How are we going to get these people to join the guild? I certainly haven’t been having much luck wrangling people to a cause.”

      “We don’t offer them a cause, we offer them money,” Nash said, leaning back in his chair. “Lots of it. A third of the profits to the craftsmen, a third to the salesmen, a third to the guild account to grow the business. Roughly.”

      “Will that work?”

      “There’ll be bugs to bang out,” he admitted. “But for the most part, yeah, that should work. Our overhead is extremely small.”

      “This is… incredible.”

      “Even better,” Nash said, hunching over the table, “We can do research. Craft better weapons and tools than anyone else. We can sell them to Players for exorbitant prices. Hell, we can use them ourselves when the time comes to kill the dragons and everything else plaguing this place.”

      Kaela chewed her lip. “Is this really possible?”

      “It’s more than possible,” said Nash. “It’s our future.”

      “Ours?”

      He blushed. “Well, we are working together, right?”

      She laughed. “Yeah, of course.”

      “This is it—this is what I do,” he said. “This is what I’m best at. Swinging swords—I can only do so much. But, with the power of an empire behind me, I think we might just be able to save this planet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          {Administrator C: Isaac}

        

      

    

    
      Isaac realized he was barely breathing, barely moving. That was too easy. Three weeks. Three weeks is all it took to get the promotion. He swallowed his built up saliva and took a deep breath.

      “The operation doesn’t change much here,” said his escort, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Same general protocol, though you’ll be prompted to enter a new password when you sit at your computer.”

      Isaac was tingling with nerves and tried to focus his mind. He managed a simple, hopefully un-suspicious question. “Are meals the same time?”

      “Meals are whenever you want,” the man said. “Go to the net directory—there’s a food menu there. Order what you want, it’ll be ready in the room through that door.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Your things are being moved to your new quarters. Down the hall we just came, room twenty-four. You have any questions, ask Maz over there.”

      The escort slipped away before Isaac could get out another word and he was left alone, surveying the room.

      It was slightly larger than the last one and, despite being the same otherwise—same concrete walls, same bluish fluorescent lighting, same sounds of whirring and typing—it felt dimmer, darker.

      This was the room where they kept all the coders with C Level privileges. Perhaps it was the people themselves that gave the space such a foreboding feel. There was no banter. No smiles, no frowns. The typing seemed to come sharper, keys snapping with more intensity.

      He made his way across the room to the man the escort had pointed out as Maz. He was a portly guy in a t-shirt and suspenders. His eyeglasses seemed too small on his pudgy face, pinched as they were between his robust cheeks and drooping eyebrows. “Hi, so, I’m new here,” Isaac said. “I was told you’re in charge here.”

      “Not in charge,” said Maz, not looking away from his computer. Then, nodding to his right, “That would be Ren, but she doesn’t like being bothered.”

      Ren was a severe-looking woman, bleached hair chopped close to her head and slicked back, staring at her screen unblinking. Her black tank top and sinewy muscles were more reminiscent of Sonya Blade than a hacker.

      “Ah, okay, well, which is my desk?”

      Maz stayed focused on his screen. “The one without anyone sitting at it, genius.”

      Isaac pursed his lips and nodded. He spotted an empty desk and shuffled over, dropping his work bag on top.  He pulled up the login screen and set his new password.

      A hand slammed down next to his keyboard. “You. What’s your name?”

      Isaac looked up. Ren. Sharp, heterochromatic eyes bore into him. “Isaac.”

      “We don’t get transfers from below here,” she said. “That sort of shit stops at D Level. What the hell makes you so special?”

      Isaac gave a short, tense shrug. “I don’t know. Competence?”

      She sneered. “I heard you fixed some of the problems that were left for us.”

      “Yeah, I’m just, y’know, familiar with the architecture we’re working with. I noticed things.”

      “Problems that were on our private server.”

      “I just got lucky stumbling on the same issues as your team.” Then, a little more boldly, “And, frankly, I’m pretty good at my job.”

      “If you were that good they should have sent you here first,” she said, “Like they did with the rest of us. We’re special hires, special contracts.”

      “Listen, I don’t know what to tell you,” said Isaac. “I’m just here to do my job and get paid.”

      “And keep your mouth shut.”

      Isaac narrowed his eyes at her. “You’re not a very friendly bunch here, are you?”

      She gave him a mean smile. “This gig is different.”

      She walked away, leaving Isaac with a pounding heart and trembling fingers. Were they on to him? Was this whole promotion just a way to catch him? He started typing into the console just to keep himself looking busy.

      He was anxious to see if he could still enter the game for “debugging,” or if he could still access the files that allowed him to edit the White Tavern. If he couldn’t, it could be days, or weeks, of covert hacking to find a way to get a message to his father.

      And yet, he couldn’t check right away—doing so would be the epitome of suspicious. So, instead, he familiarized himself with the C Level system. It was aesthetically the same as the lower levels, but there was more to see. There were several new systems he could study for a deeper understanding of the programmatic machinery that made their whole operation run. There was also full access to C Level memos going back over a year that were somewhat more explicit about what they were all actually doing in that concrete bunker.

      He checked his father’s character profile—figuring there was nothing suspicious about appearing to debug NPC stats—and found that whatever his dad was up to, it was still as strange as ever. He’d expected his dad to struggle with the game, but instead he was leveling quickly. In fact, his XP accumulation was nearly constant, only slowing or stopping at night. Every day the rate of accumulation would grow, faster and faster. The strange thing was that the XP counter only incremented by small amounts—single and double digits. If his dad was grinding on monsters it would jump by hundreds and thousands. What the heck was his dad doing?

      Well, however it was happening, things were going well. And Isaac needed to keep things on the upwards trajectory. He started the process of digging for problems to solve that would lead him deeper into the architecture of the whole system, give him a leg up.

      He started noticing small issues that might limit him. Admin Level B might be the highest he could go, if he could even manage to get there—and that was far from assured at this point. He would need extra solutions—ways to complete his work, even if he was stuck at this level for good. He needed more escape routes. Everything was too precarious. But at least his dad was safe for now.

      As he dug through the memos and problems board, he started to get a picture of why the people here were so different. They were much closer to the ugliness of the whole operation. It was apparent, even here at C Level, that you were playing with people’s lives. Perhaps they didn’t all understand the extent of it, but there was no question that they had to ignore a lot of darkness just to get their work done.

      Some part of him wished that he’d managed to stay ignorant, that he’d never stumbled on the secrets of their operation. But he brushed that part of him aside. He knew things now. He knew how dire it all was. And he knew that fixing it was his responsibility.

      Isaac stretched, slipped on a pair of headphones, and, with nimble fingers, got to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Lessons with Hames

        

      

    

    
      Nash broke out of the forest onto the narrow lawn behind Hames’ cabin. He leaned against the wall and looked out over the forest and Sær in the distance. A smile crept on to his face—this was the lightest he’d felt in many long ages.

      “That y’, Nash?” Hames called from around front. “I drew y’ a cool bath.”

      “Ah, you didn’t have to do that,” said Nash, coming around the corner and undoing his shirt as he headed for the wood barrel tub.

      “Hyyem. Well, y’ earned it.”

      Nash twisted his lips. “Ah, I’d say those guys and gals out there are the ones about to earn it.”

      “Just as well, enjoy the bath,” said Hames. “I’ll be inside with a book when y’re done.”

      Nash eased himself into the cool water and stared into the distance to the point where he could just see the ocean. He slowly started to rub the dirt and sweat from his skin as he took in the view.

      He’d been coming there for over a month now. Hames had offered his help when Nash and Kaela came back for Swift a day after their disastrous adventure in the mountain. Nash had explained his plan and Hames jumped at the chance to join in the effort.

      Hames lived up to his reputation. He seemed to know everything there was to know about the forests and mountains within a day’s walk of his cabin. He could point Nash and his team to the best wood, ore, minerals. He could tell them where to find the finest-furred creatures as well as the strongest-boned beasts. With Hames’ constant and reliable advice Nash had begun quietly leading Sær towards a new victory over their distant captors.

      Nash’s plan was working—he’d been steadily hiring people to harvest, craft, and sell. His business was emerging rapidly. Before him, there was no one strong enough to have gone deep into the mountains to find what was possible. No one had the strange talent to discount their own supplies. This was a unique combination of abilities only Nash possessed.

      Sær was flooded with powerful tools and weapons that should have only been available to the Players, now distributed to the so-called NPCs, aka the citizens of Sær, aka Souls of HereAfter.

      With money as an organizing principle, Nash was able to coax people to his side in a way that Kaela’s impassioned speeches should have, but never could. Now, they worked together—Nash would gather them, Kaela would speak to the interested.

      About a fortnight into their venture, Nash gathered a team he’d playfully named Delta Fief. Most of the people who’d volunteered had lived in Sevceneur since near its inception, meaning they were dead roughly half a century already and, having been born in the mid-to-late twenty-first century, most were veterans of the terrible Turning Wars.  They were fearless and furious. Death was something they were acquainted with—having once resigned themselves to sacrificing their lives, it was little for them to do it again. Besides, they wanted their damn world back.

      Delta Fief joined Nash on journeys into the Kyelansyr forest and beyond into the Ættankyel mountain range. Working as a group they could carry significantly more raw materials home, not to mention XP for Nash. As long as they were registered as a guild and stayed within a certain range of each other, every single fight garnered some portion of XP for Nash, whether he was directly involved or not. And, ultimately, they were learning how to fight the beasts of this new world.

      Hames gave them new information every day, and extra charms as he could. They’d begun night-hunting using those charms.  The parts taken from Wrxa and Gyrrnbyst were especially useful and once Hames had made his night-charms portable they couldn’t pass up the opportunity.

      One night, a member of Delta wandered outside the effect range of the anti-Drydch charm and… nothing happened. They’d tried out each member, one by one. Most of them ended up in the nightmare scenario, only two avoided any effect.

      They started testing people from Sær and built a whole new team of Drydch-immune hunters, specially tasked with gathering supplies at night. Without needing to worry about charms they could work better, gathering three times as much raw material. This new group, Delta Noctis, was on their first assignment this evening.

      The sun was just starting to set—he hoped his team was doing alright setting up for the night. He wondered if there was anything more he could have done to prepare them.

      Nash lazily opened the items list in his RUIF and flicked through the whole catalog. At the bottom, he noticed the Æg’odhrng. He’d forgotten about it since that day Isaac had told him to hide it away and never think about it again.

      He wanted to ask Hames about the ring—if anyone would be able to tell him what it did, he would. But his son had been adamant to never even mention it to anyone. Heck, he hadn’t even taken it out to see what the thing looked like. All he knew about it was that it was light enough that it had virtually no effect on his carrying limit. But that could mean anything, what with all the magical objects in the game. It could be an iron forge for all he knew, charmed to weigh as much as a pin.

      His curiosity pricked anxiously at him, but he ignored it, closing the items screen. He was learning to trust his son.

      Nash hadn’t seen Isaac in weeks, but the White Tavern kept receiving small updates. Better drinks, nicer lighting, softer couches. Frequently, he’d find a bottle of liquor that had their strange cipher written on the label.

      Isaac was working hard, making progress. Nash wanted to talk, to sit down over a drink, and actually have a moment with his son. He was proud, for once. Part of Nash thought that perhaps he should have been proud all along. Everything Isaac had been led to who he was today—a man of virtue and courage.

      Nash wanted to tell his son that, but he didn’t particularly feel like doing it via ciphertext. They’d meet up again eventually anyway—when it was time to put the final plan in place, or at least when it became safer.

      Nash sighed. He was starting to understand why people came to live on Sevceneur. It changed you. Whether you wanted to or not. He’d never intended or expected to feel half the things he did now. But here he was, enjoying the sunset, ruminating on his son’s good deeds.

      Night was soaking into the sky and his fingers were getting wrinkly. Time to wrap things up. He finished his bath and, dried off his hair, and went inside to sit with Hames.

      “Hyyhyyk. Took y’ a while.” Hames was sitting in his usual chair, a book open in his blanketed lap.

      “It’s a great view,” said Nash. “And it’s the only time I get to relax.”

      “What do y’ get up to when y’re not in these woods anyway?”

      Nash thought for a moment. “I usually do the books when I first wake up. That and checking in on the crafters and sellers can take until lunch. I grab a bite, confer with Kaela that things are on track, then I either ride out here to work with the Fief, or work on developing the next stages. Either of those takes me to bedtime.”

      “Hehyyem. Next stages? What’s that?”

      Nash shrugged. “Developing new items to sell. That stuff can be pretty involved, particularly in this weird game-system. Otherwise, I might hunt for new workers, or try to figure out trading routes. We’ve made huge inroads with our sister city of Aner to the east and even past that to Frar, despite the language difficulties,” he went on, leaning back and falling into a businessman’s reverie. “We’re working with lumber reclaimers to build some ships to get down to all the cities on Námed and across to Ibræc. I have to call meetings with the sellers, make sure everything is going smoothly for them. If I’m not here, I’m working on that. I take dinner alone while I go over charts—just like the old days. Feels good to be back in the saddle.”

      Hames listened and nodded. “Hyeh. I won’t say anything trite. Y’ do seem happy. But isn’t there anything else y’d like to be doing?”

      Nash sighed. “Given the circumstances?”

      Hames slipped a leaf into his book and closed it, setting it aside. “Where’s Kaela? How’s she doing?”

      A different sort of smile settled on Nash’s lips. “She’s good. She’s finally getting to build the coalition she wanted. She’s helping with the organization of the workers when I have to spend my days out here. She’s leading the first run of Delta Noctis. Turns out she was able to help me that first night we met since she’s unaffected by the Drydch. And she’s always been one of our best archers.”

      “Always with the details, always with the business.”

      “It’s important stuff.”

      “Many things are important.” They sat silent for a few moments as the old man emptied out his pipe and refilled the bowl with fresh tobacco. Hames whispered into the leaves and they began to glow red. He puffed happily.

      “You’ve got a charm for everything, haven’t you?”

      Hames laughed. “Not everything. Wish I did.”

      “How’d you learn it all?”

      “Like learning most good things,” Hames said. “I found a good book.” He paused. “And I got lucky.”

      “How do you know so much about our circumstances?” asked Nash. “Not just you and me, of course, but this whole place? How do you know about the game, the hack, all of it? You know a lot for someone who’s registered as an NPC. And you don’t seem like the type who’d have figured it out on your own.”

      Hames smiled. “Y’re a little caught by appearances, aren’t y’?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Y’ know how HereAfter works. We can be whoever we want.  We have to live with it for a while, but we hardly have to be who we once were. In looks at least.”

      It finally registered. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

      “It’s okay.”

      “You don’t have to explain…”

      “I’m quite young, though I put on a good act. You didn’t even notice,” Hames said, dropping his verbal affectations.

      Nash ran a hand through his wet hair. “Wow, yeah, you do a good goddamn job.”

      “Thanks.” Hames drew deeply on the pipe. “I died in my early twenties. I’d spent most of my life to that point as a gamer. Pretty hardcore geek about it too,” he said, laughing. “I dipped my toes into every era, going all the way back to the oldest games. I sampled it all. Then I got sick.” He paused for another heavy draw on the pipe. “When I got to HereAfter and had to make my T-1 choice, I decided to see if I could become someone new. Not just play at it, but really become it. So, I came here and did this.

      “When the dragon thing started it was pretty obvious what the broad strokes of the situation was. It looks exactly like something out an early twenty-first century FPS, quite frankly. Or a modern alpha test for a VR game, but those are pretty rare to get your hands on.

      “Whatever is going on, it seems pretty clear that Sevceneur is being made to fit some game world. Someone hacked us. That’s clear. And it’s all getting overlayed. I guess I fit the ‘wise hermit’ role well enough that the game gave me a pretty high level, extra mana, and some useful books so I could play my role. So it goes. I tried to escape games and then…

      “Anyway. I’m not the only one who’s figured this out. There’s a whole bunch of us. Kaela never found them just because she was unlucky. Wrong part of the city, wrong time. But there’s enough people that when you decide to let the cat out of the bag on what’s really happening they’ll back you up. And then you can do some really powerful stuff.”

      “I’m sorry about your sickness,” said Nash. “That’s… that’s terrible you died so young.”

      Hames chuckled. “Eh. What’s it really mean to die young nowadays anyway? I’m still here, ain’t I?”

      Nash smiled. “And I’m glad for it. Thank you for everything. Truly.”

      “Listen,” Hames started before taking another puff. “There are things which are important, and you shouldn’t neglect any of them.”

      “Is this life advice? This sounds like life advice.” Nash grinned. “Now I feel weird getting lectured by a kid.”

      “Hyerch. Would it help y’ if I went back in character?”

      Nash nodded, stifling a laugh. “It would.”

      “Y’ musn’t neglect anything important in life. That means eating, sleeping, working… and loving.” Hames paused. “Y’ fancy Kaela, don’t y’?”

      Nash looked askance and ran his tongue nervously over his teeth. “I… don’t do that sort of thing.”

      Hames tilted his head. “That might be true of some. But y’? No… Y’ just refuse to let y’self look that way.”

      Nash started to stand. “Listen, Hames, I really do appreciate—”

      “Oh don’t go getting huffy now, just because an old man is telling you the truth.”

      “Out of the mouth of babes,” Nash said.

      Hames stood up, not bothering with his cane, or his usual slightly hunched posture. “Babes indeed. Nash, you need to take care of yourself. And Kaela. You need each other.”

      “I don’t—”

      “You do.” Hames grabbed Nash by the shoulders. “You both do. But especially you. You need to let go, and let others in.”

      “I…” Nash tried to say something, but couldn’t find the words.

      “It’s a long, long, long eternity.”

      Nash said nothing, jaw tight. Without warning, Hames pulled Nash in for a hug. “What are you—”

      “Relax,” said Hames. “You’re a good friend. I’m glad we met.”

      Nash raised his arms slowly and returned the hug. “Me too.”

      Hames stepped back and hunched himself, flinging himself back into his chair. “Now y’ get back to Sær. Cancel y’ plans. It’s date night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Date Night

        

      

    

    
      Nash's cheeks were still burning when they reached the tavern. "I didn't expect you to want to go out right away," he said, holding the door open. He’d barely had time to change between biting the bullet to ask Kaela to dinner and her pulling him out the door.

      "No time like the present," she replied. "Besides, I knew it was coming."

      "You knew?"

      "Your incredulity is charming."

      "Thanks,” he said. “I think.”

      “Of course I knew,” she said. “You’ve been pretty obvious about your interest since the day we met.”

      Nash balked. “No! No way.”

      Kaela just laughed as they squeezed their way through the crowded floor. This was the largest and most popular tavern in the northwest of the city. It was a bit ahistoric in its size and layout, but no one complained.

      Its most explicitly modern feature was a dance floor and band that would be more commonly found almost a thousand years after the supposed setting of seventh-century Sevceneur. Bawdy tunes poured out of a quartet featuring a violin, lute, flute, and a gal who played a menagerie of percussion instruments strung up on a body harness.

      They got a table near the open floor. At this point in the evening, it was the least crowded area as the band was only warming up, and the alcohol had yet to soak in.

      Nash settled into his seat. “Well, see, I asked you here because—”

      “Because you like me,” said Kaela, grinning.

      Nash blushed. “No, I mean, yeah. I mean, you’ve been an incredible help and—”

      “And an incredible beauty,” she said, provoking him.

      “I… yes, that too.”

      Her gleeful grin softened. “When’s the last time you were on a date, Mr. Evers?”

      He thought for a moment. It was a long while back and it required a lot of sifted memories to recall. “Well, my son was born in twenty-one-eighty, so…. I was in my…. Eighties? So, thirty, thirty-five years ago? Thereabouts?”

      “That’s a while.”

      “Didn’t really date before that either.”

      Kaela leaned in, resting her chin on her hand. “So… what? Am I some sort of exception to your monkish ways?”

      He shrugged. “Sort of. I guess? I wasn’t really a monk. I just didn’t have time. My son—he was the end result of an anomaly. A late-life crisis, you could say.”

      “You could.”

      “I didn’t want anything to get in the way,” he elaborated. “Like my son. I didn’t want to risk all the complications that come with being with someone else. Easier to just… go it alone.”

      “You’re handsome and rich,” said Kaela, squinting. “How’d they not break down your door?”

      Nash laughed a bit. “Oh, they tried. But I just kept putting up new locks. I was afraid of letting someone through.”

      “How’d that work for you?”

      Nash shrugged again. “Could have worked better. I let my guard down one time and… Well, let’s just say that I let my guard down because I thought, perhaps, that I’d just imagined all my fears, that it was nothing but unfounded nonsense I’d convinced myself to believe.  That maybe I could find the time. Maybe I could move beyond my past.”

      “Your past?”

      “Things weren’t always easy growing up,” he said. Then, in another uncharacteristic leap of faith, he elaborated. “I lost my mother young. My father didn’t manage it well. And that… that meant neither did I.”

      Kaela hesitated. Her face hovered between expressions, but the shimmer in her eyes suggested that she was coming to understand the man in front of her.

      Nash continued. “Then I let one person through that door. And within a blink it’s: kid and heartbreak.”

      Kaela cocked her head an inch, her cheeks rising. “So what are you doing here? With me?”

      “Well, there’s no kids in HereAfter.”

      Kaela laughed. “Not yet anyway.”

      Nash returned her laughter. “Well, for now, I only have to worry about heartbreak.”

      “Are you that worried?”

      Nash thought about it, and as he did he relaxed for the first time since the bath at Hames’. “No, actually. Not really.”

      “Good.”

      “Promise me one thing,” he said.

      “Shoot.”

      “If this does end up… in heartbreak…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Let’s make it worth the pain.”

      “I’m not afraid to say that I like you, Nash. A lot.” She leaned in even further, so she could speak softly, closely—close enough for him to feel her words on his lips. “You’re the only one like you. The only one I’ve felt… something about. I want to know you.”

      Kaela’s face hovered in front of him like a hot iron, but he couldn’t bear to pull away. Searing silence sat in the narrow space between them. Nash forced a few words to his lips with a nervous sigh. “I feel… I feel like a kid.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “Liking you scares me.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ, did I just say that?” Nash was suddenly conscious of his breath—he wondered if it was okay. “But I do. I do like you. In spite of all my instinct and experience.”

      “So tell me about some of these experiences,” she said. Then, pulling away and settling back into her chair. “After we order some food.”

      Nash took their order up to the counter. He thought about what she said. It was a rare thing to ask someone about their past in HereAfter. In a way, it was considered rude, or at least poor manners. Some people had tragic departures from life, brutal enough that you didn’t want to risk bringing it up. You might dig into it with someone you really, truly trusted and cared about, but even then it was uncommon, even strange.

      If you accidentally asked an A.I. about its past, not noticing what it was, you’d get a strange, truthful response, as required by law and code. Those sorts of things destroyed the sense of reality for people in HereAfter.  Honesty was an essential component of the A.I. that had been installed with HereAfter in the early days to pad out the population. It was the only way to get people to trust the system. People were squeamish about becoming friends or lovers with something artificial, so there was always a way to be sure.

      Of course, those sorts of questions rarely got asked—the A.I. were never sophisticated enough to create a perfect facsimile of human sentience. You usually knew without asking. And, as the years went on, the A.I. were gradually phased out. Besides, many a fight was had when one friend asked another—with quivering trepidation—if they were an A.I.

      All of this led to an environment where no one asked about other’s lives back in life unless that person offered. Yet, still… things slipped through. You could often guess at someone’s past—at least a little bit. Despite revealing some about himself, Kaela hadn’t revealed a thing. In fact, she hadn’t told him anything that didn’t take place inside the walls of Sær, inside the year or so since the Deserts came. And he didn’t have a clue. He wondered what it was she’d lost.

      He started to wonder if perhaps he could ask her. Maybe she’d broken with social mores as a way of inviting him to do the same.

      He went back to the table. “So, I thought I’d ask—”

      A hand clapped him on the shoulder. “Nash? Are you Nash?” It was a taller man with a thick, orange beard, shaggy hair, and a barrel chest.

      Nash spun around in his seat to face the man. “I am, but perhaps you could—”

      “You saved me ass!” The orange beard was soaked down the chin with beer.

      Nash’s head twitched in question. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Beer maid!” The giant man called to the bar in a booming voice. “Round of the best for these two an’ me!”

      “Really, that’s not—”

      “Nonsense! An’ don’ be sorry!”

      “I’m not—”

      “Your steel!”

      Nash stood up. “I understand, but business hours are—”

      “Without your steel,” the man continued, “I’d be eatin’ scraps still. You helped me clan—”

      “Clan?”

      “Aye, me clan. Merchants from the next city over. Ha’n’t been able to make the roads in a year or so.”

      “You’re not from Sær?”

      “Fuck nae! We’re Aner folk,” the bearded man said. “Your sword-sellers are the first Særians we seen since the Desert.”

      The beers arrived, sitting tight with their barely sipped mugs from before. Nash looked back at Kaela who grinned, shrugged, and lifted the fresh beer in a toast. “To good steel!”

      “AYE! GOOD STEEL!”

      The wood mugs clashed together as a cheer rose up.

      “That Nash?” Another man strode over.

      “Oh my god, Nash!” A woman this time.

      Then a fourth and fifth. A sixth. Soon his name was buzzing around the bar and it seemed as if everyone had a story to tell of how Nash’s new crafting business was changing the world they lived in.

      He was starting to feel something—something he’d never felt in relation to his enterprises before. It was pleasant, warming… pride. Not the boastful kind, but the kind that reminded him his actions actually had an effect on the world and that the effect was good.

      When Nash was in his workshop, he never imagined this was where it was all going. He’d used Hames’ knowledge to find better ore. He’d sorted through manuals from the library to find the best system for new steel. He’d examined the game elements of the materials and weighted them against the “real life” aspects to make something balanced and powerful. He experimented until he had something incredible. He’d hired men and women to replicate his work, employing the knowledge inside the McGuillicuddy’s book to pass the power and knowledge along. He’d used the strength of the weapon to arm his men against the beasts of the forests between Sær and Aner and opened the road that hadn’t seen a traveler’s foot in over a year.

      His steel had made better needles, better armor, better horseshoes… The list went on. And not only steel. After the metalworking, he’d turned to textiles and chemicals. In the last several weeks he’d ignored every taboo in Sevceneur to devise materials that would never have been found otherwise inside their Dark Age LARP session.

      And the people were grateful. They loved him for it. And, for that, he loved them back. It was a heart-expanding moment he’d never imagined himself having.

      Twenty-odd minutes of congratulations and conversation and offers for beer disturbed the peace of Nash and Kaela’s date until she finally stood up and, with impressive womanly grace, pulled him away.

      She dragged him to the dance floor and began to move with him to the music.

      “This is why I fell for you,” she said, twirling in close. “You change people’s lives. You want to.”

      He swung her out and pulled her back. “I didn’t mean to. I barely know what to say.”

      They held on and trotted across the dance floor. “You did. You said all the right things.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You’ve got a good heart, Nash,” she said. “You try not to, but you do.”

      He attempted to remember anything from the movies he’d watched his whole life. How to dance. How to move a woman around to the thrum of a loud band. But he was worse than two left feet—two useless stumps of rhythmless meat.

      Yet again, he swallowed his fears that night and pulled Kaela close.

      “May I…” he said.

      “Do your worst,” she said.

      There, in the middle of the most popular room that side of Sær, Nash pulled her against him to let the whole world know she was his and kissed her.

      Laughter growled from some specter among the spectators. “This is what I’m paying for! Splendid!” Iron clashed with iron as two grotesque gauntlets pounded together in grinding applause.

      Raith stepped out from the crowd.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Raith’s Commission

        

      

    

    
      “Unique behavior. Yes, this is good. Unexpected, but good.”

      Nash pulled away from Kaela slowly. He was probably the only person even remotely well-armed, but he kept his hands steady. Drawing on Raith here would only get himself killed, and a few more innocents in the process.

      “Your level continues to increase,” Raith said, stepping closer. The band had stopped. Everyone in the bar was perfectly silent, unmoving. Raith’s heavy cloaks and groaning metals filled the space. “That’s not supposed to happen, I thought. BlueDawn assured me. But I like this. You’ve become powerful in many ways.”

      Nash did his best impression of calm. “We’re all having a good time,” he said. “Why don’t you join the fun? I’m just here on a date. How about I buy you a drink?”

      A gruesome chortle poured out of the cowl. “What do you know of drink?”

      “I know it’s better than whatever’s on your mind.”

      “I want to commission a piece.”

      Nash’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re the best smith in Sær. Maybe in this whole world. I want a sword.”

      Nash began to mull his choices, buying time while he thought. “What kind of sword?”

      “Stronger than any you’ve made yet. Heavier. More durable. Able to withstand a dragon’s breath and thrust it back.”

      “I’m all out of sword making stuff.”

      Raith ignored him. “It needs to be sharp. Hard to dull. I need it to cut through the scales of one of those damned flame-belching cows.”

      “Yeah, nothing left. All sold out.” What else could Nash say? He sure as hell wasn’t about to make the vilest Player in the whole place more powerful than he already was.

      Raith paused. He stepped closer to Nash and leaned in. The barest hints of Raith’s face were traceable under his heavy cowl. Whatever he looked like, it was malformed, bordering on inhuman. “Don’t make me regret leaving you alive.”

      Nash threw up his shoulders. “I can’t help what you regret. But kill me and you won’t have any chance of that sword, ever.”

      “True. But what if I kill everyone here?”

      Nash had to fight down a ball of bile as he leaned in closer to Raith, voice hushed, yet pointed. “You and I both know what happens if you do that. Is that what you really want? You want to be a killer? I bet you couldn’t do it if they were right in front of you, flesh and bones, living, breathing Corpos back on Earth.”

      Energy flared out from Raith as he growled. “How do you know what I am?”

      “Many of us know,” said Nash. “It hasn’t been hard to figure out.”

      “What else do you know?”

      Nash smiled belligerently. “Uh-uh-uh. That would be cheating.”

      Raith stepped wide to the side and yanked someone out of the crowd by the neck and pressed one of the sharp protrusions on his gauntlet against their neck. “I’ve got the Shark tag already. I play to win—by all means.”

      Nash shook his head. “That’s a person right there. A real one.”

      “I’ve killed before!” This was the first real emotion Nash had heard in Raith’s voice. It was panic. Confusion. Defiance.

      Nash shook his head sadly. “You weren’t really thinking about it then, I’d wager. Think, Raith. Think about what you did. Think about what your little zombies really are.”

      “They’re not zombies! They are the proud risen, the Traug! I draw my power from the great mythos of this land and pass it through the bodies I find here.”

      “There’s no real mythos,” Nash said, chuckling derisively. “There’s just some story cooked up by some development team in leather chairs somewhere on the Calivada coast.”

      Raith leaned back. He laughed horribly. “You were telling the truth.” His grip eased on the patron’s neck. “You know much less than you think.”

      Nash hesitated. That wasn’t the reaction he expected. The conviction in Raith’s response unsettled him. What did he mean by what he said? “That might be true. But you’re still a murderer.”

      “What of it? I’ve killed how many already? In person, Corpo, Soul, what’s the difference? If you knew…” Raith hesitated. Then he released the man. “I’ll let this go. But I won’t be so kind next time. You’re the sort who responds to kindness, aren’t you? Well, this is your last chance.”

      A lot of words for a supposedly cold-blooded killer. Nash felt that he’d played his hand right. “You can leave. Or you can stay and have a drink. Or you can stay and see what your ridiculous anger gets you. But you have to make a choice.”

      Purple energy crackled around Raith. “No one…” He turned on his heel and roared at the crowd, energy flooding out ahead of him, dropping everyone in front of him. He walked through the pass of collapsed bodies. “This is only begun!”

      When Raith had slunk out the door, Kaela rushed up to the people on the ground. “They’re still breathing!” she shouted. “Just unconscious.”

      Nash breathed a sigh of relief, tension rising off of him. His knees buckled and he lowered himself to the floor. Tears threatened his cheeks as they rose in his eyes.

      Raith could be heard outside mounting his horse. He took off down the great Esplanade as a cheer roared in the bar. Kaela rushed over to Nash. “You… saved…” She couldn’t find the words. “You’re a hero, Nash Evers.”

      “No,” he protested. “I’m just… I don’t know.” He was shaken up beyond words. The only thing his mind could focus on was Kaela. Her soft, reassuring hands. Her affectionate eyes.

      “You are,” she said, emphasizing it. “And I have three choice words for you once we’re alone. Early as it may be.”

      Nash took a deep pull of air. “I need to work harder. Things are only going to get worse.” He paused. “And I need you, Kaela. Right now, I need you.” The words shocked him. There was no echo of it in his memory. He’d never expressed that feeling before. Hell, he’d never had it before. But there it was, full and true. “I’m going to find the dragon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          In Its Domain

        

      

    

    
      All he heard was a zip through the air and a wet thwump as an arrow came flying out of the trees and buried itself in his leg. “Ah fuck!”

      Nash drew Mylln and spun in the direction the arrow had come from, sliding into a fighting position.

      “Did you really think you were going to leave me behind?” Kaela stepped out from behind a tree, bow in hand.

      Nash relaxed and sheathed his sword. “Goddamn, Kaela, you sure know how to make an entrance.” He yanked the arrow out of his leg, grunting as he did. “I’m not cleaning that off,” he said, handing it back to her.

      She laughed. “Oh, come on, it’s not that bad. It’ll heal in a few minutes.” She took the arrow, wiped it off, and slid it back in her quiver.

      “Still hurt like hell.” Nash rubbed his leg. “What the hell are you doing here anyway? This is way too far into the Ættankyel for you.”

      “It’s been weeks since our date,” she said, “and you’ve been around less and less since then. Going on longer treks, multiple nights.”

      “You need to head back. Now.”

      “You need to tell me what’s going on.” When Nash didn’t respond, she stepped closer and placed a tentative hand on his arm. “If this whole,” she flailed her free hand between them, “thing was just an experiment for you, a failed attempt at a relationship, that’s fine. But I need to know.  I need to know so I can go.”

      Nash sighed. “No, absolutely not. It’s not…”

      “If it’s not that, then you need to stop pulling away,” she said, taking his face in her hand. “You need to keep me in the loop on these things. I’m not the sort who’s going to fade into the background. I’m not going to sit around running the books. If I’m with you, I’m on the front lines.” She kissed him.

      Nash stepped back slightly and shook his head. “Kaela, you are on the front lines with me. I need someone back in town keeping things in order while I’m out here.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” she snapped. “I’m not some office lady.”

      “Of course you’re not,” he said. “You lead Delta Noctis, for chrissakes!”

      “And you haven’t had us on a single mission since our date.”

      “I need you in town,” he pleaded. “I can’t risk my team.”

      “By Truræd’s tongue I swear, I can hardly stand being back there with those… people. They’re all bastards, I swear. This place, this home, means nothing to them, I think. It’s… different for me.”

      Nash eyed her curiously. “How?”

      Kaela ran her tongue over her lips. “It doesn’t matter. Regardless, I’m not letting you play boys’ club adventurer without me again.”

      “Look around you,” he said, motioning to the empty space around them. “Do you see anyone else from the Delta team?”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “Because I’m literally the only one who can handle being out this far. You’re all stuck with low power, lower health. I’m the only one who can get stronger, push farther.”

      “What the hell are you doing out this far anyway?” asked Kaela, scrunching up her face in confusion. “This is far, even for you.”

      Nash’s eyes narrowed intensely. “You know what I’m here for.”

      “You have to be joking. You may be strong, but you’re not nearly strong enough yet.”

      “I have to at least try.”

      “Why? Last time you pushed yourself too far, you nearly died.”

      “Because Players like Raith are getting stronger every day. And one day they’ll be strong enough to kill the dragon. And the XP that thing will drop, plus whatever extras it releases… It’ll make the Player who wins able to do whatever they want. And if that player is someone like Raith…well, I don’t want to live in a world where I can’t protect you.”

      She laughed. “So you’ll just go ahead and get yourself killed now?”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “Careful won’t be enough,” she said. “You’re not a swordsman, you’re a businessman. You’ve gotten lucky so far. And barely at that.”

      Nash smiled at her. “You just might be right about that.”

      “I am right. And I’m coming.”

      Nash cast his eyes to the sky. “Kae, listen, if it’s dangerous for me, it’s ten times worse for you.”

      “I’m the best archer you know. I can precision place an arrow where you need it, when you need it. And you know damn well that’s invaluable.”

      She was right, and Nash knew it. “You’re a good tracker, too. Reaching me out here without me noticing.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Come on, big boy, let’s go find us a dragon.”

      They marched onward. Nash’s anxieties fell away with each trailblazing step through the mud and moss. In fact, by the time they’d hiked an hour, he was less anxious than he’d been before she’d arrived.

      Kaela was an incredible shot, swift and precise. She landed critical hits on over eighty-percent of her attacks. Nash still didn’t know much about games, but he had a feeling that was unusual. She was worth two times—no, maybe three or four times—her current level of ten. With the special arrowheads he’d designed, she was fighting at, or near, his current level of fifty-eight.

      Still, a single swipe from an enemy creature would kill her instantly. She had offensive capabilities on par with Nash, but defensively she was tempting death.

      Nash knew this. Kaela knew this. They spoke no more about it.

      They stopped for a meal, then kept on their way. By early afternoon the forest thinned out as they reached the stone-edge of the mountains.

      Nash stopped walking as he eyed the new landscape in front of them. Mountains rose out of the ground like knives, boulders gathering in the spaces between. The air was quicker here, and sharper. The cold of the altitude was more apparent outside the embrace of the woods.

      “Wait here,” he said.

      Kaela made to object, but he cut her off.

      “No arguing,” he said. “We don’t know the attack patterns of whatever’s in there. And this area’s likely to be populated by something we haven’t seen before. I’ll investigate, and you can come with after.”

      Kaela grunted her agreement and slipped the quiver off her back and sat down for a rest. “I’ll be here. Take longer than ten minutes and I’m coming in after you, suicide or not.”

      Nash smiled faintly. Then knelt down so he was face to face with her where she sat. “Thank you for coming.” He gave her no time to reply—just pressed his lips to hers. Then he turned away into the mountains and jogged off.

      It wasn’t long before a creature caught his attention. He smelled it before he saw it. Sulfur, burning, and something sweet. The ground shook with footsteps. Then a deep growl, like the sound of a furnace at full blast.

      Nash turned towards the noise and caught the edge of something black behind a rock.

      Grma (Keeper) Lvl. 65 [27,131 / 27,131 HP]

      Nash unsheathed Mylln and took his fighting stance. He grinned. It would be a good fight. He’d never fought one of these before, but he knew he could take it. He thought about how far he had come. When he’d first arrived it was the 20 HP Xmir worms that nearly killed him. Now, he could probably keep one as a pet in his pocket. He thought about the first expedition he went on with Kaela. The Ychyg with 5,317 HP that tore his guts out and left him for dead. These days he couldn’t get an Ychyg to fight him—they all stayed away.

      The Grma stepped out from behind the rock. Superficially, it looked like an all-black Saint Bernard. Its black hair glistened with something wet. When Nash looked below to where it dripped, he saw it was red. The damn thing was sweating blood. Its eyes smoked and glowed like coals. When it breathed, fire flashed from its mouth.

      But what was the trick? Sure, the thing was scary looking, but he knew there would be some secret. Would it rain fire at him? Move with lightning speed?

      The Grma stomped into the ground, sending a cascade at Nash, throwing him off balance. Ah. Neat trick. But he’d lost no HP. That couldn’t be all it had up its sleeve. It shook its fur like a dog, spraying blood everywhere. Gross, but, again, harmless.

      The Grma’s torso began to expand as it pulled in a deep breath which it released with a violent bark, a great fireball rushing at Nash’s face. He went to dodge, but the Grma stomped, throwing up the earth again and knocking him off balance. The fireball missed having a direct hit, but burnt the right half of his cloak to a crisp and seared into his arm.

      “Shit, fuck, that burns.” That was more like it. Now he knew what he was up against. Nash rushed the beast as it took another breath, Mylln poised high, and swiped down.

      He missed his mark, taking only a few hundred HP from the Grma with a score along its broad side. Nash reeled backwards. The air surrounding the Grma was scorching hot. Just to get in a weak strike, Nash took a hit of almost two thousand HP.

      “Ohh, so that’s its trick,” Nash said. Ranged weapons would be a boon—he wished he had Kaela right now.

      He decided it was best to turn tail, grab her, and come back to finish the Grma off. As long as she stayed far enough back, she’d be safe, and they could take it down together.

      Nash rolled in time to avoid the next fireball and jumped to his feet, running back the way he’d come.

      Something long, thin, and dark flash across his field of view and a wall of fire sprung up in front of him. No, around him he noticed as he spun around. Nash turned just in time to see the Grma wind its tail around its waist. That thing had just carved a fountain of flame into the ground around them.

      The wall of flames died down and Nash tried to rush past the bubbling magma circle. It was useless. The flames had super-heated the air and he couldn’t even get close. He was trapped.

      “Now that’s a good trick,” he mused. Nash wondered if Kaela’s arrows would even be able to fly past the wall of heat, or if she could perhaps angle them up to go over. It didn’t matter now—he was on his own.

      Nash knew that he just needed to get one good, solid hit on the thing and it would go down. He needed to focus through the pain and drive the sword down the damned beast’s mouth.

      He lifted his cowl and tied it tight around his face, leaving only his eyes exposed, and wound the rest of his cloak around his arms and hands. He focused on Kaela, gathered all his hopes for the future together, and dashed at the Grma as it was pulling in another firestorm breath.

      Nash roared as he faced down the widening maw, a whirlpool of flame churning in its throat, and thrust hard, deep, and with complete abandon. His feet drove into the ground, urging the blade deeper into the hellish guts. He flipped his grip, dropped to his knees, and yanked, torquing the sword through the body, cracking the jaw in half, bursting through the spine.

      The heat faded as the Grma gave a sad squeak and the whole thing collapsed into ash. Nash fell backwards, gasping for air, blinking wildly for tears to cool his dry eyes.

      The cold that fell next was surprising. He hadn’t realized how much he’d been sweating fighting the monster, but now he could tell as alpine winds cut away the hellflames and seeped into his clothes.

      Nash went back to Kaela, jogging to warm up.

      “You look like hell,” she said, popping to her feet. “What happened to you?”

      He grabbed the hem of her cloak and joined her under it. “New creature. Fire-based. Fucking nasty thing.” Nash laughed. “I could have really used your help.”

      “Oh, really?” she said, sarcastically.

      “Yeah, ranged weapons would have been incredibly useful.”

      “I told you that you needed me.” She wrapped her arm around him and rubbed. “C’mon, warm up, then let’s keep going.”

      They hiked deeper into the mountains, eventually reaching the snow line. Nash knelt down. “Footprints. Fairly recent.”

      Kaela knelt next to him, studying the marks in the snow. “They’re crossed over. Whoever came this way left already.”

      Nash leaned in closer. “A day old, at most. Maybe less.”

      “Could a Særian have gotten this far? Or was it another Player?” Kaela mused.

      “I don’t know.” Nash stood, shifting the weight of his belt. “Well, whoever they are, if they’re gone, they’re no threat. Let’s see which way they went. I’m out of ideas anyway.”

      They followed the prints a short distance between some overlapping outcroppings. The way through led to a large cave entrance.

      “Holy shit, this must be it,” said Nash, craning his neck to take it in.

      Kaela moved ahead of him, sinking into the shadows, gasping. “So this is what those damn Players came here for.”

      “Kaela! Careful!” he whisper-shouted, following after her.

      “Yeah, yeah. The Dryvrn’s here,” she said, hate breeding at the edge of her tone. “Those sons of bitches risked a whole city for some gold.”

      Nash joined her and saw what she saw. Ambient light from some unseen place colored the dunes of doubloons. A giant cavern filled to bursting with gold and gold and more gold. A few jewels thrown in, and a smattering or ultra-rare metals. In the center of the room was a dragon, the monstrous Dryvrn, curled in repose.

      “Jesus Christ, what a fucking cliche,” Nash said. “The writers of this thing had no imagination.”

      Dryvrn - Lvl. 100 [155,299 / 155,299 HP]

      Nash’s chest tightened and his legs threatened him with abandonment. He took a step back. “You are absolutely right. There’s no way I can fight that thing.”

      The dragon was curled up, tail and long neck folded over its body, and still it covered the length of two long school buses end to end. It breathed softly, giving little hint of the power it held.

      “This is what has been terrorizing my home,” Kaela said. “And now that we’re here we can’t even do anything about it.”

      They edged their way backwards. “Wait.” Nash knelt down.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Nash reached his fingers for a few coins, each gleaming disk worth a hundred thousand dollars. “These are full-Orum. Just a handful would change our fortunes. We could scale up the business to unimaginable levels overnight!”

      Kaela put a hand on his shoulder. “I don’t know if this is right.”

      “It’s a dragon,” he said. “What’s it going to do with it? Buy a nice meal?”

      Nash gathered a few coins into his hand and examined them, poring over the details of the unfamiliar engravings. He reached down for another stack, unbalancing it.

      The pillar of gold slid to the stone ground, clattering. It was soft, but still the noise echoed in the giant room.

      The dragon’s eyes snapped open.

      Nash shoved the coins into his pocket as he stumbled backwards, crab walking until he found his footing and rose to his feet, sword in hand.

      Kaela was beside him, arrow nocked as they walked backwards out of the cave.

      The dragon rose with aged weariness, shaking off the coins, shuddering away the sleep. It coughed smoke and twisted its neck in a grotesque stretch. At last, it unfurled its full form, more than their eyes could take in at a glance.

      “This is it,” said Kaela. “I guess we’re dying for the cause.”

      “You don’t suspect we could outrun that thing?”

      “And die with our backs turned?” she said, eyes locked with Nash’s.

      “I thought so.”

      They turned their attention back to the dragon. “Someone will finish our work. I know it.”

      “Thanks for everything, Kaela,” he said. “I really… I think I…”

      “Just worry about the Dryvrn,” she said, saving him from himself. “If we’re going to die, let’s make it good.”

      “Aye aye, Cap’n.”

      “General.” She winked at him.

      They strengthened their stances as the dragon turned its attention toward them and roared, a lick of flame rolling out and dancing to the ceiling.

      The Dryvrn pounded towards them.

      “Here it comes!”

      “This is it!”

      The great dragon reared back, roared, spread its wings, and flew over their heads.

      Nash and Kaela spun around, ready for it to swing back around. But, instead, they watched as it soared into the sky and, after a few circles in the air, flew south.

      Nash gaped at the dragon shrinking into the distance. “What? What the hell is it doing?”

      “There’s only one thing it would do right now.” Kaela relaxed her bowstring. “It’s heading for Sær.”
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            Chapter Thirty-Two
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      “This Is probably a bad idea,” said Nash as he edged up towards an Ehcky. They’d lost tons of time backtracking through the forest on foot and needed a way to speed things up. “Get ready to help me put it down if this goes sideways.”

      Nash had taken the remaining scraps of his cloak and twisted them into a makeshift rope. He swung it around the beast’s neck and hopped on its back. The Ehcky reared and roared in protest, but couldn’t shake its rider. Nash leaned over and stroked its neck until it calmed down.

      Tamer (Special)

      Your interpersonal skills extend beyond persons!  Animals are now within the effect of your charm. They will now be more likely to obey your commands, be broken, or cowed by your presence.

      Nash reached out his hand to Kaela and pulled her on board.

      “You’re right, this seems like a bad idea,” she said.

      “If it’s stupid and it works, it ain’t stupid,” Nash said, then drove his heels into the animal’s sides. “Kyah!”

      The Ehcky exploded forward. It was all Nash could do to hold on to the makeshift reins, and all Kaela could do to hold on to him.

      The forest rushed past in an incredible blur. Nash yanked back on the reins and their strange steed ground to a halt.

      “Do you have any idea where we are?” asked Kaela.

      Nash checked his RUIF. “Exactly where we wanted to be. The old bridge near Hames’ place is right over there.”

      “Holy shit,” Kaela exclaimed. “We just crossed the whole forest in a minute or two. That would have taken us hours on foot.”

      “If we survive this—if Sær survives this—we’ll need to see if these things can be trained.” Nash gave the Ehcky a pat on the neck and hopped off. “Come on, we’ll grab Swift from Hames for the rest of the way.”

      They found the path leading to Hames’ place and ran along it as fast as they could.

      “Something’s wrong,” Kaela shouted to Nash.

      “I smell it too.”

      They scrambled up the side of the steep ravine and clambered over, jogging down until they burst out of the forest behind Hames’ home.

      Or what Hames’ home used to be.

      “HAMES!” Nash screamed. “OH GOD! HAMES!!”

      Nash rushed at the ruins of the cabin, coughing from the smoke and heat rising off the ashes. The whole thing was blown down, a black, charred wreck. Fires still licked around the edges. The outlines of where things had been—the chair, the sofa, the bedroom—were just barely visible.

      Nash waded into the ash, over to where Hames’ chair had been. “Hames! Where are you? Hames!”

      Nash focused over every inch of the ruins, trying to get his RUIF to pick up on a lifeform.

      Hames Lvl. 18 [87 / 1,615 HP]

      Near the back wall, where the workbench had been. HP dropping. One point every second or two.

      Nash plunged into the dark, smoldering coals that had been a home. He found Hames and yanked, pulling him away from the heat. “Hames! It’s Nash. I have Kaela with me.” Hames was barely responsive. His head lolled and his eyes would barely open. “Where are your healing charms? I’ll grab one for you.”

      “Fresh…out…” Hames managed to say.

      “No, no.”

      A twitchy smile fought its way onto Hames’ lips. “I was… working on… something…” He stopped for a few, labored breaths. “Something… for you.”

      Hames’ arm lifted and Nash look down. Hames was clutching something tightly in one pale hand. “What is this?”

      “Handcrafted,” Hames said. “Took me… a long… time.” He hacked out a cough. “A long time to figure out.”

      Hames Lvl 18 [41 / 1,615 HP]

      “How do I help you? Please, just tell me what to do,” Nash pleaded.

      “Too late… for me. I’m sorry… Nash.”

      “No! No, there has to be something,” Nash said. “I have some Mana control now. I can put something together. Just enough to get you to the city. To a doctor.”

      “Thank you, Nash.”

      “Don’t you ‘thank you’ me!! Fucking hell, Hames! HAMES! Don’t you fucking go out like this!”

      Kaela was standing behind him. She put her hand on his shoulder. “Nash… please.”

      “NO!” Nash shouted, rolling his shoulder to dislodge her hand. “This is unacceptable!”

      Hames struggled to lift the grasping hand. “Take this.” He took another, ragged breath. “It could… save Sev—” He coughed. “Save Sevceneur.”

      Nash reached out and took the object.

      Formless Crystal (unique item)

      With this single-use crystal, you’ll be able to craft any material to your specifications within the system’s limitations. The instructions that show up in your RUIF when you activate this crystal will explain exactly how to do it. There’s a little extra as well. Good luck. -Hames

      “What? What is this?” Nash asked.

      “A fighting chance.”

      Hames Lvl 18 [16 / 1,615 HP]

      He was almost gone. Nash leaned over him. He felt tears. He hadn’t lost anyone since his mother, back before HereAfter. He didn’t know what to do. “Please. Please, Hames.”

      “Promise… me…” Hames’ breath came shallower and shallower.

      “Anything! Anything.”

      “Don’t be… mad… at… the boy.”

      Hames Lvl 18 [0 / 1,615 HP]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Under Siege

        

      

    

    
      Swift must have felt the urgency in Kaela’s heels as she drove the horse on, erupting from the forest into the fields and racing towards the city. The night was tinged orange over the walls of Sær.

      “Oh Swift, I’m so glad you were okay,” Kaela whispered in the horse’s ear as they coursed through the stalks of wheat.

      The fields ahead of them shifted ominously, but it was too dark to see what was moving in them. Nash unsheathed Mylln. “What the hell is that?” He raised the sword, ready to sweep it down on anything in their way.

      “No! It’s just people from the slums trying to escape!”

      Nash slid his sword away and watched the horror on the masses of faces running from the city. “This is the first bit of luck they’ve had in a long time,” he muttered next to Kaela’s ear. “The slum dwellers are the only ones who can get away quickly.”

      They shot down the wide slum boulevard towards the open and unmanned gates. Looking up, they were able to take in the full size of the dragon they’d woken as it perched on the ramparts, glowing from the fires underneath.

      The wings unfurled made Nash gasp. He never knew anything so big could move so fast, so gracefully. Each wing was large enough on its own to cover a mansion. The body of the dragon was thick and lean, with a long neck at one end and an even longer tail at the other. The whole body bristled with slender, razor-like scales, shimmering a deep, metallic green-grey.

      Nash nervously fingered the handful of charms he’d scooped out of the ash from Hames’ as they’d left. Not much had survived undamaged. Two strength buffs, a swiftness buff, an experimental invisibility charm, a low-powered flight charm. A couple others. A mixed bag—but they could be invaluable. At least some of them.

      “I think it’s being held back at the barracks,” said Kaela. “Probably the only reason it hasn’t been able to carve its way through the whole city.”

      “Near it,” said Nash. “I saw fireworks before.”

      “The Dry Court,” said Kaela, referring to the large open space for laborers to gather for shows and meetings.

      She turned Swift to race for the Court. Looking up the boulevard, the rows of buildings framed the dragon, growing more immense in view with each galloping second. “That thing has to be twenty stories tall, head to toe.”

      “Not counting the tail.” Kaela had been focusing on the tail, almost as long as the rest of the body. It was thick near the legs, but quickly tapered. It was quick and nimble. When a volley of arrows would stick a few into the body, the tail would swipe them off in a single, clean stroke. It was also making quick work of anyone trying to scale the walls, frail bodies helplessly driven into the ground as the tail wiped them away.

      There was a heavy, wooden groaning as a line of trebuchets released a volley of artillery, finally unfooting the dragon. It stumbled and its shifting weight collapsed the damaged wall as it came tumbling down.

      Nash and Kaela reached the large Court in time to see human forces rush in, hoping to land a few deadly strikes while they could. But the dragon was unharmed—merely off balance. Its nimble tail swung wide, knocking soldiers wildly away. Nash flinched watching body parts twisting in unnatural ways as the men flew through the air.

      They pulled Swift to a stop, staring, trembling at the situation. It was a sight that threatened hopelessness. The monstrous body made the soldiers’ desperate attacks seem entirely pointless. They were mere nothings at its side.

      The dragon rose up to its full height, head soaring over the level of the ramparts. The throat began to glow as it reared its neck back and spewed fire at the men on the ground. In one breath, Nash watched a hundred Souls turn to char.

      “He’s here,” Nash said, pointing across the battlefield to a violet aura where Raith was working his magic. He had his hands full. A few other Players were working the battlefield, but Raith seemed to be doing the most. His spells shot out in a seemingly endless, rapid succession, raising the dead and driving them onwards, calling forth more of his Traug forces from every corner of the city. As his army fell, he raised new ones from whatever freshly fallen corpses he could find. Wave after wave of undead swarmed the behemoth Dryvrn.

      The Traug were crushed as they came and the dragon—looking less amused now and more annoyed—made its way deeper into the city, clearing a path with its breath.

      “It’s looking for something,” said Nash. The dragon’s head swept from side to side, intelligent eyes scanning the buildings. Its nose pricked at the air, centered on a spot, and poured out heavy flame over everything in its way, blasting a path. Buildings shattered and disintegrated in the forceful eruption and thick, black smoke spread over the city, soaking into the streets and alleyways.

      With each moment, dozens of Souls were being wiped out in hellfire blazes. Raith galloped behind the dragon’s destructive wake, raising corpses

      “We have to keep trailing that thing,” said Nash.

      Kaela swung around in her seat. “And do what exactly?”

      “Two things,” he said. “Hopefully three.”

      “Those are?”

      “Find a weakness,” said Nash, nodding towards the dragon. “ That’s step one. There’s always some weakness. Second, make sure Raith doesn’t kill it. And, if we can, try to kill it ourselves.”

      “You have to be kidding,” she said. “Look at that thing!”

      “Kaela! This is what you wanted. This is why we’re here. This is what you’ve been working for.”

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath through her nose. “You’re right. Okay. Let’s do this.”

      “One moment to rally the Deltas. We’ll need some serious coordination for this to work.”

      Most of Delta Fief was already in the area, and they came together at the edge of the Court in short order.

      “There was no response from Dex or Pall,” Nash said to Lieutenant Ourten.

      “Pall’s dead,” replied Ourten. “Dex had a big night. We couldn’t wake him.”

      “Dex? That kid’s never had enough cash for drink.”

      “That’s the word from his family—nothing we can do.”

      “Fine,” said Nash, hopping off Swift. “Here’s the deal. We’re going to chase down the dragon. Don’t engage. Not yet. Make a wide perimeter around him. We want eyes on every inch. There’s arrows and swords flying at that thing from every angle. Try to figure out which part is most sensitive to attack.”

      His men nodded and ran off along the great ashen avenue that had opened up through the heart of the district. Nash remounted and he and Kaela led the way.

      The dragon finally stopped, giving Swift time to catch up. The beast roared and sank back onto its tail as its wings stretched, blotting out the stars. It crashed forward, each wing flattening an entire block of homes, as its head buried into one of the structures.

      “Get in front of it,” Nash said. “We need to see what it’s looking for.”

      Kaela brought Swift towards the dragon’s head as it rooted around in the ground, digging into the basement of what looked like a tavern. That close they could feel the heat of its breath—it burned their skin and made the air shimmer.

      “There!” Nash pointed as the dragon lifted its head just out of the basement, something caught in its teeth. It was a chest. The teeth held it delicately in the air, then snapped, splintering the box, causing a rain of golden Orum.

      The dragon’s tail came whipping through the air, demolishing the roofs of houses as it came, sending a rain of tiles and lumber into the night. The tip of the tail snaked along the ground,  split ends acting as crude scoops to gather the coins. The dragon bent its head to the side, opening up a space between its neck scales and revealing a small cache of gold tucked away. The split-tail shoveled its coins into the space beneath the scales and went back to gather more.

      The army of undead Traug reached the dragon and clambered over its body, swords working to find purchase in the armor-hard scales. The dragon bucked its enormous mass, sending undead flying and collapsing nearby buildings as it shook the ground.

      Nash checked its stats. The dragon healed as fast as it took damage. After everything—all the swords, the arrows, the artillery—it was back at full health.

      The tail plowed into the ruins of the tavern and pulled out the last few coins.

      “Shitshitshit,” Nash muttered through his teeth. “Kaela…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Get ready to ride,” he replied. “It wants its gold. It’s coming for us next.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          DragonBlade

        

      

    

    
      Nash clambered higher along the giant stones that made up the fresh ruins of Sær’s north-eastern wall.  The dragon was almost there, bounding with earthquake-inducing steps through the district and now plowing across the Court. Nash needed defense at his back, and enough height to face the dragon face-to-face. He needed to make sure the damned thing couldn’t use its body to crush him.

      He switched out Mylln for an older friend—Ædec the Wallbreaker’s DragonBlade. He could still barely lift the tip off the ground and found the concept of a mass-canceling sheath as strange and mind-bending as he had his first day on Sevceneur. The weight was no concern now, though. He’d stashed away a buff charm, one that would multiply his Strength attribute by ten for ten seconds. More than enough time, if he’d planned this right.

      He eyeballed his height relative to the dragon and felt he’d done it right. He took a stance—charm vial in his left hand, DragonBlade in his right. The bag of Orum he’d stolen from the cave dangled from his belt. He shook his hips to jangle the coins.

      The dragon growled low, like thunder splitting the sky. Nash felt it in his chest. It plunged its wingtip claws into the ground and bounded towards Nash in five, short movements.

      It was no dumb beast. That much was clear. It was enjoying this. It raised its head so its eyes were matched with Nash’s.

      The liquid charm went down smooth and he threw the vial into the void beside him. He grabbed the coins from his belt and swung them in front of the dragon’s golden eyes.

      “Alright, you sonofabitch! Take ‘em!” He tossed the bag straight into the sky, his multiplied strength sending them soaring high.

      The dragon’s head snapped up as it thrust its neck upwards to catch it.

      Nash leapt from his perch and, with an underhand grip, drove the Wallbreaker’s Blade deep into the meaty part of the underside of the dragon’s neck, sticking in like a push-pin. Nash hung on as the immense weight of the sword began to cut, propelling them down, slitting the throat like a sunbeam through a cloud.

      The charm buff wore off, but Nash held on, riding the sword down to the ground like a gore-gushing elevator. He watched the dragon’s health plummet as each pico-pixel of flesh registered a critical hit.

      The dragon’s belly rumbled with what little noise it could still make of its agony. It tried to turn its head to face Nash, but the pain of its wound stopped it, the long flaps of its slit throat convulsing with meaty resonance.

      “Here we go.” Nash pulled out his last Strength charm and one last Swift charm. He chugged them, wasting no time as they took effect. He practically soared up the side of the wall ruins where the dying dragon had rested its half-severed neck.

      He leapt high, twisted his body for extra momentum, and flung himself downwards at the bared throat, DragonBlade broadside, swinging hard, ready to cleave head from body.

      CLANG.

      The sword sank into the meaty part, but stopped short at the scales that covered the back of its neck. In a panic, Nash shoved hard at the blade, trying to drive it through, but to no effect. It wouldn’t cut. Not even a scratch.

      Desperately, he jerked his body, over and over, trying to force it through. His buff expired. The dragon’s neck glowed as it began a super-heating process. Nash dropped to the ground and watched as a fountain of molten something swirled up the dragon’s neck in a whirlwind, cauterizing the wounds Nash had inflicted.

      He watched, stomach sinking, sweating cold, as the dragon’s HP rose with the twist of flame until it was back at perfect health with only a scar to show for its troubles.

      The dragon looked down at Nash, coin purse caught in its teeth. Then it flew away, into the night, back to its cave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Slaughter

        

      

    

    
      The Court filled slowly, tentative Souls peeking out into safety. They’d all watched. They’d all seen. It was Nash who saved them. It was Nash who drove off the dragon.

      Soon, the Court was filled, voices chanting his name. They converged on him. Their voices mingled. Pleading, begging, praising.

      The word repeated that caught him most was “King.”

      Nash stood there, not knowing what to do. He hoped Kaela and Swift could squeeze their way in and pull him out.

      What was he supposed to do? Public relations was something he hired others for. The most he ever managed was a good delivery of a pre-written speech. What did these people want from him?  Their third dragon attack survived, and all they could think to do was kneel at his feet, worshiping? There must be something else. Rebuilding?

      What could he give them, standing there in dust, dirt, and blood? They didn’t seem to want anything explicit from him, just to stand in his presence.

      Yes, if he wanted, he could be king—right here, right now. He could declare it, and it would be so. That castle at the north of the city would be his, a vantage point to see over all his reign, a vanguard to defend. What would the rightful king do? Nothing. Bow.

      The power of that seat would give him resources, the most powerful of which might be time. Time to grow stronger. Time to figure things out. He wanted to know who had reached the dragon’s cave before he had. Who had led it back? How had they done so without waking the dragon?

      These questions churned in his mind as the voices—relentless, interminable—called out for him. He raised his face to the heavens and watched the dark clouds roll by, under-lit by the fires that still roiled through the city.

      A shot of energy cut into the crowd, tossing bodies. Screams replaced the chants.

      “I FOUGHT THE DRAGON! I AM YOUR SAVIOR!” The voice was unmistakable. Raith stood at the edge of the Court, crackling with violet energy. “I am king! I am god!” His voice was amplified through some Mana-juiced spell. It boomed through every molecule of air, in every bone and sinew. “I will take your flesh and make it mine. You are all mine. My playthings. My new army. I will rule you as I see fit. And you, Nash, you shall be my great prize.”

      Raith waved his gauntlet in the air, tracing energy in the shape of a scythe. He grasped the phantom tool and swung wide, carving through bodies. It grew with his wrath, cutting more and more.

      “RAITH, NO!” Nash screamed.

      The bodies fell, then rose as fast. But, when Nash tried to divine their name-signatures above their heads with his RUIF, all he got back was the arcane Drgtraug floating above their heads dotted with lifeless eyes.

      Raith cut them down as fast as he could swing the immaterial scythe. Hundreds fell. And rose.

      Equally horrifying, Nash watched Raith’s XP soar, leveling up with more broad sweeps of his scythe.

      “You are mine, Nash!” Raith flicked his horse’s reins and moved towards his prey. “I will seal up the walls! I will bring back the dragon! I shall slay it!! And when I have, I will be more powerful than anyone in this world. And I will make you watch. I will make you watch! I will make your eyes dry as deserts and drive you to weep!!”

      Nash pushed through the panicking crowd towards Raith. “Don’t do this! These are people!”

      “TOYS! You’re nothing but computers in the shape of human consciousness.”

      Nash grit his teeth. “That’s not true, and you know it! You haven’t exactly given away your own CANN I’m sure!”

      The power in Raith surged as he pulled back on the scythe. “I changed my mind. You’re a stupid little bug in this game. I’m deleting you now.” Raith swung the scythe, but jerked short as an arrow sank into the darkness of his cowl. He cried out and tumbled from his horse. “MY EYE!! OH FUCK, MY EYE!!!”

      “Let’s go, cowboy,” Kaela said, trotting up on her horse with a freshly fired bow. She extended a hand and pulled Nash onto the back. “Kyah!” The crowd parted as they raced away.

      “No! We can’t leave those people!” Nash turned in his seat, watching as Raith’s scythe cut a wide swath through the crowd, enlisting them with every slice in his undead army.

      “Bring me the priests! Alive!” Raith’s voice sank into the distance.

      “He recovered fast,” said Kaela sardonically.

      “We have to go back!” Nash tensed as they sped down the empty road.

      “To do what?” she asked. “Can you take him?”

      “I—”

      “Him and his whole, growing army?”

      “Stop the horse,” Nash said.

      Kaela brought the horse to a slow walk so she could face him. “Nash, I’m not letting you go back there.”

      “Kaela.” He reached out and took her hands in his. “I…” He squeezed her tight. He was certain his hands weren’t sweating this much when he’d leapt off the wall at the dragon. “Whew. My heart can’t take all this adrenaline today.” He pulled one hand away, wiped at his brow, and took her hand again. “Kaela. I love you.”

      “I love you too. What the hell are you planning?”

      “Kaela, I love you. But fuck this.” He leaned in, kissed her, and threw himself off the horse, running back the way they’d come.

      He didn’t turn around to see if she’d follow. He cut down a few alleys to make sure he’d lose her regardless.

      As he neared the Court again, he slowed down, creeping along and hoisting himself up onto a roof for a better view.

      The Court was filled with Drgtraug. At least a thousand newly formed undead from the Souls that had gathered there.  A half dozen priests were being held near Raith, tied up and on their knees.

      Raith called out to his new army. “Which among you rates highest in Swiftness?” One of the Drgtraug ran up and Raith handed something to them. “These are your instructions. Go to the dragon’s lair. Take a coin. Transmute it using this charm. Then wake the dragon.” The zombie ran off towards the collapsed part of the wall.

      Nash tried to catch what sort of charm it was, but the Drgtraug pocketed it before his RUIF could register it.

      Raith ordered the priests brought in front of him. There he began a strange ritual. Lightning arced overhead as the priests’ bodies glowed from somewhere inside. Nash focused hard on Raith and was eventually able to pull up his Mana levels. They were draining fast, but refilling almost as quickly. Even if he attacked when Raith was completely drained, he’d still have to contend with the zombie-army.

      Still—what the hell sort of spell was Raith conducting? It was draining thousands of Mana every second. More priests were brought in and he performed the spell again. When he finished, the priests stood off to the side with that same dead-eyed look about them.

      After he’d turned fifteen of them, Raith stopped. His Mana seemed to be refilling more slowly now. Not much, but whatever he’d done, it had taken a toll on him.

      Raith waited, watching as the Drgtraug he’d sent off with the charm scrambled over the broken wall. When it made it to the other side, he turned to the priests. “My chosen Nzbtraug. Welcome. We will be harnessing your power, and the power I have given you, to seal up these walls. None shall enter, none shall leave until the dragon is brought to kneel!”

      The priests instantly set to work. They stood in a circle, pouring power from their hands. The spell took the form of writhing tendrils snaking through the smoke and night, seizing upon the stone walls and growing over them like purple kudzu until it was whole. Then it darkened until it was black and the walls became like obsidian.

      “Go, my Nzbtraug. Find every citizen in this city and turn them. Make them one of us—make them Drgtraug. Go to the ancestral graves and raise them, Gjvtraug. Turn every flesh and make them MINE.”

      The Drgtraug flooded out into the streets of Sær, Raith’s XP continuing to rise as his minions slaughtered mercilessly. The powerful Nzbtraug priests followed behind, turning the dead.

      Nash felt frozen. He’d been closing the gap between him and Raith slowly, steadily, but all that was over now. Raith was gaining power beyond power

      Someone rode up on a horse to Raith. Another Player.

      Sir_CJ - Lvl 45 [7,659 / 9,446 HP]

      “Dude, c’mon, I had all my shit set up in this city,” Sir_CJ said. “I’m gonna have to start all over and I’m already way behind. And with these stupid walls I can’t even get somewhere—”

      Schhhlllk. CJ split from cock to crown.

      Raith sheathed his sword. His fingers danced in the air. “This is a Player-wide message. If anyone else has a problem with my game style, you can fuck off. Kill yourself fast and spawn somewhere else. Or I’ll hold you down and carve you up slow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          {Administrator B: Isaac}

        

      

    

    
      The whole place was getting to him. The sticky rugs. The crappy paint job on the wall, full of air bubbles and flaking. The air conditioning set to high, all day, every day, cutting down to his bones, no matter how many layers he wore. How did the rest of them deal with it?

      Maybe it helped that they didn’t have the extra pressure of risking everything with esoteric hacks every day, trying to dig deeper into the operation. And Isaac wasn’t having much luck. No matter what he tried, they were completely quarantined off from the B and A level. A level wasn’t surprising—there was only one person with Admin A access, and that was BlueDawn themself. But Admin B should have been accessible somehow.

      Isaac knew that the lead developers in his Admin C cohort had access to B level files. But how? It had been long weeks of digging, yet there was nothing but dead ends no matter which way he looked. He couldn’t get near Maz, much less Ren, to gather any hints from their terminal screens. And he hardly had a chance to do anything sneaky on his own computer with Ren always moving behind him, watching him.

      His dad was doing alright—that relieved him. Despite the challenges between them, Isaac wanted his father to succeed. He’d grown to understand what it meant to Nash to succeed. And he’d never forgotten those strange, beautiful, rare days of childhood when Nash had truly been a father to him.

      There was something great in Nash. Isaac knew this. Beyond wealth. Beyond power. Beyond opulence.  There was goodness there, held down by fear. Overwhelmed by it.

      If they both got out of this alive, Isaac hoped they could bare that good to the world.

      Perhaps the best he could offer his dad was the thing he’d found the other day. He’d been holding on to it. He was afraid to show it to Nash. He didn’t know what base instinct it might raise in him.

      But there it was, plain as day to anyone who understood the implications of those nine lines of code. If Isaac was any sort of son, he’d have to tell his dad.

      He was running out of options. This room didn’t feel real to him anymore. Or perhaps it felt too real. It was all he’d known for weeks, with the briefest of moments in his sleeping quarters.

      Sure, they’d tripled his already outrageous salary when they promoted him to C level, but could anything be worth this sort of existential torture? Four cold, concrete walls, the interminable hum of computers whirring into the timeless run of wakefulness that was neither day nor night, a ceaseless parade of problems to solve in a column of characters that specified instruction, circumscribed code, bled intellect to insanity, betrothed hope to despair…

      Isaac was losing it.

      And Nash was losing time.

      There was no more room to hesitate.

      Isaac knew what was happening. Just by reading the status reports, he could tell, even though he hadn’t dove into the game in a while as Tavin.

      Raith had taken control of Sær. The dragon had been summoned.

      Thousands of Souls were destroyed in the time it took dusk to bloom and die.

      Isaac knew this time might come.

      He steadied his thoughts.

      He focused on sensation.

      Time was up.

      His decision was made. Nash needed help. Sevceneur needed help. And Isaac was the only one who could become strong enough to save them. He would have to reveal himself. He would have to fight, and by fighting, sacrifice himself.

      His whole life he’d assumed that when he died he’d be uploaded to HereAfter. Death, as the people before HereAfter was created had thought about it, never occurred to him.  How could he have been so foolish? Giving up his CANN for wealth? He’d surrendered immortality to greed.

      Now, for the first time in his life, Isaac faced death—permanent, impersonal, infinite, eternal.

      He laid his hands on the keyboard. The pads of his fingers were so sensitive. The outlines of each square were so… distinct. They each had a character beyond their character.

      He reached across to the smooth porcelain of his mug. The weight of the liquid—the way it shifted inside as he moved the vessel—fascinated him.

      He drew the liquid into his mouth. For the first time, instant coffee tasted like life itself.

      He felt the liquid. It was the only time he had done so. He moved it through his mouth, discerning the particles of undissolved grain, feeling the thickness.

      A stale breeze moved over the bridge of his nose—this, too, he absorbed.

      Such was the contemplation of the martyr.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          Escape

        

      

    

    
      The warm walls of a misnamed White Tavern. A fire burning brightly in the hearth. Two tired fighters stumbling in the door.

      “Never thought the White Tavern would be such a welcome sight,” Nash said.

      “You’re lucky I found you when I did,” said Kaela.

      “Hey, dad.”

      Nash snapped his head to the side. “Isaac? When did you get here?”

      The Rogue Isaac, aka Tavin, stood up from the table. “I just got here. I saw what happened.”

      “Where the hell have you been? I haven’t seen you in months!” Nash stormed over to Isaac.

      “This is your son?” Kaela asked.

      Nash frowned. “Yeah.”

      “Who’s this?” Isaac asked.

      “Kaela,” she said, introducing herself. “Something like a girlfriend to this lunatic over here.

      Isaac laughed. “Lunatic? You’ve never let anyone tease you before. Must really like her, eh?” He gave Nash a playful punch to the shoulder.

      Nash swallowed hard and took a deep breath. “I’m glad to see you.”

      That really threw Isaac off. “I’m… glad to see you too?”

      “A lot’s happened,” Nash said.

      “I know,” Isaac replied. “I’ve been watching. I’m impressed. But we’re out of time.”

      Nash grimaced. “How so?”

      Isaac shrugged. “You were just there. You saw. Raith is capitalizing on the weaknesses of this limited-membership version of Dragons Rising. There’s no one strong enough to oppose him. Give him much more time and he’ll basically be God of this world.”

      “Could that leak into the rest of HereAfter?” asked Nash.

      Isaac shook his head. “Thankfully that should be impossible. It’s about the only stroke of hope we have in this whole thing.”

      “Luck? Hope?” Kaela grunted angrily. “Fucking hell. So much for those of us who live here.”

      “I just meant—”

      “I know what you meant,” Kaela spat. “It’s beside the point. We need to save this world.”

      Nash nodded. “She’s right.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” said Isaac. “She is right. We need to ensure that Souls are in control of this world. Not Players. Not dragons. The people who actually live here.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” Kaela said.

      “How the hell did this even happen?” Nash asked. “This doesn’t seem like a very fun game.”

      “This is the sort of thing that’s more controlled in a normal instance of the game,” Isaac explained. “Usually there would be thousands and thousands of players, and always some coalition of players available to rein in any overzealous player. But here, in this limited membership, alpha-test version, there’s not a lot that can be protected against. Not without pissing off the guys paying their money. Raith can basically run rampant.” Raith paused. “A lot’s happened on my end of things,” he continued. “We’re going to have to go for broke.

      “We need to get ahead of Raith,” said Nash. “We need to get rid of him.”

      “I have—” Isaac began to speak, but was cut off.

      “He’s bringing back the Dryvrn,” said Kaela.

      “What?” Isaac said, visibly tensing.

      “It’ll be here in hours,” Nash said, elaborating. “Maybe less.”

      “If Raith kills that thing,” Isaac said, “we’re out of good options. His take of the XP, even if it’s half, will be enough to make him even more unreachable.” Isaac pressed the heel of his hand into his forehead.

      “I know,” said Nash.

      Isaac sighed. He pulled in a deep breath and stood up straight. “Dad. I have to tell you something.”

      Nash narrowed his eyes. “What?”

      “I have something for you.” Isaac said no more, standing in the tension of the silence.

      “What?” Nash asked, more urgently this time.

      Isaac looked to the side. For some reason, looking his father in the eye at this moment was too hard. “I have a way out.”

      Nash gave a slight twitch. “What do you mean?”

      Isaac closed his eyes, shoulders sagging. “I can get you out. I go back to my computer, we coordinate a few button pushes—boom, done. No strings attached. One way ticket.”

      “Don’t be cryptic—what are you talking about?”

      “I’m not being cryptic, dad!” Isaac shouted. “Out of Dragons Rising. Off of Sevceneur. Back to the rest of HereAfter. Safe from all this.”

      “And you?” Nash shot back. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’ll hack in full power for myself,” Isaac said. “Level 100, maxed attributes. It’s trivially easy as a developer. The hard part will be defeating Raith by myself, but I’ll manage.”

      “You can’t do that,” said Nash. “Because then you reveal yourself. Then they come for you. They kill you.”

      Thick silence. Isaac’s jaw trembled with tension. “I know. All I said was that I had a way for you to go back to your life.” Isaac paused. “That’s why I came here. To say goodbye.”

      “Isaac!” Kaela said, holding a hand over her mouth.

      “That’s… that’s ridiculous,” said Nash. “I won’t allow it.”

      “I’m dead either way, dad,” Isaac said. “I still need to find a way to lock the Players in their FIVR pods. And I don’t have any good solutions. I’m going to have to brute force it—physically, maybe. They’ll know it’s me. Once I start the process, it’s over for me. You might as well leave while you’re able.”

      Nash looked at his son, then looked at Kaela. It was a rational solution. It was everything he’d wanted since he’d first set foot on this planet. He’d spent some part of every day hoping for exactly this promise. Freedom. Safety. Hope. Nash burned with desire for such hope.
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          Formless Crystal

        

      

    

    
      “No,” said Nash.

      “What?” Isaac leaned in.

      “I said no,” Nash repeated. “Don’t make me say it again.”

      “But this is your only—”

      “I have something too,” said Nash, cutting him off. “I got a very important tool from a very good, brave friend.” Nash punched a few commands and pulled up the safely stowed Formless Crystal. He displayed it to both Isaac and Kaela.

      Isaac brightened for a moment. “Wow. I was wondering if anyone would finally figure out how to make it.”

      “Hames made this right before he died,” Nash said. “In theory, it should allow us to craft anything within the limits of the system.”

      “Something strong enough to fight Raith and the dragon on your own, you mean?” Kaela asked Nash.

      “Yes. Which would mean more time for Isaac to work in safety. Without having to do some fucking stupid thing like get himself killed.” Nash motioned them both over to the bar and a few seats. “The reason I couldn’t kill the dragon before is that my sword couldn’t cut the scales.  You need something harder than the scales to cut through them. See, the sword I used was crafted with Dryvrn fire, but still only used normal steel. To cut Dryvrn scales, you need a sword forged from those scales. But the materials are extremely rare.  However, we can skip all that foraging for materials. We can, in theory, craft exactly what we need right here.”

      “What other elements can we control?” asked Isaac. “Could we make it a weightless blade with the same dragon-killing power?”  He was trying to remain calm, relaxed, but the relief he felt nearly knocked his knees out from under him. He’d been ready to die—and here was a potential chance to avoid that. A small chance.

      “Possibly,” said Nash. “There’s a lot of detail in the instructions he left behind. A lot. I don’t have time to read through all the documentation. We’ll probably have to wing it and hope for the best.”

      “The best?” said Isaac, incredulously.

      “A weapon I can wield with ease and still cut through anything in my way,” said Nash. “Then I can kill the dragon and at least ruin enough of Raith’s day to keep him off our asses until you can crack the FIVRs safely, without revealing yourself.”

      Isaac chewed his lip. “We’re cutting this down to the wire here. You’re barely strong enough to face that thing.”

      “Not strong enough at all,” Kaela added. “If it wasn’t for the charms you took, you couldn’t have done what you did.”

      “This could all go sideways, dad,” said Isaac. “If I can’t find a way to crack the FIVRs and lock the Players in, I’ll have to do it by brute force anyway. I’ll die anyway. And from what I’ve seen, it’s exceedingly unlikely that I’ll be able to do this safely.” He took a deep breath, the relief he’d felt just moments earlier whisked away. “I’ve accepted my fate.”

      “Well, I haven’t!” Nash roared. “I’ll take a slim chance over none at all.”

      “Dad, getting you out of here requires me to be on the other side,” Isaac elaborated. “If I’m not there—that is, if I’m dead—and you’re not in on it, then you’re stuck.”

      “God-fucking-dammit, Isaac! I’m not letting you die when I have a say in the matter!”

      “Dad, even if my hack does work the way we’re hoping, there’s no guarantee they won’t trace it back to me. These people are more sophisticated than I thought. I’m stuck. You’re not. It’s game over.”

      Nash lowered his head and spoke softly. “I am not discussing this anymore. I will craft the sword. I will slay the dragon. I will kill Raith again and again and again, forever if I have to, until you’ve found a safe way to do what you have to do.”

      “Dad…” He looked up into his father’s face.

      Nash’s eyes were webbed with red, highlighted by tears. “You are my son, Isaac.” Nash searched for more words, his jaw twisting. He took a deep breath. “You are my son.”

      Isaac reached out a tentative hand and rested it on his dad’s shoulder. Nash did the same. Then, for the first time in many, long years they embraced.

      “Alright, dad,” said Isaac. “We’ll try it your way.”
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          Vengeance

        

      

    

    
      Nash pulled away and wiped at his eyes. He stood up straight and shook the moment from his mind. “Alright. We need to get to our crafting foundry, back over on the east end of the city.”

      “If it’s still there after the attack,” said Kaela. “And if we can get there. The city will be crawling with Raith’s minions.”

      Nash and Kaela strapped on new, undamaged armor. Nash opted for lighter, more flexible leather protection, while Kaela encased herself in steel.

      They rode Swift back through the city streets. Luckily, there was little coordination between the Drgtraug. It was enough to gallop past them, or cut them down where they stood. The only trouble they ran into was one of the priestly Nzbtraug standing in their way. The powerful undead mage was able to orchestrate an attack, driving nearby undead towards the trio.

      Kaela knew the streets well, though, and they rounded corners and dashed down narrow alleys until their pursuers were lost far behind.

      “It’s still there!” Kaela said, spotting the crafting foundry down the road. “This part of the district was almost untouched.”

      They hitched the horse and went inside, Nash rushing over to the forge with the Formless Crystal. His fingers flew in front of him as he dove into the documentation Hames had left behind.

      This was both easy and hard to deal with. Easy because he wouldn’t have to do almost any work. Most of the things he’d crafted so far he’d actually had to make with his hands. But this one seemed to function as you’d expect of a computer program. Punch in a few options and wait for it to load.

      The problem was the options. There were thousands. Restrictions, limitations, combinations. Ways to get what you wanted, but only if you set everything else precisely right.

      Nash selected only one component—the Special Damage—and set it to Dryvrn Scale. Nothing else was as important. The system checked if he wanted to manually adjust anything else—he selected No. The crafting program began.

      The Formless Crystal stood upright in the forge and turned slowly as bits of it grew or shrunk or chipped off and dissolved into nothing. A percentage bar hovered over the top.

      1%

      1.1%

      1.2%

      It would take long enough that he didn’t need to stand there, twiddling his thumbs. Nash went back to the others. “We’ll be waiting for a while.”

      “That’s fine,” said Kaela. “I could use a little time to rest after all this.” She lowered her armor-clad self to the floor and laid down.

      “Maybe I’ll head back,” said Isaac. “Keep working on things.”

      Nash nodded. “Not a bad idea.” He paused. “Something’s been bugging me, though. You might be able to shed some light before you head out.”

      “Shoot.”

      “There’s this one guy in my special ops team,” said Nash. “Dex. He’s one of a bunch who got screwed when the Desert came. Lives in the northeast slums these days. Seems like he’s pretty young. Thing is, he doesn’t have much money, but my guys said he was out painting the town. I mean… it doesn’t really matter but….” Nash hesitated. “Any chance you could help me figure out what he was up to?”

      Isaac nodded and took a seat, fingers flicking in front of him. “Let’s see what he’s been up to… Yup, big infusion of cash there… Run it back a bit… Let’s see what he was trading in… Yesterday he went up, talked to that Hames guy you mentioned. Got a… one sec… a Silencing charm on private credit… then he gets a lot of money… lemme see… oh. I see.” Isaac looked at his dad, worried. “I see.”

      Nash folded his arms and sighed, staring up at the ceiling. “Go on.”

      “He took a bunch of money from the Dryvrn. The Silencing charm made it easy, I guess… Next transaction is with Hames. He pays him for the charm…. Next transaction is at a tavern in the labor district, though the tavern doesn’t seem to exist anymore.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Nash said. “As of a handful of hours ago.”

      “He bought a bunch of drinks for himself and others, and stored the money in a lock-box in the basement…. No more transactions after that. And that was at… Three in the morning today.”

      “So that’s who it was,” said Kaela, her voice low, rough. She rolled onto her side and pushed herself onto her feet, armor clanging. She tore off her breastplate, her helmet, everything covering her arms and loins and legs. She stood there in her leathers. “He brought this on us.”

      Nash moved over to her. “Now, Kaela, you know Dex. You’ve met him. You know he wouldn’t’ve—”

      “He did it,” she spat. “How can you speak of would?”

      “I just meant…” Nash started and faltered. “He didn’t mean…”

      Kaela reached down and plucked her bow and arrows off the ground as she turned towards the door. “Don’t follow me.”

      She walked outside as Nash and Isaac watched. “We should follow her,” said Isaac.

      “Probably a good idea.”

      “You don’t suppose she’s going for a stroll around the block to cool down?” suggested Isaac, weakly.

      “The Crystal’s barely at twenty percent. Let’s go after her.”

      It wouldn’t have been easy to follow Kaela and her fleet-hoofed steed if they hadn’t had a good idea which way she was headed. The father and son pair made their way directly to the far north slums where Dex lived.

      He was in the oldest part of the slums, the only one along the inner walls of the city, in a salvaged-lumber, second-story hovel. The slums were usually filled with noise, but they were quiet now. Most people had fled when the dragon attacked. Those who hadn’t were laying low.

      They saw Kaela’s horse hitched beside the ladder leading up to Dex’s home. They clambered up to find her, arrow drawn at the young man sitting up in bed, sheets pulled up tight around him, shaking.

      “Nash!” Dex cried. “Tell her I didn’t do nothing!”

      Kaela had the string pulled taut. Her clothes were loose, yet still her muscles churned visibly beneath them. Her face gave no indication of the strain. “Shut up!”

      Nash and Isaac stood at the entrance, not daring to rush Kaela to put the bow down. “Kaela, please,” Nash said. “He didn’t mean to cause this.”

      “Cause what?” Dex asked in a high, strained voice.

      “You couldn’t have known,” offered Isaac.

      “Known what?” Dex said, even more anxiously than before. His eyes were pouring tears and it was clear from the strain on his brow that he was fighting a hopeless battle against a monumental hangover.

      “You brought the Dryvrn here,” said Kaela, voice dripping with loathing. “You got all those people killed.”

      Dex flinched. “What do you mean?”

      “Do you smell that?” said Kaela, sniffing in the air. It was thick with burning. Homes, bodies.

      Dex heaved with restrained sobs. “I… I just… I just wanted to get us out of this, out of the slums. I just… I asked Hames… I thought…”

      “It’s okay,” said Nash. Then, to Kaela, “Please, stop this.”

      “No, someone has to pay,” growled Kaela. “I can’t kill Raith, I can’t kill that fucking dragon, but I can sure as hell make this sonofabitch pay!”

      “This isn’t you, Kaela!” Nash pleaded.

      She turned on him. “Who do you think you are? You… tourist! You think you can show up, make a few toys, kill a few monsters, and suddenly I have to listen to you? No. I have been helping this city longer than you’ve been here. This is my world—more than you know. How dare you try to tell me anything? I have watched this city fall under siege as men—men like him—did nothing! While they ignored me, silenced me, as I worked to fight back. And then he dares to hide in his little shithole. Hide behind pity? None of you are like me! Real like me! You’re all ghosts! Or shitty programs.” She waved the point of her arrow in Dex’s face. “Which are you? A robot, or a ghost? I don’t know you from the Before, so you must be one of those. Answer me!”

      Two more people entered the room from a platform opposite Nash and Isaac. “What is going on here?” the woman asked, followed by her husband.

      “Mom?” Dex whimpered, his voice quavering. “Dad? Help?”

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Dex’s father tried to step towards Kaela but she rounded her arrow on him.

      “Don’t you take a step closer,” she growled. “You… you fucking… What do you call it? LARPers! None of your kind have real family here. You just play-act this whole thing.”

      “I swear, I’m not acting,” said Dex. “That’s my mom, my dad. Please don’t hurt us. I didn’t mean anything. I’m sorry.”

      “Hasn’t this day been awful enough already?” the mother asked.

      “He doesn’t know what happened,” said Nash.

      “He doesn’t need to know to be guilty,” Kaela shot back.

      “Don’t you remember Hames?” Nash asked. “This is what he meant. ‘Don’t be mad at the boy.’ That was his last wish. He knew Dex made a mistake.”

      “He is hardly a boy! He’s probably some old geezer playing at being a kid!”

      “By Truræd’s tongue, what are you talking about?” Dex pleaded. “We’re a real family. We’re like you. We’re from here.”

      At last, Kaela’s pull on the bowstring slackened. “Where did you learn that name?”

      “We didn’t learn it,” Dex said. “We live it. We’re devotees of His.”

      “Please, Kaela, you need to stop,” Isaac said, taking another step closer. “I know—”

      A great roar, like a locomotive rushing through a hurricane, split the sky above. The room warmed considerably and the night’s black was struck through with bright red, yellow, and orange.

      Kaela’s arm relaxed on the bow. “Oh god,” she whispered. “It’s back.”
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      Isaac’s rope-knife swung overhead, lashing out ahead of their sprinting horse to spear the undead through the head as they came. “Just keep us steady!” he cried.

      It was hard to drive Swift through the endless flaming rubble, against waves of surging Drgtraug.  The horse started to falter, the searing hot, oven-dry air sapping its energy. “Please, Swift, don’t give up,” said Kaela. Its legs were cut to ribbons from the debris it was moving through. It wheezed and nearly stumbled into the coals of what that morning had been a laundromat.

      “We’re almost there,” said Nash. “We’ll go by foot.” He scanned the area. The whole district was almost entirely flattened. It was hard to tell which way to turn to find the foundry. He hoped the sword was finished.

      “Swift can do it,” Kaela said, choking back tears. “He’ll make it.” She patted the side of her horse’s neck as Isaac and Nash dismounted.

      “If we don’t go,” said Isaac, holding back the Traug, “all of us will die, along with the horse.”

      Their heads ached, ears gone past pain to numb. The sound of the growling Drgtraug, the howling flames, and the roaring dragon twisted together through the night into a brutal cacophony.

      Nash went up to Kaela, thumb pressing the hilt of his sword from the scabbard. He took her cheek in his hand, pulling her forehead to his, turning her from the horse. “Go ahead with Isaac. Don’t look back.”

      She sniffed and nodded, forcing herself to march ahead as she nocked an arrow.

      Nash had a moment of disbelief, noticing the lump he felt in his throat as he turned to the horse kneeling in the ash. His face crumpled, corners of his lips pulled down in grief. He tasted the burning of the city on his tongue, felt it stinging his eyes. The fragrance of flesh, rent and scorched, clawed into his sinuses.

      He took care of the horse and ran to join the others.

      It didn’t take long to find the remains of the foundry once they oriented themselves right. Luckily, the fighting that had swallowed the rest of that quadrant of the city had moved away from this area.

      The sword was glowing faintly with a big green bar hung above it, “100%” written bold. Nash sprinted to see what it had turned out like. He yanked it off its perch and inspected its attributes.

      “How’s it look, dad?”

      Nash gave a faint smile out of one corner of his mouth. “It’s not ideal, but it’ll do its job. It pulls heavily from a reservoir of Mana and Stamina. It’ll be close—it’ll drain me fast—but I should be able to get the job done.”

      “Alright, then nothing else matters now,” said Isaac. “You and Kaela go take care of that thing. I’m going to head back to my computer. I’ll try to feed you more power if I can.”

      “Will you be alright?” asked Kaela.

      “Yeah. You guys kill the monster and hold Raith off as long as possible. I’ll return as soon as I can. As soon as I figure out the hack.”

      “Safely,” Nash reminded him. “Don’t get caught. Please. After all this time I…I want more time with my son.”

      Isaac smiled, biting back tears. “Me too, dad.” He gave Nash a hug, then Kaela.

      And then he logged out.
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          {Administrator A: Isaac}

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell were you up to just now?” Ren snapped, standing over Isaac as he climbed out of his FIVR pod.

      Isaac dabbed at his eyes, then stretched before answering. “Just checking things out. Seemed to be some commotion in one of the cities. I wanted to make sure it was all running smoothly.”

      “You stay out of the game,” she snarled. “Unless you have direct permission from me.”

      Isaac shrugged, feigning a lack of concern. “I mean, I’d rather not bother you with trivial stuff like that, but whatever.”

      “I decide what’s trivial,” said Ren. “Our biggest client is enjoying himself, and I don’t want you pissing him off.”

      “Like I said, if it suits you.”

      “Get to work, Evers.”

      Isaac went back to his computer and stared blankly at the screen, fingers hovering over the keys. Nash needed help—now. But Isaac couldn’t afford to look like he wasn’t doing his work. For all he knew, Ren had remote access to view his screen from her own computer.

      Nash pulled up what he hoped looked like a random assortment of NPCs and their stats, allowing him to watch Nash’s HP bar. He was able to cast the data directly to his RUIF and watched it in the lower left corner of his vision.

      He tried to be clever about things, but as health started ticking away from Nash he became more desperate. He tried to feed more power to his dad, but the NPC-Player-hybrid position Nash held made things wonky. Maybe with a few days, or weeks, Isaac could parse the registry confusion and hack something together, but not right now. And right now was when Nash needed more power. Not tomorrow. Not even in an hour. Now.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” It was Ren. She’d snuck up on him while he had his nose buried in the scrolling data.

      Isaac jumped. “Jeez, you scared me,” he said, forcing himself not to turn around, to act like this was very important, and very normal. “There was some irregular data streaming off one of the NPCs. I just wanted to stabilize it.”

      “No.” The response was crisp. “That’s not what you were doing. Get out of your seat. Now.”

      Options were fading. “Ren, really, I need to—”

      “You need to get out of your seat,” she barked. “I’m going to check your logs.”

      That was it. End of the line. She’d be able to access everything. Isaac glanced around. The desks immediately around him were unoccupied, but he could hear typing elsewhere in the room. He tried a power play. He stood up from his chair, fast and snappy. He turned and stared down Ren. “I think you and I need to come to understand each other,” he said. He was shaking inside, hoping it didn’t show. “Let’s go for a walk.”

      “Who do you think—”

      “I’m not asking,” he shot back. His stomach dropped out from under him. He’d never done anything like this before. “I think you’ll want to take a walk. I’ll explain in private.”

      She eyed him with burning suspicion, but in this organization, where slip-ups could mean your permanent death, she didn’t want to take the chance of pissing off a higher up. Isaac’s acting was working—he could see the thoughts in her head. Is this guy actually from BlueDawn?

      Isaac felt himself disassociating. It was like he was sitting inside his own head, viewing the scene on a screen, no control over the actions. They walked into the hallway together, down towards the sleeping quarters.

      Her expression changed. “If you think you can fuck your way out of this, you’ve got to be joking.”

      “Shut your mouth and show some respect,” he said. Nerves tingled up his neck to the base of his skull. He led her into his room and shut the door.

      “What do you think—”

      Isaac fought to keep his body in check. It wanted to collapse on him, but he forced it to follow his will. “I’m sorry,” he said as he snapped out a sloppy jab.

      It was enough to shock her, but not put her down. Isaac took advantage of the moment of confusion to launch into a rapid volley of punches, stunning her.

      His stomach churned as he saw the blood on her face. Was she a bad person? Did she really know what they were doing? Was she truly complicit?

      It didn’t matter. Not anymore. From the moment she’d asked to see his logs it had become a matter of life and death, him or her.

      Isaac grabbed a t-shirt and stuffed it in her mouth so any noise she made would be muffled. Then he ripped the sheets off his bed and tried to tie it around her. He didn’t have a clue what he was doing. As she came to, she struggled against the pseudo-rope and almost popped it off in just seconds.

      Isaac pushed her down. He yanked back on the sheets, locking her arms in place. He knelt on her back as her hands flailed and shoved another pillow under her face. With one hand he kept the sheets wrapped tight. With the other, he pressed down on her head.

      He cried as he leveraged his whole weight on top of her. What did he know about Ren? Was she evil? Did she deserve this? Did anyone?

      And how could he cry when he’d already watched so many people die? How could he cry when he’d had an equal hand in keeping BlueDawn’s operation going? How many had he already implicitly killed?

      Now he cried because he had to face it himself. The ugliness, the screaming, the struggling.

      Maybe—maybe if he backed off the moment she went limp, she would only be unconscious.

      But could he risk it? If she woke up before he was done with his work, everything would be for nothing. And he’d die. And so would his father. And Kaela.

      He held her for what felt like ages. She went limp. He kept holding.

      After a seeming eternity, he got off and checked for breathing. For a pulse. Nothing.

      He went numb.

      He laid her out on the bed and checked her pockets. She had a series of keycards. He took them. Then he covered her with the sheet.

      Isaac dried his eyes and slipped out the door. He needed to hurry. It wouldn’t take too long for people to realize something was wrong and trace it back to him.

      He found his way to the Admin B section of the bunker. Sure enough, Ren had an access card and he slipped right in. Still, if anyone saw him, they’d know he wasn’t supposed to be there and he hadn’t conceived of a story yet.

      But would the administrative powers of the B level be sufficient? He wondered where BlueDawn’s offices were. Admin A might just be enough.

      Lucky him—the armed guard down the hallway gave it away. Isaac let the jumble of key cards hang from his pocket, hoping it would help him look like he belonged. “Hey, is BlueDawn in?”

      The guard didn’t hesitate to unholster his pistol. “You don’t have clearance. What is your business?”

      Isaac still needed to clear several yards and kept up his pace. He jangled the key cards. “Just taking care of something from B level. But I can head back if Blue isn’t in.”

      “He ain’t in,” said the guard. He still had the muzzle pointed down, but it was creeping up. “But I can’t let you go back until I clear you for being here in the first place.”

      “Here, just look at these,” Isaac said, tossing the key cards at the guard’s feet. It was just enough of a distraction. The guard’s eyes shot down. Isaac bolted forward, one hand outstretched, catching the barrel of the gun just as it started to rise. He spun it around and kept pushing forward, using his momentum, strength, weight, and the moment of surprise to keep the gun in his control. The muzzle pressed into the guard’s stomach and Isaac shoved up against it, covering it with his body, forcing the trigger.

      The noise was loud, but hopefully just muffled enough to not alert anyone. The shell rolled against Isaac’s hand, burning him, but he couldn’t move away, staying focused on holding on to the gun.

      He tilted it up and fired again, angling the bullet into the guard’s chest cavity.

      Bingo. It must have hit his heart. The guard went slack in Isaac’s arms. He held him up, clearing the retinal scan and dragging the body into the office.

      Isaac turned the body over—he couldn’t handle the open eyes. His hands were wet and warm, covered in blood. He almost froze. He was faced with the death he’d just caused, dripping from his skin. He managed to pull himself together, realizing he’d be the same soon anyway.

      There was a sink on the wall and he ran over to clean his hands off.

      He moved quickly to BlueDawn’s chair and tried to get access to the computer. No dice. Of course. Isaac hadn’t been thinking clearly. Of course BlueDawn would have a well-protected computer. He gave up right away—there was no point in banging away at it when he knew he’d get nowhere.

      There was a server rack on the opposite side of the office. He went over and pulled out a small device that functioned like a portable computer. It plugged into the server and outputted the interface to his RUIF, allowing him to type in the air on a keyboard only he could see. It was an uncomfortable technology to use, but it was good in a pinch.

      And this was quite the pinch.

      Yes. This was good. With a little finessing, he had access to most Admin A permissions from here. He could work his magic at last.

      Still nothing to do about the scattered resources on Nash’s character, but Isaac was able to pump tons of power into his own avatar, leveling him up to 100 and maxing all his attributes.

      Nash! He’d been so shaken by what he’d had to do, he forgot to check on his dad, even though his status had literally been right in front of him the whole time.

      He was down to nearly half his HP. Isaac needed to get in there immediately and help finish things off.

      He tried a few last minute things he’d hoped he could do with his new access, but to no avail. Hacking souls out of Sevceneur back to the safe part of HereAfter, leveling the NPCs, shifting souls between CANNS—none of it he could do right then. Perhaps with enough time he could have, but not right now, not in this crunch.

      He knew one thing he had to do though. No matter what it cost. He had to lock the Players in their FIVR pods by enabling the CANN functionality.

      Isaac moved through the system files, searching for what he needed.

      Wait. What?

      Raw text files. E-mails. Documents. Instructions. Old code. Contracts. Some things he couldn’t identify. A mix of encrypted and not. Isaac dropped them in a folder and copied them over to his own FIVR pod.

      No time to celebrate. He kept searching for—

      Yes. He found what he was looking for.

      He kept an eye on the bunker’s alarms. No one had caught on to any trouble yet. He shut down the security system. It would automatically boot back up in thirty minutes, but that would be enough time. It would have to be.

      His fingers flew. He compromised the FIVR pods. Then he had one last stroke of genius. Something to make sure his plan worked.

      He ran the code and logged out. Nash was dropping below a quarter HP. He wasted no time rushing back down the hallway to Admin B level and slipping into his pod.

      He loaded into Dragons Rising and copied over the folder to his character’s items. Then he ran to find Nash.

      He wasn’t hard to find. He stood in front of the leaking stump of the great dragon’s neck. His crystal sword, no glow about it now, was abandoned on the ground. Nash had drawn Mylln and faced off against Raith.  They were both in tatters, hunched over from their wounds.

      They each had less than a tenth of their total HP, though Nash was much worse off with his empty reserves of Stamina. Still, Raith’s true strength was in his ability to call forth hordes of undead—but even his great army had been decimated in the fight.

      Isaac jogged up to his dad. “I did it. We need to finish him now.”

      “You. I remember you,” said Raith. “You were there that day at the pie shop. But you—” Raith shifted nervously under his cloaks. “You were only level thirty. How? How are you so strong now?”

      “I’m one of the developers,” said Isaac.

      Nash grabbed at Isaac’s arm. “What the hell are you doing? You’ll give yourself away!”

      Isaac smiled at his dad, then returned his attention to Raith. “In fact, I’ve made a few developments. You’re trapped in your FIVR unit now. You’re just like the NPCs. Once I kill you, you’re done for good.”

      “Ridiculous! Why would you do that?”

      “Because you’re evil,” said Isaac. “You know this isn’t just some game. You know the stakes, and you chose to kill anyway.”

      “You’re just trying to make me lose,” said Raith.

      “You’re going to die either way,” said Isaac. “But you might as well check your access point—the log out button should be inactive.”

      Raith’s iron fingers tapped in the air. Then tapped the same spot over and over, increasingly urgent. “No! What is the meaning of this?”

      “Don’t be dull,” said Isaac.

      There was the barest flash of hesitation in Raith’s voice. “I can give you whatever you want,” said Raith, panic rising in his voice. “Nash… I have connections. I can give you power. More power than any other man has. I’ll grant you all of HereAfter. You can leave this game. You can have all the money you want. Special access to communicate with the living world. Whatever you want. All you have to do is stop all of this. It’s yours. I’m giving it to you. Unlimited power.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two
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      “This has been a hell of a day,” said Nash, shaking his head. “I’ve had to turn down two things I thought I wanted more than anything.”

      “Accept, damn you.”

      “No, I don’t think I will,” said Nash. “You see, since I first got here, all I wanted was to leave. To get back to my political career. To my business. To growing my power and influence. To dominating HereAfter the same way I dominated the living world.”

      “So you are the Nash Evers. I thought so. It is strange to meet again like this. And I can think of one person in this game who would love to find you and have their way with your bones. But you don’t have to worry about that. Just take what I’m offering and never come back. You know you want to. If there’s one thing men like me know about you, it’s that power is all you desire. All you have ever desired.”

      “You’re right that I want to,” said Nash with a flair of insouciance. “It’s the core of my nature. But being here on Sevceneur, in Sær, I’ve learned a lot. I’ve discovered a lot. I’ve found things besides power that I want. That I will defend.”

      “Dad,” Isaac cut in, whispering. “Add this data folder to your items and keep it safe. It has everything I could find about Dragons Rising in it.”

      “Good job,” said Nash, accepting the transfer.

      Isaac’s nose burned and he choked back a lump in his throat. “Glad I could make you proud at least once.”

      “Once?”

      “I had to do something,” said Isaac, voice trembling. “It won’t be long now before they kill me. But I maxed my power. It’ll be tough, but with the state Raith’s in, we can take him together.”

      “Is that all? You sniveling, loathsome—”

      Raith… flickered. He vanished and reappeared in less than half a second, HP refilled, along with all his attributes. He didn’t move for a moment. Even the fabric around him was frozen in space. Then, slowly, as if waking from sleep, his cloaks began to respond to the elements again, flapping in the wind.

      “What the fuck just happened?” asked Nash.

      “Something good and expected,” said Isaac. “And something bad and unexpected.”

      “I’m going to need you to elaborate.”

      “I locked them in their pods and turned on the CANN functionality,” Isaac explained. “That shifted their consciousness to the on-board storage. I did that for all the Players. Then I shut the cooling systems off. What we just saw was the CANN overheating and breaking down, which resulted in Raith’s death causing his consciousness to shift to his permanent HereAfter CANN. He’s a Soul now, like you. That’s the planned part.”

      “The unplanned?”

      “I wasn’t sure if his consciousness would boot back into Dragons Rising. And I didn’t expect it to replenish his health.”

      “But he can die now,” said Nash. “For real?”

      “If we can kill him.” Isaac looked around. “Where’s Kaela?”

      “Off somewhere in the rubble. She’s backup with her long-range arrows.”

      Violet energy erupted from Raith, pushing Nash and Isaac back. Out of the crevasses of the city, a fresh mass of Drgtraug swarmed towards them as the remaining Nzbtraug priests carried Raith further away.

      “You have been a thorn in my side for too long, Nash Evers! I will guarantee your death! I will annihilate this entire city. Let’s see you survive that!”

      Nash and Isaac had to carve their way through the charging Drgtraug to stop Raith now. Already a spell grew out of his hands towards the sky, sizzling and crackling. The ground began to churn. The whole city heaved and a terrible noise rose up from the ground as the earth snapped and buildings over all of Sær collapsed.

      “I will raise the magma from below and encase you and your friends in it, Nash Evers! And I will rule this world all myself! I will never die!”
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      “Let’s go, on top of the dragon,” said Isaac, leading the way up. “It’ll buy us some time.”

      “For what?” asked Nash.

      “This isn’t a hundred percent anymore,” said Isaac. “We need a one hundred percent guarantee of beating him.”

      Nash looked around from his dragon-perch at the undead mob shamble-running towards them across the wastes of the labor district. He bobbed his head in agreement. “Alright, what’s the plan?”

      “You remember that ring you found your first day here?” Isaac asked. “The one you got off the Xmir?”

      “Yeah. You said to hide it and keep it safe.”

      “Well, I’ve changed my mind,” said Isaac, shifting on the uncomfortable scales of the dead dragon’s back. “Hand me the Æg’odhrng.”

      Nash fished it out of his items where he’d carefully stored it. It was interlaced silver and gold. It was pretty, but otherwise looked perfectly ordinary. He handed it to Isaac, asking, “What does it do?”

      Isaac gripped the Æg’odhrng and separated it into two rings—one silver, one gold. “This ring combines two people into one. It adds their levels together, then multiplies them one and a half times. It also adds their attributes together. It was designed for the normal VR game back in the living world to create a unique, trippy experience for players to share a mindspace while also making them super powerful for a short time. In the original game, the effect only lasted for a few minutes and you could only use it once every moon-cycle. It was supposed to just be a crazy, weird bit of fun.”

      “I take it things are different in this game?”

      “It doesn’t work properly when using CANN-based tech,” explained Isaac. “But, it was too hard to delete the item entirely, so they tried to hide it. You got very lucky—or unlucky, depending on how you think about it.”

      “Why doesn’t it work?”

      “Easier if I just explain how it does work in these circumstances,” said Isaac. He handed the gold ring to Nash. “The person who wears the silver ring becomes the avatar base for the fusion. As long as I wear the silver ring, the transformation will be properly temporary, the way it was designed. It only works this way because I still have a human body and mind in the living world.”

      “If you didn’t?”

      “If two NPCs use the ring, they permanently fuse,” Isaac said. “And who knows how that would affect their minds. That’s one danger. The other danger is if a Player, like me, and an NPC, like you, put the rings on the other way.”

      “What happens?”

      “If I wore the gold ring and you wore the silver, you’d become the avatar base. My mind would get overwritten onto your CANN. Permanently.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. It hasn’t been tested, for obvious reasons, but in theory it would delete the NPC’s mind and trap the Player into the CANN, effectively making them a Soul.”

      “That’s why they tried to remove it from the game,” said Nash. “And why you were so adamant about me not using it.”

      “And never using it again after this,” said Isaac. “We do the fusion, we kill Raith, we break apart. We say goodbye.”

      “There’s not much time left, is there?”

      “No. I’ll be dead soon.” Isaac sighed. For some reason, he didn’t feel like crying anymore. “Thanks for helping me with this. I’m glad we got to do one more thing together. Even if it was as messed up as this.”

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t a better father,” Nash said. He took Isaac’s hands in his and gave them a squeeze, then pulled him into an embrace. “I’ll try to make up for it.”  He moved back, snatched the silver ring off of Isaac’s finger and shoved the gold one on in its place.

      “DAD! NO!”

      Nash took a quick step back, holding the silver ring over his own finger. “I love you, Isaac.”
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      Isaac steadied himself on the back of the dragon. His legs were not his own. They were ever so slightly… longer? Shorter? He couldn’t tell. His perspective had changed in an instant. He was looking opposite where he had been. His mind felt foggy, like a late morning without coffee. What had just happened? It was important. He knew this.

      Where was his dad? He looked around. He noticed his clothes were different. And Nash was nowhere to be found.

      Something on his finger. The Æg’odhrng. Back together, silver and gold intertwined.

      It started to come back to him. Had his dad really…

      He pulled up his stats to check.

      Tavish — Lvl. 252 [260,268,731 / 260,268,731 HP]

      Dear god.

      The consequences started to come at him, one after another, pounding into him, numbing him.

      He’d never see his father again. He was safe and alive in HereAfter. He would wear his father’s skin for the rest of time. He would live with the murders he’d committed forever. He would kill again, effortlessly.

      He looked out over the smoking landscape. The Drgtraug were just reaching him, climbing in a heap up the side of the dragon corpse. He swung Mylln and split them like bubbles.

      Dropping to the ground he sheathed Mylln and lifted the crystal sword. He drew out the DragonBlade as well, double-wielding with ease.

      The Drgtaug tried to rush him and drive him back, but he swung his arms against the horde, smooth extirpations soaking the ash to mud.

      Raith’s cowl jerked as he looked up, surprised to see who he thought was Nash carving his way through his army with such ease.

      “You’re beaten,” sneered Raith. “You cannot win. Nzbtraug, keep this man away.”

      Three Nzbtraug peeled away from the spell casting. The deep drain on their Mana reserves had deformed them horrifically. Their faces were burned away, skull peeking through the meat and tendons. Their hands were skeletonized, dripping dark magic from the tips. They arrayed a spell between them and fired it at Isaac.

      He caught the spell with his chest, never flinching, never stopping. He kept moving forward until he was a sword’s length away, then cleaved their heads from their shoulders.

      “That should have killed you!”

      “I want to taste your terror, Raith,” Isaac called out. “Look at my stats, and call me Tavish.”

      Raith gave an ugly guffaw. “What could I possibly find in your stats? You’re all but destroyed. A few lost Traug won’t stop that.”

      “Look, Raith.”

      There was a moment of pause as Raith focused on the form of Nash, the face of Isaac, the being who was Tavish. Then he stumbled back. “T-T-Tavish? What is this? Two… two-hundred… fifty-two?” Raith’s composure crumpled. He made faltering steps backwards, almost tripping over wreckage and his cloaks. “How did you… I don’t understand…”

      “You don’t need to understand, Raith.” The Drgtraug were all around him, clawing at him, a great mass of undead piling up around him as they tried to stop his advance. Isaac paid them no mind. They could not harm him. They could not slow him.

      Raith fell backwards, scrambling away. “I paid my money you sonofabitch! You motherfucker! You’re nothing without me!”

      “We will see.” Isaac brought a smile to his Tavish face. “I want you to have a fleeting moment of hope, Raith. Look at how much XP you would get if you could just kill me right now.”

      Raith’s cowl almost fell away from his face, but his overwhelming vanity made him clutch it back. “Almost eleven and a half… billion? That can’t be right.”

      “It is, Raith. It is.”

      “Now, Nzbtraug! NOW!”

      The ground shook beneath Isaac’s feet as their incomplete spell tore at the planet. The crust liquefied and started to glow as the molten core of the world rose towards Isaac’s feet.

      Raith gracelessly ran several steps away to watch the lava-field rise and spread out before him. Isaac collapsed to one knee for balance as the ground gave way.  Everything turned molten and Raith laughed cruelly as Isaac began to scream in pain, sinking slowly into the magma. But scream as he did, he never took his eyes off of Raith.

      The whole horde of Traug sank into the ground. The entire army Raith had built from the Souls of Sær had been called forth to destroy Nash, and now they drowned pointlessly in flame.

      Hundreds of thousands of HP drained from Isaac every second, but it barely put a dent in his overall health. He smiled through his screams as he stared down Raith and dragged himself from the lava pit.

      At last, he stood on solid ground, dripping smoking chunks of molten earth.

      “No. No. This can’t be happening.”

      “Oh, it’s happening, Raith.”

      “Not me. Not to me!”

      Isaac lifted his swords and held them straight in front of him, pressing the tips against Raith’s chest. “Get down on your knees, Raith.”

      “Please. Please, I’ll get you whatever you want.”

      “ON YOUR KNEES, RAITH!”

      Raith sank down with cowed obedience. “I’ll have them shut the game down. We can pretend this never happened.”

      “The people you killed can never do that. Do you understand that, Raith?”

      “Please,” Raith sobbed. “Please, no. I’m sorry. Please.”

      “Too late, Raith.”

      Isaac thrust the blades at an angle through Raith’s chest and down into the dirt. He watched as the HP bar drained and Raith struggled against the swords that pinned him to the ground. Blood poured from the dark of his cowl as he convulsed.

      “Game over.”
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      Isaac sat alone on the edge of the city walls, surveying all of Sær. A quarter of the city was wholly leveled. Another quarter was devastated beyond repair. The other half was beginning to smolder as fires spread from collapsed hearths and shattered foundations. He wondered if they could save it.

      He could hear someone scrambling up the collapsed part of the wall near him. Arrows clattered together in a quiver—he figured it was Kaela.

      He wondered if they would rebuild the city. If they’d even want to. If they even could.

      What came after something like this?  What was there for him to do? Level 252. Dead and alive. He’d crippled BlueDawn, but was it enough? Everyone was still stuck right where they were, monsters and all. They were still vulnerable—they could still die. What had he really changed?

      His hands rested on the cool stone of the wall. A tic had developed from the stress—his left index finger jumped and tapped at his side.

      Kaela finally made it, her head peeking up over the wall. She smiled.

      “I’m not Nash,” he said quickly.

      She laughed, pulling herself onto the surface. “What?”

      “Before you get excited,” Isaac said. “You need to know that this is Nash’s body, but he’s not here anymore. He died.”

      She frowned. “That’s really not funny.”

      Isaac looked away, back to the city. “I’m not trying to be funny. I’m Isaac. Things… happened.”

      He motioned her to sit down next to him and explained the whole final fight and how the ring had brought them together.

      Kaela cried. He put his arm around her, knowing full well how strange it was.

      Isaac checked his items. He still had the folder full of documents. He copied out a few and slotted them into a new item. He transferred it to Kaela. “Take this.”

      “What is it?”

      “I was able to get some information—a lot of information, actually—before I left BlueDawn for good,” he explained. “Inside those files are explanations of where you came from. How your world and ours fit together.”

      Kaela accepted the transfer. “Thank you.” She paused. “I’m sorry about your dad.”

      “Me too.” Isaac took a deep breath. “Things are going to be changing. It’s going to be fast, and ugly.”

      “How’s the any different than what’s already been going on?”

      “Once the first dragon is killed in the game, all the dragons wake. They begin seeking out more wealth for their hoard.”

      Kaela’s eyes widened. “More Dryvrn—uh, dragons? I thought there was just the one.”

      Isaac shook his head. “No. There’s many. And different kinds, too. They based this game around fighting dragons from all over Earth. We’ll be facing them too.”

      “Are we ready?”

      “We need to be,” he said. “Others will be. Level one hundred was supposed to be a cap, but now that it’s been broken, I’m pretty sure any leveling Player will be able to surpass it. We’re going to have competition.”

      She scoffed. “You will, you mean. I’m fodder, like the rest.”

      “I think I can get NPCs leveling privileges,” he said, a bit of color returning to his face. “There’s a developer console hidden in the game, in a physical location. From there it just might be possible. It’s hard to reach, but it’s possible.” He folded his hands together and rested his chin on them. “It has to be possible. These people won’t be able to rebuild unless they can level up. They’ll need to go out into the forests en masse, cutting lumber and quarrying stone. If they can’t fight the wild creatures in there, they’re doomed.”

      “What about more Players?” Kaela asked. “Can’t BlueDawn just send in more Players? Give them special powers?”

      Isaac nodded slowly. “Yes. We’ll need to move fast. From that console, I just might be able to decouple Sevceneur from the living world for good.”

      “Really?”

      “I’m not positive, but there’s a good chance.” Isaac leaned back on his arms and looked up at the night sky. “I thought about something just now. It’s horrible, but I thought about it.”

      “What?”

      “I had to kill two people at the Bunker,” he said, sighing. “With my bare hands. Two people that probably had their CANNs taken too. Two people who probably won’t make it to HereAfter.” He paused and took another deep breath. “I killed another man in the game today. He was bad—worse, evil… but I killed him. I did that. And I watched so many more die.” His finger jumped and tapped in endless repetition. “If I’d taken the Æg’odhrng from my dad when he’d found it, I could have stopped all of this. I could have gone to one of the people in Sær and made them do what my dad did. I could have taken their body instead of my dad’s.”

      “How would that have helped anything?”

      “Only one person would have died, and I could have gone to the developer console right then,” he said, drawing tense, heavy breaths. “I was too squeamish to do what needed doing. And now… Now…”

      Kaela rested her hand on his shoulder. “Don’t blame yourself. You did the best you could.”

      “They’re gone. Obliterated.” He sighed. “That’s how more than half the world lives, though. We’ve been the privileged few. Most people don’t have CANNs. Most people won’t see HereAfter. I guess the people I killed were no different than the rest of the world. I just…” He sighed profoundly again.

      “We need to focus on the next steps,” she said.

      Isaac let out a coarse laugh. “It doesn’t get easier. My level is super high, but my attributes are relatively low. I mean, they’re great compared to anyone else right now, but as soon as people start leveling higher and higher, my weaknesses are going to show. And I’m going to have a hard time leveling up now. Which means no more attribute points for a while. It’ll take over a hundred billion XP to get to level two-fifty-three. They’ll catch up, fast.”

      Kaela’s eyes scrunched up in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

      “The level combination had a multiplicative effect, but the attributes only add. Basically, I’m missing all the attribute points I would have gained had I leveled up naturally. Against anyone else of the same level, I’ll be seriously outmatched.”

      “Isn’t there something you can do from that console,” Kaela suggested.

      Isaac gave a mirthless chuckle. “Nope. Not that I’m aware of. And they’ll be coming for me.”

      “Who?”

      “The Players. All the ones I trapped in the game. They’ll want revenge.” He sighed. “I might have a lot of HP, but I don’t recover it particularly fast because of the attribute imbalance.”

      “And no easy fixes I guess,” she said. “Did I guess right?”

      “That you did.”

      She looked at him quietly. “It’s really weird that you’re not Nash.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      They sat for a long time in silence, sighing into the night.

      “I think I’ll have people call me Tavish, from now on,” he said.

      She looked at him, puzzled. “Why?”

      “I’m not Nash, but,” he hesitated, mulling his words. “In a way, it doesn’t seem fair to say that I’m really totally me. I’m something—someone—else.”

      Kaela nodded. “Okay, Tavish. Tav.”

      He gave a small, breathy laugh. “I like that.”

      More quiet followed, but soon there was enough of silence.

      “Well, let’s go find that console,” Kaela said, rising to her feet. “We need to rebuild. And they need to level up. And with more dragons and pissed off players on the way, there’s no time to lose.”

      Tav’s finger tapped and stroked anxiously at the stone. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess so. And maybe there’ll be something in the console to help decrypt some of these documents. And maybe we’ll learn something useful in there. Some way to free people from Sevceneur once again.”

      Kaela gave him a soft, lopsided smile and reached out a hand to help him to his feet. “C’mon. There’s a lot we still don’t know. Maybe there’s more hope than we think.”

      His left arm dropped to his side, finger scratching into his thigh urgently. “Maybe, yeah.” He tried to override his finger, to force it to calm down, but it wouldn’t stop. “Something’s up with my hand,” he said.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “It won’t stop…” He paused. “Wait. I think…”

      Tavish pulled up his console and a blank document. He followed what he thought were patterns and typed them in.

      “Oh my god,” he said. “It’s him.” He copied the message to Kaela’s RUIF. “I’ll need a minute to break it down, but it’s… it’s him.”
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        Could Nash still be alive? The Dragons are rising. Players are out for blood. Click here now to find out what happens next in HereAfter: Dragon’s Keys and you’ll also receive a map of  Sær!
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