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The dragon was bigger than I remembered.


That was my first thought as we crept through the dark temple, entering the beast’s inner lair. Atreus lay sleeping on a massive hoard of gold and jewels, his thick, scaly tail coiled around his body like a snake’s. He was so large, in fact, he barely fit into the cramped space, and I wondered wildly how he could possibly be comfortable all squashed up like that. A totally ridiculous thought, I know.


But I wasn’t exactly thinking straight. Too busy freaking out with fear.


I shot my sister a questioning look, wondering if she noticed the change, too. Had Atreus really grown bigger since we’d seen him last? Were his scales redder now﻿—more blood-like—or was it just a trick of the light? His wings seemed longer, his tail thicker, his talons sharper.


As if evil had gotten an upgrade.


Suddenly, what seemed a totally doable plan down at the bottom of the mountain now seemed a craziness of epic proportion. What had we been thinking? We were just two kids﻿—total noobs. And yet, here we were, hoping to take down the biggest, baddest dragon in all the land by ourselves.


This was so not going to end well.


Atreus stirred, rousing from his slumber. We dove behind a crumbling stone column, desperate to stay out of sight. My heart thudded madly in my chest as his eyes slid open, twin golden crescents shimmering in the darkness. A burst of steam shot from his snout as he yawned lazily, showing off a dark pit of razor-sharp teeth. Sweat dripped down my back. How could we ever hope to defeat such a creature?


But we had no choice. Everything came down to this.


I squeezed my hands into fists, trying to wake my inner hero. To remind myself that here, in this world, I was not Ian Rivera, twelve-year-old gamer geek from Austin, Texas, and real-life total wimp. Here, I was Lord Wildhammer, premier knight of the realm. Lord Wildhammer wouldn’t be scared of some dumb old dragon. Lord Wildhammer would be chomping at the bit to slice its ugly head off and save the world.


Lord Wildhammer, it would seem, was a major idiot.


Atreus’s eyes began to rove the chamber, and the walls seemed to close in on us, tighter and tighter with his every glance. When he reached our hiding spot, he stopped, his head cocked and his ears pricked.


I froze. Could he see us? Could he sense, somehow, that we were here? My heart beat so hard in my chest I was half convinced it would break a rib. What were we going to do? How were we going to survive this?


My sister reached out, squeezing my hand hard.


“Remember, it’s only a game,” she whispered.


But the thought wasn’t as comforting as it should have been as my eyes fell to the dragon’s belly, glowing a deep, dark red as it warmed with deadly fire.


Because this might be a game.


But one wrong move and it would be game over.


This time forever.
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Welcome to Dragon Ops!



Dragon Ops is a new kind of theme park, set on a secluded island deep in the South Pacific. Unlike regular theme parks where you simply ride rides and watch shows, at Dragon Ops we want you to become part of the adventure!


Just slip on your AR goggles, zip up your SensSuit™ and step through our front gates﻿—and into another world. Become a character in our story and leave real life’s worries far behind. Based on the best-selling computer game Fields of Fantasy, Dragon Ops is a fully immersive gaming experience allowing visitors to fight deadly creatures, solve tricky puzzles, and take on epic quests. Level up and earn valuable treasure that can be exchanged for exciting prizes to take home.


And if you’re really good, you might just get a chance to face off against the island’s biggest, baddest creature of them all: the dragon Atreus. (Coming soon…)


Welcome to Dragon Ops.


Just like real life… but a lot more fun!
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One Day Earlier


“I can’t believe we’re stuck here for an entire week.”


My cousin Derek paced the deck of the old ferry, his steps unsteady as the boat bobbed and swayed under his feet. He stopped at the railing, staring out over the choppy waters of Buccaneer Bay, a scowl creasing his slightly sunburned face. I was pretty sure I hadn’t seen the guy crack a smile since his ninth birthday, when he threw a fake turd in Grandma’s swimming pool, then sat back to watch the other kids run out screaming.


Too cool for school, my mother always said. Though in Derek’s case it seemed like he was too cool for pretty much anything.


“Do you even know what a big deal this is?” I shot back. “How long the waiting list is going to be once this place finally opens up? And we get to see it first﻿—before anyone else!”


“Congratulations, Ian. You’ll be king of the geeks now for sure.”


Ugh. Why did I bother? I rolled my eyes and plopped down onto a nearby bench, my legs still jiggering with excitement. He could say what he wanted. I was not going to let him ruin what was sure to be the best week ever in my twelve years on this planet. A full week at Dragon Ops﻿—the world’s very first mixed-reality theme park﻿—months before it opened to the public.


When they’d first announced plans to build the park, I’d completely freaked out. After all, no one loved the Fields of Fantasy video game﻿—which the experience was based on﻿—more than me. So when I heard there was going to be a mixed-reality version? Where, instead of sitting in front of a computer screen armed with a mouse, you’d actually get to walk around, wielding a sword and doing quests in real life? I seriously couldn’t think of anything cooler. And if that made me king of the geeks, I’d wear the crown with pride.


“Hey, kids! We’re almost there!”


I whirled around to see Uncle Jack﻿—aka my complete and utter hero﻿—step out onto the front deck of the ferry. Uncle Jack was my mom’s younger brother and an amazing computer programmer just like her. He’d worked on all these super-secret gaming projects all over the world and was now consulting for the company that made Fields of Fantasy. Which, in my opinion, had to be the best job in the universe.


When I grew up? I wanted to be just like Uncle Jack.


When I first heard he was working for the new game, I’d imagined he might be able to score us some free tickets at some point down the road. I never dreamed he’d suggest to Mom that we should come with him on a last-minute trip to the park before it even opened. The company wanted him to debug a few issues, and Derek’s mom was away on a business trip to China, meaning Uncle Jack had to take Derek with him. He figured Lilli and I could come along and keep Derek company while he worked.


Normally I would rather gnaw off my own arm like a wild animal escaping a trap than be stuck spending an entire week entertaining Derek the Drag. But this was Dragon Ops we were talking about here. Babysitting Derek seemed a small price to pay for such a life level-up.


I watched now as Uncle Jack strolled to the front of the boat, leaned against the white-painted bow, and pointed across the bay. “There she is,” he announced, his voice rich with pride.


“There what is?” grumped Derek, his eyes narrowing as they followed his father’s finger. “There’s nothing out there but some deserted island with a beat-up old dock. I thought this was supposed to be a theme park. Where are the roller coasters?”


Uncle Jack snorted, then flashed me a meaningful grin. He knew I understood, even if his own son didn’t.


“No roller coasters,” he said. “But trust me, you’re in for a much bigger thrill.”


He beckoned me forward, toward the front of the boat. I took a cautious step in his direction, keeping my distance from the rail. I knew the boat was safe, obviously. But I still wasn’t interested in getting too close to the edge. Let’s just say it was a long way down. And… well, I wasn’t the biggest fan of water. Not since back when I was six years old and Derek jokingly pushed me into Grandma’s swimming pool, not knowing I couldn’t swim. I’d never forget that horrible feeling of water shooting up my nose and down my throat﻿—choking me as I struggled to claw my way back to the surface. Only to find Derek laughing his butt off when I finally did.


Grandma fished me out pretty quick after that. And Derek got grounded for a month. Also, Mom forced me to start swimming lessons the very next day. So it wasn’t like I couldn’t swim now if I needed to.


I just usually made sure I didn’t need to.


But then Uncle Jack pulled out three pairs of game goggles from his bag, and I completely pushed away my fear. Dashing forward, I reached out to grab one, almost knocking over my sister in the process. Lilli was stepping out from the bathroom, looking more than a little green. The ferry, not to mention the choppy waters from the recent storm, clearly did not agree with her.


“Watch where you’re going!” she snapped. “Unless you want to get puked on.”


“Sorry,” I said, giving her an apologetic look. I knew Lilli wasn’t exactly thrilled to be here, either﻿—though for a very different reason. While she used to be a total Fields of Fantasy superfan like me﻿—and possibly a better player, even (not that I’d ever admit that to her)—she’d recently sworn off games entirely after her dumb online boyfriend, Logan, dumped her for some other girl.


After that, she’d become a total tech hater. No cell phone. No tablets. She only used the family computer when absolutely necessary for homework, and if she wanted the number to the local Chinese takeout she’d look it up in an actual phone book instead of googling it. (I didn’t even know they made phone books anymore﻿—until she called up the phone company and had one delivered.)


“Are these safe?” Lilli demanded, squinting at the goggles suspiciously. “What kind of electromagnetic radiation do they give off? I so do not need to come down with brain cancer the month before I start high school.”


I sighed, exasperated. Lilli hadn’t wanted to come here at all; she claimed she had homework or something and was way too busy. Which was totally ridiculous. I mean, who has homework over spring break? But Mom wasn’t going to let me go without her, and so I’d begged and pleaded and begged again until I finally wore her down.


Finally, she’d given in. But, she insisted, that didn’t mean she was going to have any fun.


“They’re perfectly safe,” Uncle Jack assured her, patting her on the shoulder before moving on to me. As he pressed the precious glasses into my hands, he gave me a sly wink. I winked back, knowing exactly what he was thinking. I was the only one who understood this﻿—who knew how epic it was going to be.


With trembling fingers, I slipped the goggles over my eyes and plugged the attached earbuds into my ears. My vision blurred and, for a moment, I couldn’t see a thing. Then, it all came blazing into focus…


… and I entered another world.


“Whoa!” I whispered. “No way!”


I’d tried virtual-reality games before. Even a really high-tech one at this fantasy convention I’d dragged my parents to a few years back. It had been cool, but jerky. With muddy colors and blocky textures. Not exactly realistic.


But this! This was on another level entirely.


I looked around, trying to keep my jaw off the floor. We were still on a boat, of course. But it was no longer some boring old ferry. Instead, the goggles had transformed it into an old-fashioned pirate ship, complete with billowy white sails, rotting floorboards, and creaky masts. It had the same layout of the original boat, but skinned with something so much cooler, as if a new layer of paint had been added over real life.


I turned to the island itself. The once-deserted stretch of beach was now crawling with creatures straight out of the Fields of Fantasy video game. With shimmering sand dragons slithering across the shoreline and deep-blue sea serpents diving in and out of the water like dolphins. A few mini wyverns flew overhead, swooping into the water to snap up rainbow-colored piranhas just like they did in the regular game. I once spent hours trying to shoot one down as part of a quest chain so I could use the piranha teeth to upgrade my weapon. I wondered if there was a similar quest here. It had been kind of a pain, but the spiked mace I scored in the end was epic.


I shook my head, trying to take it all in. The world was so well rendered, so high-resolution, it looked completely real. So real it felt almost unreal.


It was then that I noticed the people. There had to be half a dozen of them wandering the beach. Some were fighting off sand dragons. Others were fishing. One was trying to lasso a random unicorn, while another was leading a donkey with an oversize pack on its back over to a small tent.


“I thought you said this place wasn’t open yet,” I said.


“It’s not,” Uncle Jack replied. He looked strange and slightly blurry through the goggles, as if he wasn’t really there. And his voice sounded odd somehow. Like an octave lower and slower than it should have been. “It doesn’t open for another three months at least.”


“Then who are those people on the beach? Beta testers?”


Of course. They had to have beta testers: professional gamers who combed the world, searching for bugs before the game officially launched. After all, you didn’t want to have actual users experiencing too many glitches or your game would be bad-mouthed up and down the internet and die a miserable death before it had a chance to take off.


“Not beta testers,” Uncle Jack corrected me. “NPCs.”


I stared at him in shock, not sure I heard him right at first. NPCs? As in nonplayer characters? Computer-programmed people? But they looked so real…


“Are you sure?” I asked, squinting.


“Take your goggles off and see,” Uncle Jack replied with a laugh.


He reached over to help me pull the goggles up over my head and I blinked my eyes to adjust them back to real-life mode as I looked out onto the beach. Sure enough, it was completely deserted. No dragons. No unicorns. And most importantly, no people.


“Whoa!” I gave a low whistle. “This is unreal!” Then I laughed when I realized my unintentional pun. “Well, you know what I mean.”


“The technology behind this whole thing is truly revolutionary,” Uncle Jack agreed. His mouth quirked. “Just like real life… but a lot more fun,” he added, quoting the official Dragon Ops slogan.


“There’s nothing wrong with real life,” Lilli butted in, tossing her goggles onto the bench. Had she even tried them on? She crossed her arms over her chest, and her mouth dipped to a frown.


I sighed. And… here we go again.


“You’re absolutely right,” Uncle Jack agreed, giving her a reassuring smile. “But sometimes we need an escape from real life, don’t you think? Not forever. Just… like a time-out. A chance to leave it all behind. Have fun. Go on an adventure.”


“You can go on adventures in real life.”


“Not always safely,” I pointed out.


“You don’t know this is safe, either.”


“Trust me, Lilli, the creators of this place see safety as their number one priority. They’ve taken all the precautions. It’s safe. And it’s fun.” Uncle Jack gave Lilli, then Derek, a pointed look. “Can we at least try to have fun this week?”


“Yeah, come on, Lills,” I begged. “Just try the goggles. They’re really cool!”


“No thank you.” She shook her head. “I’m sick, remember? VR will only make it worse.” Then she clutched her stomach. “Oh no.… Not again!”


And with that, she ran back inside the boat.


Uncle Jack sighed. “I’ll go check on her,” he said. “Be right back. You guys be careful with those, okay? And stay away from the edge of the boat.”


“Uh, obviously,” I said, trying to ignore the disappointment settling in my stomach. I had been so sure once we got here, away from home, Lilli would start getting excited about this whole thing. After all, she loved Fields of Fantasy. Even if she didn’t want to admit it. We used to have so much fun playing together. And I thought maybe, if I could just get her here…


Whatever. Lilli could do what she wanted. I was going to make the most of this trip, no matter what. I slipped the goggles back over my head and blinked my eyes, waiting for my vision to clear again.…


Suddenly, a shadow seemed to fall over the boat. I looked up, just in time to catch a fiery flash streaking across the sky like a giant comet.


“What—?” I started to ask.


Then I stopped. My mouth clamped shut as I realized exactly what it was. The only thing it could possibly be.


“Whoa,” I breathed. “Atreus. That’s, like, really Atreus!”


The dragon Atreus was nothing short of legendary in the Fields of Fantasy universe. A fabled ancient fire dragon who held the entire land in his evil thrall. All the other creatures in the world﻿—including the other dragons﻿—lived in fear of his wrath. And it was said that if a player were somehow able to defeat him, the game would end. The credits would roll.


And that player would become a video-game legend.


Of course, that never happened. In fact, in all the years since Fields of Fantasy had been released, only a few players had ever even leveled high enough to get to his lair, a crystal temple deep within a lava-filled mountain. And though some groups claimed they’d gone and beaten him, they never seemed to have any proof. Which was ridiculous. If you got to the end of the game and were fighting a legendary boss, the first thing you’d do was screenshot it﻿—if not stream the entire fight on Twitch. The cred you’d get from the gaming world would be epic.


A thrill spun down my spine as I watched Atreus now, swimming through the sky, his crimson-colored scales shimmering with flecks of gold in the sunlight. He was so big. And yet, at the same time, so graceful, his massive wings moving up and down with perfectly rhythmic strokes. And when he suddenly dipped his snout and started diving toward our ship at full speed, I instinctively ducked to get out of his way.


“Dude, what is that thing?” I heard Derek ask, his voice sounding odd and far away as Uncle Jack’s had earlier. I tried to look over at him, to see if he had put on his goggles and was seeing the dragon, too, but he was so blurry I couldn’t really tell.


Whatever. I didn’t have time to deal with Derek. Not when a literal dragon was hovering only a foot away from our boat, watching me with curious eyes. I took a step forward, mesmerized by the way his scales caught the light. Like tiny rainbows flickering up and down his sides. His wide, amber-colored eyes locked onto me, and, to my surprise, they seemed almost gentle. Kind. Which didn’t make any sense, really, seeing as he was supposed to be the bad guy here. The baddest of bad guys.


Well, hello, tiny human, a low voice rumbled in my ear. Welcome to Dragon Ops.


Whoa! I almost fell over backward. Had he just talked? Had the legendary Atreus just talked to me? His mouth hadn’t moved﻿—but I could hear his voice as clear as if he were speaking out loud. I swallowed hard, my heart pounding in my chest. This is crazy! I thought.


Atreus cocked his head, giving me a questioning look. Can you not speak? he asked, sounding almost disappointed.


“Um, I can speak,” I blurted out, my voice sounding way too loud and stammering compared to the dragon’s smooth, velvety purr.


Atreus’s mouth quirked. Very good, he said approvingly, as if praising a small child. And what brings you to my island, tiny human who speaks?


“Uh, just visiting?” I stammered. “To, uh, play the game?”


The second I said it, I realized how dumb it sounded. The dragon wouldn’t know this was a game. For him, this was real life, right? I needed to get into character.


“We’re here for an adventure,” I corrected quickly.


Ah, yes. Atreus smiled. There are many adventures to be found on my island. Many—


His left ear twitched. The dragon frowned, dipping his head in an attempt to scratch it with his hind leg, much like a dog might do. But try as he might, he couldn’t seem to reach the itchy spot. He gave a frustrated snort, smoke puffing from his nostrils, as he turned back to me.


Would you mind? he asked, stretching out his long neck in my direction.


Uh…


I stared at Atreus, heart in my throat, my mind racing with what I should do. Should I scratch his ear? But what if it was a trick? Atreus was evil, right? Though this Atreus didn’t seem very evil…


In the end, I decided to go for it. Mostly because I was extremely curious whether I actually could. After all, he was virtual, right? So would my hand go right through him? I stretched out toward the dragon, not quite able to reach﻿—


“Ian! Look out!”


I yelped in surprise as hands grabbed me from behind, yanking me backward. A moment later the goggles were ripped from my head, sending me crashing back to real-life mode. I whirled around to find Derek standing behind me, giving me an exasperated look.


“What are you doing?” I cried, furious at being interrupted moments before I could touch the dragon.


“Dude, you almost fell off the boat!” he exclaimed. “You were, like, hanging off the edge.”


What? A jolt of horror shot through me as I realized he was right. All this time I’d been keeping my distance from the rail; but when Atreus had shown up, I’d completely forgotten my fear. Had I really almost fallen overboard in real life? I stole a glance down at the gray, choppy water, and my stomach churned along with it.


“Thanks,” I said weakly.


Derek rolled his eyes. “Yeah, whatever.” He looked down at the goggles in his hands. “What did you see, anyway?” he asked, sounding curious, despite himself. “To me it just looked like some giant metal drone.”


“Really?” I raised my eyebrows. “Like a robot?” And here I had assumed Atreus was simply a virtual creature﻿—like a Pokémon you could see through your phone but wasn’t actually there in real life.


“I guess.” Derek shrugged. “It flew away pretty quick once I grabbed you.”


I stared out over the horizon, hoping for another glimpse. But the dragon was gone.


Uncle Jack reemerged on the deck. “What’s going on?” he asked, looking from me to Derek suspiciously. “I thought I heard yelling.”


I waited for Derek to sell me out﻿—to tell Uncle Jack I’d almost fallen off the boat. But, to my surprise, he just shook his head.


“Nothing,” he said. “Ian was just dorking out over some dragon or whatever.”


“Not just any dragon,” I corrected. “The dragon Atreus. Uncle Jack! I actually saw the dragon Atreus.”


My uncle chuckled. “I don’t think so,” he said.


“No! I swear he was right here!” I protested, pointing off the side of the boat, keeping my distance, this time, from the railing.


Uncle Jack frowned, grabbing the goggles from the bench and placing them over his eyes. He scanned the sky, a super-serious expression on his face.


“Do you see him?” I asked anxiously.


He pulled the goggles from his eyes. “No,” he said. “And you couldn’t have, either. You must have seen something else and thought it was Atreus.”


I shook my head. “No way. I know what Atreus looks like, Uncle Jack! He’s been on the cover of every Fields of Fantasy game since the beginning. It was him! I swear.”


“I’m sorry, Ian, but it couldn’t have been,” he said.


“Why not?”


My uncle shrugged. “Because there is no Atreus in Dragon Ops.”
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“No Atreus?” I stared at my uncle in shock. Atreus was the whole point of Fields of Fantasy. The mascot. The big bad. A Fields of Fantasy game without Atreus was like Mario without Luigi. Link without Zelda. Pikachu without Ash.


Uncle Jack caught my expression and laughed. “Well, not yet,” he corrected. “At least not on opening day.”


“Why not?”


“Let’s just say they had some issues with the prototype. It was fitted with some highly advanced artificial intelligence software, which was really cool, but they couldn’t get it to gel with the rest of the game and they were running out of time. So they shelved the Atreus project temporarily, and will probably add him on as an expansion in a year or two.”


I stole a glance at Derek. He shrugged, also looking a little confused. What Uncle Jack said made perfect sense. Except I’d seen that giant dragon and Derek had seen the drone hovering beside the ship. If it wasn’t Atreus, then who was it?


Uncle Jack clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry. There are plenty of other wonders to be found in Dragon Ops. You’ll never miss him.”
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We got off the ferry just outside what looked like a rustic fishing village, tucked snugly into a small cove. Uncle Jack informed us that this was Dragonshire, the park’s official starting zone. It would be a place where people could buy supplies, eat meals, sleep, and learn to interact with their new environment before heading out into the wilds to start their quests.


The actual entrance to the park sat on a small hill just beyond the back edge of town. Towering wooden fences roped with electrical wire met at a central gate made up of two massive iron plates. On the gate was etched the official Dragon Ops seal﻿—a dragon chasing its tail. An ouroboros, according to my sister, who, when not on an online strike, liked to look these kinds of things up. Under the seal were three very familiar words, written in Latin: HIC SUNT DRACONES.


Here be dragons.


A chill tripped down my spine as my eyes took in the words. Words I’d read a thousand times over the years in the regular game before walking through those gates. In fact, I’d seen them so many times I’d almost forgotten they were there. But gazing up at them now, here in real life, they looked bigger and cooler somehow﻿—like the announcement of a grand adventure.


I broke out into a massive grin. This was seriously going to be the best week ever!


I ran to catch up to the others, walking past empty admission turnstiles (which were still being constructed) to enter the town itself. Soon we were walking down winding dirt streets lined with simple wooden houses and empty shops with tin signs hanging off their awnings. A blacksmith, a baker, a pub. Just like in the game, though deserted and empty. At the end of the road stood a large two-story building with a sign that read THE DRAGON’S YAWN over its front door. Uncle Jack pointed to it, saying this was where we’d be sleeping for the week.


“Cool,” I said, probably for about the tenth time since we’d left the ferry. But who could blame me? Everything about this place was blowing my mind. It was like everything I’d ever dreamed of, come to life.


“What’s so cool about it?” Derek demanded, turning to me with a scowl. He kicked over a small bucket of water at his feet and I had to jump back to avoid getting splashed. “It looks like some cheap movie set put up in two days.” He pointed to a small magic shop. “There’s not even any doors on the buildings.”


“In Dragon Ops things are not always as they seem.”


We turned at the sound of an unfamiliar voice, surprised to find a tall, thin Japanese man standing behind us, dressed in a simple white T-shirt and skinny jeans. He was probably in his late forties, with long bleached-blond hair tied back in a ponytail and a pair of black-rimmed glasses. I squinted at him, at first wondering why he looked so familiar. Then realization hit me like a blast of dragon fire.


Hiro Takanama? I mouthed, scarcely able to believe my eyes.


The man grinned, flashing a set of brilliant white teeth. He gave a short bow. “Children!” he exclaimed. “Welcome to Dragon Ops!”


I tried to return the bow﻿—a traditional greeting in Japan﻿—though I felt a little awkward, not sure if I was doing it right. The last thing I wanted to do was disrespect my hero.


Out of the corner of my eye I could see Derek and Lilli shuffling from foot to foot. Clearly they didn’t recognize the legend who stood before them: Hiro Takanama, only son of Atsuo Takanama, the creator of the Fields of Fantasy video game back in the 1990s.


In other words, the most important man in the videogame industry.


From what I’d read online, Hiro’s father, Atsuo, had died ten years ago, just as the idea for Dragon Ops had started to take shape. Hiro had been a rising game maker himself with a master’s in game design and a concentration in artificial intelligence from the University of Southern California. But he’d left the gaming world five years ago after his wife died in a tragic car accident, declaring he had “real-life” things to take care of. Then, two years ago, he made a surprise triumphant return to the company, and the project had been ramping up ever since.


“It’s an… honor, sir,” I stammered, feeling as if my mouth had been stuffed with cotton. “A true honor. Thank you for letting us come here. It’s… it’s… I’m so excited!”


“The honor is mine,” Hiro replied with an indulgent smile. “Now, shall I show you around?”


I stared at him in disbelief. Wow! The man who made the game was going to show us the park? Best day ever had just gotten even better.


“Uh, do dragons fly?” I sputtered before I could stop myself. Zero cool, Ian. Total zero cool. I could hear Derek snickering behind my back.


“Great. And I’ll go check in with the team,” Uncle Jack proclaimed, giving us a wave. “I’ll find you after your tour and get you settled into the hotel.”


We said our good-byes to Uncle Jack, then followed Hiro down the street. As we walked, the game designer explained how the starting area was meant to work. Unlike in the rest of Dragon Ops, here in Dragonshire goggles were optional. If you needed to take a break from the game you could return here and spend time in real-life mode. Grab a burger, buy a souvenir, get a good night’s sleep in a real bed﻿—basically unplug until you regained your equilibrium and were ready to go back into the game.


“Some of our beta testers found that being in the game world too long was a bit… unsettling,” Hiro explained. “It’s a very immersive system, and it can play tricks on your mind. We’ve found for some people it can help to take a break once in a while before going back in.”


I tried not to make a face at this. Noobs. Once I got into Dragon Ops there would be no breaks. In fact, they’d probably have to drag me kicking and screaming back to real-life mode at the end of the week.


“For example,” Hiro continued, “while the Dragon’s Yawn Inn looks perfectly medieval from the outside, once you step through the front doors you’ll find a modern hotel, complete with flat-screen TVs, electricity, and comfortable beds.”


“What about Wi-Fi?” Derek piped up, looking interested for the first time since we’d gotten off the boat.


Hiro nodded. “High-speed Wi-Fi, streaming movies and TV shows. And all sorts of video game consoles if you feel like playing games the old-fashioned way.”


Derek looked relieved. I rolled my eyes. Imagine coming to a place like this and wanting to stay in your hotel room to play Fortnite.


Hiro caught my look. “I can tell you’re a purist,” he said with an approving nod. “Do not worry. If you choose, you can wear your goggles twenty-four/seven and leave the real world behind for your entire trip. You can even sleep out in the park. We have small inns and homes with real beds scattered throughout. And we send you out with a good supply of protein bars to sustain you through your journey.”


“What about bathrooms? You got bathrooms out there?” Derek asked.


“We were required to install bathrooms, yes. However, to keep with the medieval theme, only the hotel has flush toilets.”


Derek slapped me on the back. “Virtual reality crappers! Sounds right up your alley, Ian!” I shoved him away, making a face.


“Just to be clear, this is not simply virtual reality we’re talking about here at Dragon Ops,” Hiro corrected politely. “More of an augmented reality—or mixed reality, you might call it.”


Lilli gave him a blank look. “Is there a difference?” she asked, sounding curious despite herself. She liked learning about things like this, even if she didn’t want to admit it.


“A rather big one, actually,” Hiro replied. He tapped his finger to his chin. “Think of it this way. In virtual reality, you’re entering an entirely computer-generated world﻿—and all of real life goes away. Which means you can’t physically walk around too much﻿—you’d bump into everything. Or walk off a cliff.” He snorted. “End up spending the rest of your vacation in the emergency room.”


I grimaced, feeling a little sick again as I remembered almost falling off the boat earlier. That would have been a very bad game-over for our adventure before we even really began.


“But with mixed reality, you’re still in the real world to some extent. You can interact with real objects and buildings like these. You can sleep in a real bed. Eat real food. But there’s another layer built on top of reality. A new skin, if you will. Allowing you to fully immerse yourself in the world.” His smile broadened. “Just like real life, only a lot more fun!”


“As fun as food poisoning, if you ask me,” Derek grumbled.


“But how does the computer know where to put things?” I asked, ignoring Derek.


“The entire island is mapped out to the millimeter,” Hiro informed us. “We use GPS coordinates to place our creatures and objects in appropriate spots, according to their profiles. After all, you wouldn’t want to see a fish flying through the air or a butterfly swimming underwater. It would destroy the illusion.”


“Though it would be kind of cool,” I joked.


Hiro smiled. “Let me assure you, Dragon Ops contains plenty of wonders of its own. There is no shortage of ‘cool’ in this world, as you will soon see.”


We reached a small electronic kiosk on the side of the blacksmith’s shop, the technology looking very out of place from the rest of the medieval village. I watched as Hiro pressed a code into the keypad and the machine whirred. A moment later it spit out three pairs of glasses.


Hiro reached down to pull them from the dispenser. They were similar to the ones Uncle Jack had let us try back on the boat, but smaller. More compact. Not much different, on the outside, than regular sunglasses with earbuds. Except for two blinking red sensors imbedded in each side.


“These glasses will serve a few purposes,” Hiro explained, handing a pair to each of us. “They will allow you to see and hear the game world, of course. But more importantly, they send electronic pulses to your brain to synchronize it with the game and make everything appear real. Once you’re in sync, you’ll be able to interact with virtual objects, talk to virtual people, fight virtual monsters.” He made a move, as if he were swinging a make-believe sword. “And your brain won’t be able to tell the difference between the game and real life. Almost as if you were locked in an extended dream.


“There’s even time-compression technology built in,” he added. “To allow visitors to maximize their vacation, and experience more of the game in a shorter period of time. Your mind will believe you’ve been in the game for weeks﻿—when you’ve only been out there for a few days. Again, much like time passes in a dream. This way you don’t waste all your vacation on beginner quests.”


“That’s incredible!” I cried.


I had read about time-compression technology, but I had no idea anyone had a working version. We had a week to spend here﻿—did that mean it would feel like a month once we were inside the game?


“That’s terrifying,” Lilli corrected. “You’re telling me these things reprogram our brains?”


“Only temporarily,” Hiro assured her good-naturedly. “Once the goggles are removed, everything goes back to normal﻿—an instant reboot to reality.” He grinned. “Don’t worry. There have been extensive, long-term studies on both the glasses and the SensSuits. It’s all perfectly safe.”


“That’s what they said about the Titanic,” Lilli muttered.


“What are SensSuits?” I asked, ignoring Miss Doom and Gloom.


Hiro turned to me. “They’re specially constructed bodysuits with microsensors woven into the fabric. The game interacts with these sensors and can recognize when you get hit during a battle and where. Sort of like a very advanced laser tag. The suit will then send signals to your brain, much like the sensors in your goggles, to make it believe the hit really happened.”


“It doesn’t hurt, does it?”


“Absolutely not,” Hiro assured us. “It just feels like a little prickle. As if your foot has fallen asleep. This way the game can feel as real as possible﻿—without actually hurting anyone.”


“Wow!” I couldn’t wait to get suited up. To get into the game. The more I heard about it, the better it sounded.


“So now,” Hiro said, wagging his eyebrows. “Who wants to see the real Dragonshire?”


Not surprisingly, I was the first to volunteer.
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With trembling hands, I slid the goggles over my eyes, trying to appear ready for anything, even though I was a little scared. The whole thing about the sensors interacting with your brain﻿—well, that was a bit freaky. And way beyond just wearing VR goggles like I’d done in the past. But Hiro and his team had tested it. They said it was safe. And it had to be, right? Uncle Jack wouldn’t have brought us here if it wasn’t.


The lenses slid over my eyes and I blinked twice, frowning at how blurry and dark everything looked. I could see shadows swimming in front of me, but I couldn’t get anything to come into focus. I squinted and blinked a few more times, trying to adjust my eyes, starting to get a little frustrated.


“Why isn’t this—?” I started to say.


A shadow reached toward me. I felt a slight pressure at my ears, as if someone were pushing the goggles into my head. There was a small stinging sensation, an audible beep, and then everything blinked into focus, as if someone had turned on a light switch.


And the world transformed before my eyes.


There was still a town. The pub, the inn, the blacksmith﻿—all the things we’d already seen. But now they looked completely different. No longer props on a hastily constructed movie set, but rather essential pieces of a living, breathing medieval world, rendered to the tiniest detail.


The dirt roads had transformed into cobblestone streets. The run-down shacks were now thatched-roof cottages with wisps of smoke winding from their chimneys. The once-empty shops were packed with adventuring supplies and weapons. And the bakery on the corner overflowed with baskets of crusty breads and those yummy pink-and-purple unicorn cakes I remembered from the original game. Could I finally taste one for real? And would it taste as sweet as I had always imagined it?


But the unicorn cakes weren’t the coolest thing. Not by a long shot. Instead, it was all the people who had suddenly appeared, bustling around town. Ladies in long-aproned dresses bartering with the local merchants. Men in tunics and leather breeches arguing as they stumbled out of the pub. A few grubby-faced children raced up and down the streets, yelling loudly as they chased what appeared to be a chicken-like beast covered in purple feathers. There were even a couple of knights in full armor, trotting by on snow-white unicorns in the direction of the inn. As they approached, I found myself leaping back to get out of their way, almost knocking Lilli and Derek over in the process.


“Sorry,” I said quickly, holding up my hands in apology as I turned to face them. They were blurry and out of focus, as Derek and Uncle Jack had been on the boat, and it hurt my eyes to look at them. I turned away quickly, feeling a little dizzy.


“So, Ian. What do you think of our little world?”


I looked up at Hiro’s voice, surprised to see him in sharp focus, unlike the rest of our group. Sharp focus and dressed completely differently than he had been before I put on the goggles. No longer in skinny jeans and a T-shirt, he was now wearing a crimson-colored robe with a braid of gold around his waist, and he carried a long wooden staff topped by a wooden knob carved into the head of a dragon. He even had a long, snow-white beard, as if he were Saruman from Lord of the Rings.


I glanced down at my own outfit, hoping I would be wearing something half as cool. But, it turned out, I was still wearing the SUPER MARIO BROS. 3 T-shirt—with Mario dressed in his raccoon outfit﻿—I’d put on that morning. Weird.


“Sorry,” Hiro said apologetically. “You’ll have to create your character and put on your SensSuit to get the full effect.”


“Oh. Right.” I forced a smile to my face, trying to look casual and cool. Which was not easy, under the circumstances. Everything I was seeing, everything I was hearing, was so crazy real it was hard to wrap my head around. I half wanted to rip off the glasses﻿—to get a quick, healthy dose of reality﻿—but I didn’t want Hiro to think I was a wimp.


Then something struck me. “There’s no smell!”


Hiro nodded. “The eyes and ears are easier to trick than the nose,” he said. “But that’ll change once we’re open to the public. We’ll be piping in smells through special filters placed around the park. Everything from baking bread, to smoke from the forge. Maybe even a little horse manure to keep it real.”


“That’s a little too real, even for me,” Lilli joked. I glanced back at her again, hoping she’d put her goggles on. But there she was, still blurry and goggle-free. Which was super boring. I mean, did she really plan to stay in real-life mode all week?


“Speaking of bread,” Derek broke in. (Also super boring and goggle-free.) “I’m starving. When are we going to eat?”


“Whenever you like,” Hiro replied good-naturedly. “There’s a restaurant at the inn. They’re not fully open, but our cooks are very good. Just tell them what you want and I’m sure they’ll be able to make it.”


“Even pizza?” Derek demanded. “’Cause I could really go for some pizza. Do they have pepperoni? What about sausage? Pineapple?”


I frowned, starting to get annoyed. All this reality talk was messing with my experience. I wanted to explore the town. Experience the awesomeness. I had zero time for pizza.


“Can I just look around a little more?” I pleaded. “I’m really not hungry.”


At first Hiro looked as if he wanted to argue, but then he gave me an understanding smile. “Very well,” he said. “You stay out here while I show your cousin and sister to the restaurant. I’ll come back to collect you when I’m finished.” He wagged a finger at me. “But stay in the town square. No wandering about. Some of the areas are still under construction and off-limits to guests.” He patted me on the back. “But don’t worry. You’ll get a full tour tomorrow with one of our excellent guides, and I promise you’ll get to see everything you want to see and more.”


Excitement stirred in my stomach. He was going to let me keep playing! And alone, too! Without my annoying cousin whining about food. Or my sister being boring. “No problem,” I declared. “I’ll stay right here.”


“Excellent. And let me give you these.” Hiro reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of white gloves. “I don’t have time to fit you with an entire SensSuit,” he apologized. “You’ll get one later this afternoon. But these gloves will allow you to interact with the game more fully.”


“Awesome. Thanks!” I slid them on my hands.


Hiro smiled again, then gestured for Derek and Lilli to follow him to the inn. I watched them go, then turned back to the town, wondering where I should start.


Clang! I nearly jumped out of my skin at the sudden sound. I turned to find a large, muscular man hammering a sword into shape at the blacksmith’s shop, sparks flying from the forge with each strike to the steel. No, not just a man, I realized after a second look, but an actual troll﻿—with thick ivory tusks protruding from a bulbous red nose, and long, pointed ears with a multitude of piercings. How cool was that?


Also cool? There was a huge wall of weapons at the very back of the shop. Tons of swords, shields, axes, and maces hanging in organized rows. Fascinated, I walked over to get a better look. Would we be assigned weapons like these tomorrow morning before we headed into the game? I could really use an awesome sword for the warrior character I planned to create.


Without thinking, I reached out, pulling a long sword with a ruby-encrusted hilt from the wall, turning it over in my hands. It felt real, heavy even, as if it were actually in my grasp and not just a virtual creation. How was that possible? How was any of this possible?


My stomach twisted uncomfortably. I glanced over at the troll, then back down at the sword. Maybe I did need to take a little break. Just a tiny one. What was it Hiro had called it? Rebooting reality? Yeah, just for a moment. Then I could go back to the game. No one would even have to know.


I reached up, ready to pull the goggles off my eyes…


But there were no goggles.


Huh? I tried again, but still felt nothing there. My heart stuttered in my chest. Where were the goggles? I knew I was wearing goggles﻿—otherwise I wouldn’t be seeing any of this. Unless…


What if the goggles were tricking my brain into thinking there were no goggles?


Okay, this was so messed up.


I tried again, nearly poking myself in the eye. Panic rose inside me and I flailed, dropping the sword. It fell to the ground with a loud clank.


“What was that? Who’s there?”


I looked up, heart now in my throat. The blacksmith troll had left his forge and was now stomping in my direction, an angry scowl slashing across his tusked face.


Uh-oh.


I shrank back in terror as he reached me. He towered over me, his eyes falling to the sword now lying on the ground. His face twisted.


“You thieving rat! You dare try to steal from me?”


I stumbled backward, holding up my hands in surrender. “Look. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to﻿—”


“You know what we do to thieves here in Dragonshire?” he growled, ripping another sword from the wall and raising it threateningly in my direction.


“Um…” I squeaked. “You give them a fair trial and a lawyer to plead their case?”


The troll’s mouth curled, revealing a nasty set of blackened teeth. “We make sure they never steal again.”
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