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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now! Kill it now!” 
 
    My clustermate, Sparkly_Cow, shouts into the comm as if I don’t already know it’s time for the killing blow. The giant Slug Mech rears in front of me, preparing to fire from its six mounted Pulse Cannons. The beast roars, making the trees and foliage quake. The slimy flesh of its gray underside quivers around its triangular Control Center. 
 
    I run forward, my glowing Red Laser Blade shining off my armor. To my left, Dreaded_Ghost bolts in my direction from behind a luminous blue fungus. A green light flashes as my friend, Ghost––the medic––fires healing nanobots in my direction. According to my log, in the bottom left-hand side of my vision, she’s added 5 points to my Healing Rate for the next two minutes. The buff will keep me alive, even if I only take cover for a few seconds at a time to heal. 
 
    “That should help,” Dreaded_Ghost shouts over my comm. “Take the killing blow!” 
 
    “I can taste that 2500 XP now!” Sparkly_Cow shouts in victory. He fires his blaster at the beast’s hide, dealing small amounts of damage with each shot. Yellow sparks rain from the Slug Mech and burn out. 
 
    I bolt towards the Slug Mech, dodging around the bodies of its two friends. When this beast dies, our cluster can afford two- or three-more upgrades. We’ve dropped its health bar to less than a quarter, making the mutated beast desperate and willing to expose its weak area. I raise my Laser Blade for the killing blow. Dark-red light reflects off my Plasteel Armor like glowing blood. My sword makes a satisfying whoosh as I leap towards the mutant’s blue, glowing Control Center— 
 
    Our sniper jumps in front of me, Range Rifle raised. 
 
    I bump into his avatar and stop. In that wasted second, the Slug Mech fires off from all six of its Pulse Cannons. 
 
    Orange balls of light sail over the treetops, fizzling. Six transparent circles, but of the same color, appear on the ground, showing where the bombs will land. Sparkly_Cow leaps out of the affected area. Dreaded_Ghost backpedals into a curtain of glowing purple tendrils dangling from a tree. The Slug Mech roars. 
 
    “You idiot!” I shout over the comm. Genius’ avatar is all bulging muscles and animated tattoos, and his name is GloryStealer1. The text under his username tells me he’s a Level 5 Sniper. An early game character. “Get back and do your job!” 
 
    “I’ve got it!” he shouts, firing his rifle. A red needle-thin line zips through the air as the bullet pings against the Control Center and bounces off the rim. 
 
    Heroic. 
 
    I’ve now wasted five seconds thanks to this jerk. 
 
    The Slug Mech finishes its roar and attempts a body slam. 
 
    I leap away from the intensifying circles and the falling mutant. With Sparkly_Cow hiding behind a wall of blue mushrooms instead of firing, the beast’s hit points are regenerating at an alarming rate. Its health bar races past the one-third mark. 
 
    The pulse bombs explode as the beast hits the ground, fish-like mouth aimed in my direction. A quake shakes everything and I struggle to stay on my feet as I duck behind a jutting rock. GloryStealer1’s username flashes crimson as he vanishes under the massive beast. His health bar drops to zero, filling with red. My log tells me that he’s just been killed in action. What a loss. 
 
    But now we must drop this beast’s health all over again. 
 
    “Someone take over the ranged attacks!” I shout into the comm as the boss recovers and gasps. “I’ll aggro and keep its attention. Drop it back to a quarter. Ghost, how much cooldown is left on your nanobots?” My health is regenerating now that I have cover, but Sparkly_Cow isn’t doing so hot. 
 
    “Thirty more seconds,” she shouts from my right, opening fire on the side of what would be the Mech’s face, if it had one. “I’ll deploy them as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Do ranged if you can. Sparkly_Cow, do the same.” 
 
    I run towards the Slug Mech. It’s pulling its massive weight up on its tiny legs. The mutant has to rear back to deploy its cannons again, but it also has Grenade Launchers mounted on the top of its body. The only working launcher is on its right, but the glow of green nanobots surround the two broken ones on the center and the left. We can’t mess around. My health is past half, but Sparkly_Cow is down to a 100 HP and Dreaded_Ghost can’t stop firing her blaster to heal him.  
 
    Sweat bursts all over my body. 
 
    I can’t lose this. 
 
    I need the upgrades, the new weapon, and the XP. 
 
    Reaching The Binding is my ticket to a new life—my only ticket. 
 
    The Slug Mech focuses its attention on Ghost, turning its elephant-sized body towards her. She keeps firing her Blaster, but the beast’s segments pulse as it slides in her direction, turning its single working Grenade Launcher. A low hum fills the air and intensifies. 
 
    My Laser Blade won’t do much against the monster’s thick hide. That’s reserved for the Control Center. If the Slug takes out our medic, we’re screwed. Already, Sparkly_Cow ducks behind the blue fungus, trying to regen HP. Only the top of his helmet shows. His health bar isn’t filling fast enough. Our only hope is to short out the Grenade Launcher and buy Ghost some time. 
 
    That means a dangerous move. 
 
    I lift my left hand and flick my wrist up, which raises my arsenal hotbar into my display. I turn my head, scrolling through my weapons until my Electric Glove highlights. I nod to select my weapon, which equips the bulky metal glove on my right hand. That’s +2 to my Strength while equipped. -1 to Speed, but this is my best option. 
 
    “Atlas, hurry!” Ghost shouts, maintaining fire with Sparkly_Cow. “We’re going to lose everything!”  
 
    With my Electric Glove balled into a fist, I charge the Mechanized Slug. It could flick its tail and throw me across half of the map, but I have to take the risk. 
 
    A warning horn blasts. Damn. In the upper right of my vision, the border of my game map flashes in a dangerous red. Six crimson dots race across the map from all directions, sailing for our clearing. The Slug Mech has called in for reinforcements. I’m not sure if the others have sensed our new problem. 
 
    I calculate that the reinforcements will arrive in three- or four-minutes. Without a sniper, we won’t hold them back. Losing GloryStealer1 is a loss after all.  
 
    Closing the distance, I leap onto the Slug Mech’s back. Its slime-coated skin indents under my Magnetic Boots. This beast has more metal inside of it than the Corporation’s vaults. That metal is the only thing that lets me climb onto its back without sliding off, but the climb isn’t easy. The launcher’s panel is only a few feet away. 
 
    Sparkly_Cow darts out of the glowing fungus and fires shots at the Slug’s side. Dreaded_Ghost maintains her rate of fire. The Slug Mech’s health bar stays at just under half. Its Healing Rate matches the damage it’s taking. This beast is biding its time, waiting for its slug buddies to arrive. 
 
    Humming from the Grenade Launchers peaks. Then, the second comes online with a click and turns towards Ghost. One shot will drop her HP to half without Plasteel Armor. Two rapid shots will wipe her out. 
 
    Balling my fist tighter charges my Electric Glove. Blue lightning bolts dance around the metal segments as the glove whines and glows. The first Grenade Launcher beeps, ready to fire in two seconds. I run towards the mounted panel on the monster’s back, raise my fist, and plow my glove into the center. 
 
    The Mech’s health bar drops to a third. Lightning forks around the launchers, shorting them out. A blue timer appears under the Slug Mech’s health bar, counting down from thirty––how long the short will last. 
 
    And my glove has a cooldown of two minutes. 
 
    “Open fire!” I shout into the comm. “We’re almost there!” The Mech roars and tries to flick its front end at me to bite. I’ve aggroed it. Good. My armor can take the damage from a fish mouth, no problem. 
 
    Sparkly_Cow leaps from behind the fungus and goes postal on the Slug Mech again. His health bar has now risen to 500. Half full. Dreaded_Ghost fires nanobots at Cow and returns to attacking the Slug.  
 
    My brain works overtime as I scroll through my weapons. It’s like riding a bull and trying to read at the same time. The mutant’s health bar drops as it focuses on me rather than healing itself. It thrashes, trying to throw me off, and I give up the endeavor of weapon selection and launch into the air. Bright green and blue foliage swallows me as I land. There’s no point to staying on its back. I roll away, staying in the cover as the beast turns. 
 
    I glance at my game map as the border continues its disco party. The red dots have closed half the distance. Awesome. I rise amidst the Blaster noise and access my arsenal to equip my Laser Blade (+3 Speed). Taking a breath, I prepare for the Slug Mech to rise. This is my final chance. 
 
    If we lose, we blow the whole boss fight and start over from the save point. I don’t have time for that. 
 
    The mutant lumbers towards me as my clustermates continue to fire, which tells me I’m still doing my job. But the Slug Mech rears back with a mighty roar, exposing its underside and Control Center. The blue triangle pulses like an electronic heart, promising victory. 
 
    Its HP is at a quarter. 
 
    “Now!” Sparkly_Cow shouts. 
 
    I charge to the Control Center, Laser Blade raised. And, this time, no noob sniper jumps in my way. Genius’ corpse remains on the ground, and I have a passing thought that I should loot it before he gets back here from the save point. 
 
    But, not now. The warning horn blares again. The Slug Mech’s friends are about to break into the clearing.  
 
    Letting out a war cry, I plunge the Laser Blade into the middle of the boss’ Control Center. 
 
    The Slug Mech’s health bar drops to zero. I hold my blade inside the triangle as its disgusting flesh throbs in agony. The creature thrashes and the ground trembles, but the danger has passed. The dots on my map vanish as the reinforcements de-spawn.  
 
    I withdraw my weapon. 
 
    The Slug Mech topples to the side, crashing into underbrush and glowing fungus. Its health bar vanishes as its corpse goes still beside Genius, emitting smoke from its electrical parts. Victory music plays and a chime sounds as 2500 XP pour into my account. With bated breath, I watch the number above my hotbar climb from 950, fast at first, and then slowing and settling at 3450. 
 
    That’s enough for me to afford three more upgrades to my base stats. Three more upgrades will also get me to Level 16. I fall to one knee and pump my fist. 
 
    “Yes!” Sparkly_Cow shouts over the comm. He emerges again from behind the giant blue mushroom, which has served as his cover for the entire fight. “You, sir, have guts. If we ever need a warrior again, we know who to call.” 
 
    “Good thing we hired you,” Dreaded_Ghost says. She steps closer as the victory music fades. “We’ve been trying to conquer this map for days. Any time, Atlas_Reign.” 
 
    I face her, aware of the metal loot crate appearing before the final Slug Mech’s corpse. Ironically, it sits on top of Genius’ head, leaving the animated tattoos on his bare chest for all to see. I struggle not to laugh at the spaceships and alien octopi fighting each other on his skin. Genius even has an animated 8-bit ship shooting at asteroids on his open vest. Somebody wasted his upgrades on the absurd.  
 
    “Thanks,” I finally say. “How did he get into the cluster?” I pull up my game options with my right hand and flick my gaze downwards until I highlight my Screenshot function. I nod to take the shot. That’s a picture I’m keeping for posterity. “What did he think he was going to do? Distract the Slug Mechs to death?” 
 
    “You’re evil,” Sparkly_Cow says, but I can detect that he’s trying not to laugh, too. 
 
    “He shouldn’t have tried to do a tank’s job,” I say. 
 
    “I agree.” Dreaded_Ghost nods and turns her helmeted gaze to the crate. “There’s a rumor floating around the forums that you get––” 
 
    “One Electromagnetic Attraction Rifle per player,” I fill in. I know what the Zoltaxi Forest map offers. I study the forums daily. A gun like that will give me an edge in a lot of maps. A weapon that pulls my enemies towards me as a close combat specialist is a match made in gaming heaven. 
 
    I rush over and open the crate. 
 
    In a split second, the loot spawns inside. The Attraction Rifle has an orange glow surrounding it, indicating that it’s a weapon I’ve never handled before. I pick the weapon up, which feels surprisingly light in my hands. Another chime sounds as the orange glow vanishes and I automatically equip my new toy. Green text appears in front of me. 
 
      
 
    New Achievement: The Great Attractor! 
 
    You are now the most attractive member of your cluster. Maybe.  
 
      
 
    I smile. The rifle’s barrel warms and glows violet as it charges automatically. I know from reading and researching that this rifle draws power from other items in my inventory and armor, such as power cells. But the drain isn’t that much. I also know, without accessing my Database, that the rifle adds 2 points to my General Accuracy while equipped. Not bad. 
 
    I’m now one big step closer to reaching The Binding, earning the right from the Corporation to start my real life over on a new, better planet: Mera. 
 
    And, by extension, escaping the nothing that is my existence on Earth.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sparkly_Cow and Dreaded_Ghost admire their new Attraction Rifles as I retreat into the tree’s curtain of glowing tendrils. The two of them talk to each other over the comm, discussing how they’re going to spend their three new upgrades.  
 
    Dreaded_Ghost holds out her metal arm and turns it over. “I’m going to upgrade to a more natural look,” she says. “A new arm costs two upgrades at the outpost station we passed a while back.” 
 
    “A natural arm?” Sparkly_Cow asks. “But you play a Cyborg.” 
 
    “So? Even us Cyborgs want to look good.” She pokes his avatar in the ribs. 
 
    I swipe my left hand towards the center of my vision, pulling my stat table into direct line of sight. The transparent green box partly blocks my view of the others. White text displays my base stats. I play a Human to keep things simple. Other races have to deal with body upgrades to avoid being as easily destroyed in battle. Cyborgs and Androids break body parts when facing higher-level enemies, even if they need less armor than us carbon-based life forms. For me, it’s all weapons and attributes. Having animated crap on my body like Genius wouldn’t be great when I wear armor all the time, anyway. 
 
    Sparkly_Cow and Ghost continue to flirt, so I turn my attention to my base stats. It’s time to level up. 
 
      
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
    Strength: 12 (+1) 
 
    Speed: 16 (+1) 
 
    Stamina: 21 
 
    Healing Rate: 17 
 
    Awareness: 12 
 
    * Close Range Combat: 31 (+1) 
 
    Sniper Dead Eye: 17 
 
    General Accuracy: 20 
 
    Luck: 10 
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
      
 
    My HUD tells me that I have three upgrades to spend. I allocate one to Close Range Combat, my starting specialty. Every player chooses a specialty during character creation, though higher-level players can branch into other skills, leaving the game open for character development. I’ll stay a warrior. We’re in demand during raids and boss fights. Thinking back to the Slug Mechs, I also allocate another point to Strength and another to Speed––both of which are becoming more important, I’ve noticed. These upgrades will help end fights before reinforcements get called in and before another Genius can jump in my way again. 
 
    “Atlas_Reign,” Cow says, breaking my thoughts. 
 
    I swipe my stats back to the side, where they vanish. Instantly, the number 16 flashes green in my vision, complete with victory music. I’ve leveled up thanks to achieving 160 upgrades. At Level 16, travel time in Jump Pods is cut down by a third. Awesome. Now it’s only 10 more points to the next level. 
 
    “Done?” I ask. 
 
    “We haven’t decided how we’re going to spend our upgrades yet,” Cow says. He nods and holds me in his orange gaze. Sparkly_Cow plays a Meran, even though the guy says he’s from Earth, like me. Real Merans are a race similar to Humans and inhabit the planet I’m trying to reach  
 
    “Well, since you do more shooting than me,” I say, “you can spend your points on Accuracy. Healing Rate might be a good one too. No offense, man, but you almost got destroyed by the end of that fight.” 
 
    “None taken.” He’s easy-going, as usual. “I’ll think about that later.” 
 
    “We have an opportunity to farm, now that we’ve figured out how to win this map,” I continue. “Before we log out, let’s repeat this map. Even if we only gain half of the possible XP, we can still probably level up.”  
 
    The Slug Mechs won’t respawn until we grab a Jump Pod, leave, and come back. But, now that all of us have reached at least Level 16, beating this map again won’t take too long. My clustermates had reached Level 17 and 19 even before this fight. This cluster will boast some real talent, and soon. Sticking around for five raids has already helped me progress towards The Binding faster than ever before. 
 
    Dreaded_Ghost laughs, pulling me out of my head. “We just finished, silly. Cow and I were talking about heading to Janxis before we log out. We deserve it, and we want to go before Mr. Tattoo gets back here and raids his own corpse. He’ll never know where we went. And, if he gets on chat, we’ll ignore him.” 
 
    A boulder of disappointment lands in my gut. Located on the other side of Planet Yaren is Janxis, the city where players sell their XP for gambling tokens, fine dining, booze, and go-cart racing. It’s also where people like GloryStealer1 get outfitted to look awesome.  
 
    “Janxis?” I ask. 
 
    “You’ve never gone?!” Ghost sounds as if I just asked her what the Interplanetary Commerce Corporation is, and that would be a dumb question. The ICC only owns this game and everything else on Earth and Mera.  
 
    “No,” I admit. “I’ve been too busy. We’ll have to go another time.” That last part is a lie. “I think we shouldn’t pass up a farming opportunity and gain a couple more levels. Then there’s that map over in the East Region we could tackle once we reach Level 20. Those Splitting Droids are Level 19. Our Attraction Rifles should be able to––” 
 
    “Atlas, man,” Sparkly_Cow says. “You heard the lady. We just finished. What’s the point of winning a raid when we can’t celebrate? We’ve gone a long time without visiting Janxis. And trust me, the fun there feels like the real thing.” 
 
    Sure, I have hormones like every other guy in the universe, but caving in to them won’t launch me out of my Corporation-issued crap job. Places like Janxis are traps. It keeps the players who pay the monthly subscription fees coming back for the only real fun they’ll ever have. 
 
    And I have a goal. Until now, I thought this cluster did too. 
 
    “Aren’t you heading for The Binding?” I ask. 
 
    “Maybe someday,” Sparkly_Cow says. “I think that side of the game is probably a lot like this side. The ICC keeps it a mystery just to keep the money flowing, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    The thought has crossed my mind before, but he’s missing the point. “If you cross The Binding, you get a new life. The ICC lets you move to a new planet. You can pick a new job.” The choice of a new job is the only reward the Corporation offers that I want. I want it so badly that I don’t let myself feel shame about paying the ninety credit per month subscription fee. “Aren’t you sick of working and sleeping in a box?”  
 
    Sparkly_Cow spreads his leather-bound arms away from his body. “Of course I am. That’s why Janxis is calling my name. Come on and cool down for a bit. Those ladies are unforgettable. And, who knows what’s on the Mera side of this game? Maybe, over there, a Janxis doesn’t exist and you only level up once per twenty upgrades. It’s possible their planet is just as bad as Earth. Or worse.” 
 
    “What about me?” Dreaded_Ghost asks. It’s clear she’s disappointed. 
 
    “I’m sure there are unforgettable guys, too,” Sparkly_Cow says, missing her point too. 
 
    It’s time to move on. “It was great working with you,” I say, lifting my armor-laden arm and waving. “Good luck with whatever you do next. You’re good fighters, but I suggest getting rid of that sniper and finding a new one for your sakes.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” Dreaded_Ghost asks, shocked. 
 
    “I don’t think our goals align,” I say, trying not to sound let down.  
 
    Getting to the other side, and quickly, is my only hope. I’m trying to escape in a way that matters. A lot of people pay the ICC their monthly fee to log into The Binding and pretend their lives don’t suck. Playing sure beats lying in your cube and watching the blank ceiling after a long week of pointless data mining. The Binding is the only form of entertainment in a lifetime of mind-numbing work the ICC hands you the moment you graduate Tertiary School. The Corporation knows it, too. It’s the reason they can afford to run operations on two planets. 
 
    After a few minutes of disappointing goodbyes, I tuck my new Attraction Rifle into my hotbar and walk toward the map’s edge, crashing through foliage. I don’t even bother to add my latest weapon to my inventory in the off chance that I’ll run into a Mob Spawn Event and get to test it on some smaller, lower-level enemies. The XP from Batwings and the Atomic Mushkells won’t add up to much, but every little bit gets me nearer to my goal. I won’t go out of my way, though. By far the fastest way of earning XP and upgrades is to join a cluster rather than go solo.  
 
    That’s why I’m heading to the Recruitment Hub. There’s always work there. 
 
    As I walk, I watch my map. I’m a small yellow arrow in a sea of green. I’ve left the clearing behind and journey down a narrow trail towards the blue oval that marks the location of a Jump Pod. My former clusters’ usernames shrink at the map’s edge and then vanish. They’re heading toward Jump Pods on the northern edge of the map to travel to Janxis. Sparkly_Cow will enjoy the company of the NPC ladies while Dreaded_Ghost stews in jealously. And then, after the fun is over, Cow will log off, climb out of his Immersion Box, and go back to work.  
 
    Yeah, no thanks. 
 
    I swipe my right arm to the center of my vision as I walk, pulling my Database and Options into view. I click on the Options tab and check the time. I’ve been in-game for twenty-four hours, real-life time. Although, in The Binding,  it feels like twice as long. Always does. The ICC’s developers slowed time inside the game to meet the growing demand for escape. 
 
    Already, a message has appeared under my clock. 
 
      
 
    The ICC suggests logging off after 48-hours of real time. Studies show that spending significantly more time in an Immersion Box can cause progressive bodily deterioration and severe health issues.  
 
      
 
    And underneath it, bigger text reads: See you at work in 24-hours, Morrow!  
 
      
 
    I swipe again, casting the info aside. Those two messages are the harbinger of an upcoming Monday. I love them. The Immersion Boxes—aka Imm-B’s—allows The Binding to feel legit in every way and even sustains each player by pumping hydration and nutrients into the gamer’s body. Imm-B’s even coax people through sleep cycles to stave off drowsiness. But almost no one can risk staying inside The Binding long enough to suffer pressure ulcers or worse. Getting fired from your job and thrown onto the streets is a fast path to starvation.  
 
    Compared to that grim alternative, my bland ration blocks and square sleeping quarters are almost great.  
 
    I spot the Jump Pod’s blue glow straight ahead and pick up my pace. I still have enough time to reach the Recruitment Hub and find a new cluster before log-off time.  
 
    The Jump Pod looks like one of those ancient, triangular space capsules that the governments of Earth launched centuries ago. The door rises automatically. Inside, a single window and screen display a spread-out map of Planet Yaren. Many regions are still grayed out, but two new ones in the map’s north-west corner are visible to me now that I’ve leveled up: the Industria Ruins and the Scarred Mountains. I make note of that. Those on the forums say you can find thermonuclear weapons in the abandoned factories and a Yellow Binding Keycard in the Mountains. Both are thought to be needed to reach The Binding. 
 
    Of course, people who get to cross don’t get back on the old forums to tell us for sure. Even if someone was stupid enough to post that kind of info, you put yourself at serious risk if you’re caught in possession of that kind of knowledge. 
 
    I select the Zumbria region near the equator, a tropical island with white beaches and a large, bustling city named Retro. It’s where the main Recruitment Hub is located, as well as my starting city. As soon as I press the island on my touch screen, the Jump Pod lifts off with a soft hum.  
 
    The on-screen progress bar races compared to before. Instead of taking ten minutes to reach the island of Zumbria, my timer tells me it will only take seven. The landscape races past far below. The planet is a mishmash of technological cities, dense forests, plains, mountains, and war-blasted wastelands. There’s hardly time to take all of it in as I glide by. 
 
    The pod slows and the humming stops. The beaches surrounding the city of Retro spread out below. Four years ago, I fought rogue Trash Bots with a simple Electric Baton, trying to grind my way up to Level 2. I think of my fourteen-year-old self, swinging a stick at small robots and hold down a laugh. That was when I was still in Secondary School, and way before the ICC shuttle arrived at my parents’ apartment to take me to my new cube and workstation. Back then, I played for fun. 
 
    A wave of nostalgia washes over me. But only for a moment.  
 
    The pod lowers into a gathering of trees similar to palms on Earth, before they went extinct. Jump Pod platforms in the city must all be busy––it is a weekend after all––so I have landed in the outskirts.  
 
    The door hisses open and sunlight pours in. 
 
    Time to job hunt. At least I’ll be more in demand with this new Attraction Rifle. 
 
    I climb out of the Jump Pod and catch a glimpse of Retro’s towers in the distance . . . and hear rustling in the trees. 
 
    Retro is a non-PvP zone, but the surrounding area is not. 
 
    Squinting in the light, I raise my hotbar and select my Laser Blade. The blood-red weapon equips as I whirl around to face whoever’s trying to catch me with my pants down. Raiders sometimes camp near Pod platforms, waiting to rob unsuspecting players. Jump Pods have a cooldown between uses, preventing immediate escape. I’m not sure what is waiting for me now that I’ve leveled up or how long the fight will last. I glance back at the Jump Pod and calculate. At Level 15, the average fight was around three minutes. Still too long.  
 
    Just great. Fight to the death it is, then. 
 
    Two silver Androids emerge from the foliage, Blasters in hand. One is male and the other female. A third emerges from the underbrush and stands between them—another male. Like most Raiders, they have jerk written all over them. Even their names tell. The first male Android is TNTFart25. DarkLord_666 is their leader. The female Android has chosen something classier. Spank_5X.  
 
    If they weren’t all Level 21 with full health bars, I’d laugh. 
 
    “So, what do you have?” DarkLord asks in a fake, friendly tone. “Surrender your loot or suffer an embarrassing defeat.” 
 
    I try to come up with something snarky, but DarkLord has just put down a good threat. I can’t log out to avoid confrontation. If I do that, I lose all progress made since stopping at the last Save Station.  
 
    He doesn’t draw a weapon yet, but there’s no need. I can’t fight three Level 21 players. Dying means losing all but my armor and inventory to these jerks.  
 
    My Attraction Rifle is still in my hotbar.  
 
    Crap. 
 
    There’s no time to stuff it into my inventory. I could run, but Androids have a permanent Stamina buff. They’ll catch me before I reach the non-PvP zone. And who knows how good their aim is? I’m guessing the two minions chose Sniper Dead Eye or General Accuracy for their starting specialties. 
 
    “Are you my best bud or not?” DarkLord asks. 
 
    Anger overtakes me. I charge him, praying my Speed upgrade will help. I swing my Laser Blade at DarkLord, striking his silver arm. My hit drops his health bar by about ten percent as he backpedals. 
 
    His buddies unleash their Blasters. 
 
    My Plasteel Armor glows and heats, trying to absorb the blasts. It blocks eighty percent of ranged damage, but the Androids maintain a constant rate of fire and my health bar is dropping. I’ll be dead in less than a minute. 
 
    I swipe at DarkLord again, dropping his bar another ten percent. He equips a Pulse Grenade, brandishing it. I switch to my Electric Glove. Androids have a chance of shorting out when struck. That would give me a chance. My glove charges and glows blue. When the hum peaks, I punch DarkLord in his metal chest. 
 
    His health bar drops a sliver, but he doesn’t short. Damn. I’ve wasted valuable seconds. I’m down to a quarter thanks to the blasters. The world lights in red and orange as the minions continue their barrage. I can’t see much around it. 
 
    All I can do is brace for humiliation. 
 
    My world flashes in red, indicating that I’m close to death. I fall to the ground as depressing music plays. Red letters appear and zoom in. 
 
      
 
    YOU HAVE FALLEN IN BATTLE 
 
      
 
    And just because the Raiders are jerks, they keep firing for another ten seconds while DarkLord watches. 
 
      
 
    RESPAWN or LOG OUT  
 
      
 
    The new text replaces the death message and the depressing music. My display fades to black. How disappointing. I really wanted to see DarkLord and his minions gloat.  
 
    But it’s possible I can run to my corpse and pick up my Rifle before my ten-minute time limit ends and my hotbar becomes public property. 
 
    In the darkness of digital death, I sweep my gaze to the left, highlighting the Respawn option. I nod and the world fills with green as I teleport to my last save point, the Northern Save Station of Retro. My hotbar is empty. 
 
    It’s the saddest sight I’ve seen since the ICC dropped me off at my new cube. 
 
    Even in this world, the unthinkable happens. Jerks thrive everywhere. 
 
    I turn in a circle, surveying the plaza for any way that might lead to the Outskirt Beaches. Other players mill around me, some stopping to check their stats. My log tells me I’ve entered a non-PvP zone. That’s good, because I want to kill someone. 
 
    In a panic, I check my map. A green skull sits on the map’s border––my last death. But, after looking for five seconds, I know I’ll never reach the Outskirt Beaches in time to retrieve my stuff. Any icon on your map’s border is far away. Even if I do try, the Raiders are waiting. 
 
    My Rifle is lost. 
 
    I sigh and lean against the towering Save Station computer terminal. Low brick buildings with awnings surround me. A Cyborg NPC in the closest shop sells servant droids while another opposite me peddles packets of healing nanobots. Holograms advertising Retro’s famous old school arcades––the reason for the city’s name––float above my head with images of ancient 1990’s game characters.  
 
    I take a few minutes to finish stewing. Then I turn and place my hand on the Station’s touch screen. A message tells me my progress has been successfully saved. 
 
    It hurts to do it. 
 
    But there’s still work. It’s not as if I haven’t suffered losses before.  
 
    The Recruitment Hub. 
 
    I have to walk to the center of Retro to get there. I have 450 XP left, enough to buy a new Electric Glove. There’s still a spare Laser Blade in my inventory. I’ve lost my Ground Bombs, but at least I’ve kept my Plasteel Armor and my Magnetic Boots. After stopping at a Weapons Stall to buy a new glove from a Meran NPC, I place it in my hotbar followed by my Laser Blade. A warrior without close range weapons won’t get invited to many raids. 
 
    The jaunt through Retro takes me away from the open plaza and past taller buildings, planted palms, and more holograms. I walk past open arcades where other players fight with 64-bit plumbers who coin-dive down pipes and an elf who battles monsters to save a princess. The ICC has even managed to buy history. They own every game that ever existed. 
 
    I quicken my pace through the streets of Retro. As I draw closer to the Hub, I notice the crowds. They’re thicker than usual, even for a weekend. 
 
    Something’s going on. 
 
    Something major. 
 
    A huge line extends from the glass, triangular Recruitment Hub. Other armored players, ranging from Level 3 to Level 35, wait to enter while onlookers crowd around them. And, from the looks of it, they’re all players like me, trying to sell themselves as warriors. The sheer amount of Plasteel and Titanium lined up gleam and glisten like a weird metallic river. 
 
    Someone’s looking for a warrior. 
 
    Someone big. There’s no other explanation. 
 
    I scramble into line, glad I have almost twenty-four hours of game time left. I target the player in front of me with my gaze and she lights up in a wreath of pale yellow. Then I select the Chat option above my log. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask over the comm. 
 
    She pivots my direction. Like me, this player is a Human but with darker skin than mine. She’s a Level 10 and has a truly classy name: Lily_Bird72.  
 
    “You haven’t heard?” she asks. “The Europa Cluster just had their warrior make it over The Binding. They need someone to fill in. It’s all over the forums.” 
 
    “I haven’t been on the forums all weekend,” I say. I would have to log off to do that. 
 
    “Well, it just came out, so you would have missed it. Nobody knows what you have to do to get in, but they go on some––” 
 
    “Amazing raids,” I say. The Europa Cluster was one of the oldest in The Binding. They were active before I even started playing. And they had just helped one of their own make it to the other side. 
 
    I’ll wait in this line, then, even if it takes twenty-four real-life hours. Maybe today isn’t a loss. 
 
    This might be a golden opportunity. 
 
    The line moves as slowly as I fear. Since the Hub’s exit is on the building’s other side, I can’t see the rendered looks on anyone’s face as they leave. But the line creeps forward and builds behind me like a glimmering, writhing river trying to break a dam. I check my clock and confirm that two real-life hours have passed. 
 
    But, at last, the metal door slides open and allows me entry. 
 
    I’ve been in the Recruitment Hub before. It’s a large, triangular chamber crowded with computer terminals displaying the equivalent of Help Wanted ads. But this time, there’s no one in the room except for a tall, bulky, heavily armored dude flashing a lightning tattoo across his face. The guy is a Cyborg with one robotic eye to boot. Crazy_Machine is also a Level 40 and sports Titanium Armor. 
 
    And I, a buff Level 16 player, swagger up to him as if I expect to get this job. 
 
    He targets me and initiates the comm before I can. “What will you bring to the Europa Cluster?” He doesn’t mess around. 
 
    I almost lose my composure. “My goal is to reach The Binding and help others get there. I play to level up and I don’t waste upgrades on things like animated tattoos. I’m here for raids and battle.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Crazy_Machine says. “That’s the right answer. You do know that we can’t just take anybody, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you expect a test, correct?” 
 
    If anyone needed a trial to vet new members, it was the Europa Cluster. Getting in was the Holy Grail. My heart races. “Yes.” I keep a serious tone. “What’s the test?” 
 
    “Since we’re only looking for one warrior,” Crazy_Machine says, “an invitation to join the Europa Cluster will be given to the first player who ventures into the Laris Region and steals the Princess’ Vanity Cloak from the Volga Cluster. And yes, I do mean the most ruthless cluster to ever control an uncharted area.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    EVEN WITH THE confines of my Immersion Box, it's possible to sweat. 
 
    I grip the Jump Pod’s handles to try and stop the tingling in my palms. The Uncharted Regions are no joke. Some players enjoy the free play or creating settlements in the wilderness––and the ICC wants as much subscription money as possible. 
 
    The only missions out there are purely for grinding to reach higher levels, even if there are ruins for looting. Players on the forums talk of these mysterious, lawless areas. Clusters claim areas or even entire regions, killing anyone who trespasses. Raiders also love this place.  
 
    The Laris Region is the most notorious. And if the Laris Region is no joke, then the Volga Cluster, who have claimed it, is a funeral. People who wander in never get the chance to loot their corpses after they die.  
 
     A giant, red DO NOT GO IN THERE. 
 
    Now I only have my new Electric Glove and spare Laser Blade. Plasteel Armor might block eighty percent of all ranged damage. Titanium would be better. But farming to reach Level 20––the minimum level needed to equip the regular type––would waste time.  
 
    The Volga Princess’ Vanity Cloak  is a useless item like the animated vest Genius wears, but it's the only one in The Binding. It's also the only way to prove my mettle to the Europa Cluster. And why does a cluster bother to title someone as royalty? Strange things happen in the Uncharted Regions . . .  
 
    I watch the landscape change. Plains give way to small, metal cities and then to jungles. The Pod map highlights the Laris Region in red as if warning me to stay back. I place a dozen Nanobot Packs in my hotbar. Anyone in the Volga Cluster must have had time to level up and get full raid gear. Some of their warriors might have even maxed out at Level 50 by now and decked themselves out with five-hundred upgrades.  
 
    Yeah, I have a great chance of marching into their settlement, blasting everyone away, and stealing the Vanity Cloak.  
 
    More sweat breaks out on my palms. 
 
    After eyeing my stats and asking myself what I've gotten into, I wonder if the Volga Cluster have any Help Wanted signs up around their settlements. I doubt it, but trying to join them might be my best bet. I don't know if anyone has ever masqueraded as a Volga clustermate, stolen from them, and lived to tell the tale. Not like survivors would advertise this info on a public forum for Volga members to hunt them down, or hackers. 
 
    It's the best strategy I have at the moment. With a little over twenty real-life hours to go, I need to try something––anything. Failing means several more years of work. Most high-level clusters make you fight a top warrior to become a member. If the Volga Cluster is anything like the others, that will be my task. And that would boost my chances of success.  
 
    The Jump Pod's humming slows, stops, and descends. 
 
    The Laris Region looks welcoming. 
 
    A bleak desert with mutated cacti stretches out before me. I spot vehicle tracks and the occasional jutting cliff in the sand. I step out of the Jump Pod, checking the immediate area for any Raiders. Hareskins—mutants that look like fanged, hairless rabbits—hop out of the way, fleeing. And, that’s pretty much it. 
 
    There are no neat borders out here. My map shows only browns and tans except in the upper left corner. A small smudge of green grabs my attention.  
 
    I lift my hand to pull my map into the center of my view. Then I spread my fingers to zoom in. Other than a smattering of gray Jump Pod platforms dotting the landscape and a few other players in the distance, the tiny green island is the only feature that stands out. A tiny green island with tiny squares and rectangles that advertise the presence of buildings. 
 
    I've found the Volga Cluster hideout, and it’s only a twenty-minute walk from here.  
 
    “Okay, Morrow,” I say, pushing the map back to its normal position. “Unequip everything if you see them coming, and hands up.” 
 
    I repeat the mantra to myself as I walk, following the vehicle tracks in the sand. They head in the direction of the Volga hideout at first, but then the tracks split at the side of a cliff. After checking my map once again, I take the tracks on the right. 
 
    I keep my armor on and my Laser Blade in my hotbar in case any of the Hareskins get aggressive, but Level 5 creatures don't often attack those above Level 10 unless the player starts a fight. The developers know that low-level enemies get annoying to players who have graduated to bigger game.  
 
    My armor’s Geiger counter starts ticking and so I divert around a radioactive area marked in yellow-green on my map. There's nothing like radiation to provide Speed, Strength, and Healing Rate debuffs for the next thirty in-game minutes to all non-Android players. 
 
    It's when I get around the invisible area of danger that I come across the first corpse. 
 
    It's an avatar, of course.  
 
    More specifically, the one I stood behind at the recruitment line. Lily_Bird72.  
 
    “Crap,” I say, kneeling down beside her. What are the chances? “You're only Level 10. Why did you try to take them on?” 
 
    She wore her full armor. Without being in the same cluster, my log won't tell me her cause of death. But I can pull up her hotbar with a single touch if the ten-minute window has passed. I place my hand on her shoulder and a red box appears in my vision, complete with nine squares. She has a Laser Blade, a dozen Ground Bombs, more healing Nanobot Packs, and several Reflecting Stars in her inventory. I tap everything but the Laser Blade, sending the loot to my inventory.  
 
    Reflecting Stars are like ninja stars, except they split when they strike walls and enemies, creating a deadly storm of rotating blades. Warriors don't use them much, so they might provide a good element of surprise. They also add +1 to my General Accuracy when equipped.  
 
    The Volga Cluster hasn't had time to loot her corpse.  
 
    Strange. Perhaps they have their hands full. More importantly, there might be other corpses around whose owners won’t reach them in time. 
 
    My assessment proves right.  
 
    Halfway to the hideout, I come across four corpses. While I hope for another Attraction Rifle, nobody has one. Two dozen Ground Bombs and four Nanobot Packs later, three gray dots race onto my map. 
 
    Vehicles. 
 
    I turn and peer around a cliff. I don't see them at first, but then they render. Four sets of massive tires churn dust as they approach. Even from this distance, it's obvious that they've seen me on their maps. The Volga Cluster, being secretive, must follow the tenets of maxing out their Awareness attributes. They can see me from farther away than I could spot them. 
 
    I scramble to remove my armor and empty my hotbar, dumping everything into my main inventory. After waving my hands and looking graceful, I stand on the road and wait, hands up. I'm just a young guy with spiky hair who doesn't pose a threat. 
 
    The vehicles are three monster trucks decked out with animal horns and tires big enough to crush anyone less than the size of a Slug Mech. I expect them to run me over as they approach but, instead, they slow, with a total of six machine guns aimed at my head. Without armor, one or two shots will destroy me. 
 
    It takes a second for the door to open and for someone to get out. The player is what I expect: a big, bald, muscular guy with non-animated tattoos, leather pants, and a scar across his face. His black vest has animal fangs attached to the shoulders. I read his name. Leatherface_45. At least he's spent his upgrades to appear the part. 
 
    “I'm looking to join,” I say before he can snarl at me and tell me to go back to the city.  
 
    But he does it anyway. “Where did you come from? Janxis? You work there?” He doesn't bother to equip any weapons. At Level 16, I'm no threat.  
 
    He's Level 38. I can't see his starting specialty, but he's just delivered a good insult. I resist the urge to call him a Binding redneck.  
 
    I target the guy and talk through our comm. “No way, man,” I say, trying to sound tough. “I'm just looking to join.” 
 
    Leatherface looks at the other two vehicles. A door opens and a blonde woman leans out. She's just as scarred and tattooed as the guy. The two of them face each other and speak but, since they're not targeting me, I can't hear what they're saying. Clusters can enable groupspeak which prevents others from listening. 
 
    And then Leatherface laughs, letting everyone hear it. I'm a joke. 
 
    “Well, why don't you hop in the golden chariot?” he asks me. “We need entertainment when we're done dealing with all the noobs crawling around the place.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    It’s hard not to look like I’m staking out the PvP arena as they drive into the makeshift garage. 
 
    It turns out that the Volga Cluster is into decorating. The green on my map is an oasis that appears man-made with fountains of water and thick foliage. The plants and trees hide sandstone buildings resembling ancient pueblos. Leatherface drives me to the biggest one, a round structure with a cracked roof. Of course, there’s no sign hanging up to welcome me to my swift and humiliating defeat, but my log tells me that I’m entering claimed Volga territory in red letters, and that a Barrier Beacon is detected inside the building straight ahead. 
 
    The Volga Cluster means business. Only high-level players can afford a Barrier Beacon, a machine that grants access to cluster members within a specified radius. The Barrier Beacon also means that other players hunting for the Vanity Cloak haven’t infiltrated this oasis yet. Especially since the Volga leader has to whitelist new members, as my new pal Leatherface shared on the ride here. 
 
    We pull into an attached garage, which is a makeshift structure of sheet metal and corrugated scrap. It doesn’t seem like a place fit for a princess. A Vanity Cloak is the last thing anyone should want to wear out here. 
 
    Leatherface talks on the comm, keeping it private so I can’t hear. At least the other Volga members haven’t come with us. They’re out dealing with the flood of players. I can’t hear his conversation, but then a green message appears in my log. 
 
      
 
    You are temporarily whitelisted in the Volga Cluster by Prinzez_Laris. 
 
      
 
    The Beacon—and the princess—must be inside. This idea is working out after all. 
 
    “Out,” Leatherface says. “You’re going in there with your pants down.” 
 
    He’s right, but I keep my expression neutral. Keeping my gear in my inventory, I follow Leatherface through a rusty door and into the PvP arena. Normally, barriers appear as transparent red walls and deal minimal damage when attempting to run through them, but I see nothing.  
 
    The PvP arena is exactly what I expect: a sand floor that’s perfect for absorbing blood, with zero advertisements on the barrier walls, and a bunch of crumbling sandstone seats that are sure to provide fantastic back support. The sun spills through the cracks in the ceiling. I look straight ahead but flick my gaze around the room. There aren’t many Volga Cluster members here. A couple of rough-looking women sit at the end of the big arena while a couple of young-looking avatars, who appear to be teenage boys, sit at the other end. Since players can choose the age of their avatars, they could be middle-aged guys for all I know. Other Volga members sit scattered around the place and a couple sit down as if they’ve just arrived. The dress code must include leather and spikes for all. Their Levels range from 29-43.  
 
    I have the sense that the rest of the Volga Cluster is out making Noob Pancakes out of other desperate players. I’ve chosen a good time to infiltrate. 
 
    Leatherface shoves me into the arena. I pretend to hesitate. There’s no one else inside yet, but a pair of double doors wait at the other side of the room. 
 
    He slams the door behind me.  
 
    And then bright movement catches my eye. Prinzez_Laris climbs into a spectator box opposite of where I stand. Her name is in gold to show that she’s the cluster leader and a Level 44. She and Genius should hook up. They could share the same garish inventory of clothing and upgrades.  
 
    A beauty with flowing black hair and golden lipstick, the princess stares down at me with the coldest expression I’ve ever seen in The Binding. A leopard print Cloak––a sheet of hot pink islands in a glittering gold ocean––flutters from her shoulders. As I stare, the pink spots shimmer and transition to maroon and then to a shade of dark blue. The Vanity Cloak is hypnotic. A headache starts between my temples.  
 
     I wonder why the developers made only one?  
 
    Prinzez_Laris doesn’t speak. Instead, she nods at someone to the side, and I hear a switch flip. I eye the side of the arena, the direction the princess came from to reach the spectator box.  
 
    The Barrier Beacon is on top of a pedestal near a leather-clad, spike-adorned Volga guy who pulls down a stone switch. A red laser beams through a ceiling hole and into the sky. The princess must have used a control panel on her screen to allow me entry. 
 
    An idea hatches in my mind when the double doors to the arena open. 
 
    A warrior man in full Electrified Titanium Armor—one of the highest tiers—bursts through the doors with no announcement. His name is Warrior_Chuck12 and he’s a Level 31. The guy equips an Attraction Rifle, which glows in his grasp, and aims it at me.  
 
    "Look sharp," he says. 
 
    I have nothing equipped. The Volga Cluster brought me here to get a quick laugh. Normally there’s an announcement of what I’d need to do to prove myself and then— 
 
    A green beam is fired at me and seizes my avatar in its maw. My feet slide against the sand as the rifle pulls me straight to Warrior_Chuck12. My mind spins. He’s so decked out in armor that I can’t tell his race, so the Electric Glove is out of the question. I open my inventory as I slide closer. I have a second or two. I equip the first thing I see: the Reflecting Stars. One appears in my bare hand. I throw and the glowing blue star ratchets off Chuck's armor, dropping his health bar a minimal amount. The Reflecting star bounces around the arena, striking one of the seats and breaking into two red ones. Then the two stars split again into four yellow ones. People in the stands dodge. One star strikes the Barrier Beacon. The machine sparks as the four stars vanish, but still maintains its beam. 
 
    And then I reach Warrior_Chuck12. For a second, I think we’re going to embrace, but then he stops shooting the Attraction Rifle and equips a Pulse Shield, allowing me to back away. But not fast enough. An object that looks like a glowing contact lens appears in his hands, giving off sparks and a purple light. He slams it onto my chest and I go flying back. The PvP arena spins around me as I land. My health bar drops by half. 
 
    I'm going to die. 
 
    There will be no do-overs. 
 
    Laughter erupts in the stands. The cluster has made its communications public for this. They want me to hear it. I pull myself up from the sand, determined to go down with a fight. My vision tilts from the impact. I focus on my map until my vision straightens. Player dots descend on the hideout. Word about the Cloak has spread. 
 
    A crazy idea forms in my mind. 
 
    I focus on the Barrier Beam. It emits sparks as a Volga woman runs to it, a Universal Wrench at the ready.  
 
    “Get up,” Chuck orders. He sounds younger than I expect, like a teenager on a power trip. Someone forgot to download a voice modifier. “Let's finish this so we can be on our way. We all know how it's going to end.” 
 
    I rise and throw another Reflecting Star. Then I toss two more for good measure. The PvP arena fills with splitting primary colors and ratcheting blades. They bounce off avatars, dealing small amounts of damage. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Chuck asks, incredulous. “I knew you were supposed to be a laugh, but––” 
 
    One star hits the Barrier Beam. 
 
    It explodes, emits smoke, snuffing out the beam. 
 
    Seconds later, an explosion rocks the garage doors outside. Player dots swarm into the garage on my map.  
 
    I'm no longer the focus. The whole Volga Cluster must be able to see this activity on their maps, because all except Prinzez_Laris bolt for the garage, leaving me in the arena. I waste no time. Pulling my Laser Blade from my inventory, I rush to the closed double doors. Without Jump Boots, I won't make it over the walls. 
 
    I pull the door open and bolt up a flight of stairs, which leads me to two doorways: a makeshift locker room with weapons and more steps to the spectator area. For a second, I agonize. There's more Electrified Titanium Armor hanging on stands and weapons inside glass cases. Only those Level 30 and above can wear the set. It will do me no good. 
 
    So, I bolt up the stairs, enjoying the Speed buff my Laser Blade provides.  
 
    Prinzez_Laris remains in the spectator box, wrapped in her Vanity Cloak. She has no weapons equipped but is instead leaning over the edge, trying to watch the developments. 
 
    “Hey,” I say after targeting her. “You don't really like that awful Cloak, do you?” 
 
    She turns on her high heels. Prinzez_Laris plays a Human with green eyes. My mind tries to wrap around the Adam's apple and the broad shoulders that Prinzez_Laris sports. It takes a few seconds as we stare at each other.  
 
    She's a he. It's the first time I've seen this in The Binding since you can choose your avatar's sex during character creation. There's no need to change it with pointless upgrades. This is either a joke or–– 
 
    Prinzez_Laris smiles and equips a Stasis Rifle. 
 
    ––or an attempt to look not dangerous and to distract enemies. 
 
    “You said what?” Now I know why the princess hasn't spoken until now. This must be a middle-aged guy behind the avatar, provided he's using his real voice and not a purchased one. 
 
    I shake my head. I charge Prinzez with my Laser Blade, diving and swinging at his heels. My enemy fires and an empty blue Sphere floats above me. Missed. I still have full mobility functions. There's a cooldown on the rifle, but I can't remember the time limit. I slice across the Prinzez's high heels over and over, dropping his health bar a sliver at a time. He steps out of my way, backing to the other side of the spectator box. Now my world fills with the Vanity Cloak. I reach out for it, but looting from a living avatar has a one percent chance of working. 
 
    More explosions follow from outside. The others are breaking in. If they do, someone else will get the Cloak.  
 
    I equip a Ground Bomb. My enemy wears no armor. 
 
    “Whoa!” he shouts. “Are you out of your mind?" 
 
    I'm not sure I'll survive. I straighten up as the blue ball of light from the Stasis Rifle floats nearby. Prinzez_Laris backs against the spectator box, equipping a simple Blaster. But I start throwing Ground Bombs all around the arena. They land like small black turtles between crumbling seats and onto the sand below. One slips between Prinzez_Laris' feet. His eyes widen and he unequips the awful Cloak in a last attempt to protect it. 
 
    I run towards the locker room. 
 
    Feet rush into the arena. Someone steps on a Ground Bomb with a horrifying click and the world explodes behind me. 
 
    Armorless, I dive into the locker room as the first bomb sets off the others. The weapons are designed for those with armor who can withstand the blast, but the world quakes as my health bar drops to a sliver of green. A red glow fills the border of my screen, showing that I'm near death. The explosions continue outside, wasting everyone in the arena. I duck between the Titanium Armor and the glass case of weapons.  
 
    Silence. The blasts end. Then one final bomb goes off and sandstone crumbles.  
 
    I have 10 hit points left. 
 
    Before I stand, I place all my Nanobot Packs into my hotbar and use five to heal. Then I equip my armor and move my weapons back into my hotbar before heading out of the locker room. Time is still of the essence. 
 
    The Volga Cluster won't do any PvP arena battles for a while, unless they sit on mounds of crumbled stone and watch gladiators duke it out between chunks of fallen ceiling. The arena is a mess and corpses of Volga and enemies alike lie around the area, posed in awkward positions. I search for a loud-looking Cloak but see none. Prinzez_Laris lies halfway across the room on another sandstone pile. Without the Cloak, he looks like a flat-chested woman in a leather vest, pants, and heels. I wonder if the Cloak itself inspired the joke. 
 
    No one moves inside the arena, even after ten minutes pass by, so I climb over the rubble and loot his corpse. He'll respawn close by at a Save Station. The Volga might have bought their own. 
 
    Prinzez_Laris has stuffed the Vanity Cloak into his hotbar, free for me to loot and glowing in orange. He didn’t have time to place it in his proper inventory before the explosions.  
 
    I tap on the fashion monstrosity and it zips into my inventory. To my shock, I get an achievement. 
 
    
New Achievement: Is This An Achievement? 
 
    It's the only one in the universe. You are unique! 
 
      
 
    I'll take it. Already, more dots on my map signal more players approaching. I decide I'll leave them in the locker room. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The line is still long in front of the Recruitment Hub when I get there, and I have to wait again. But now that I know there's no longer a Cloak for prospective members to pursue. I can rest easy. Best of all, I've only used five in-game hours to do the mission. 
 
    Crazy_Machine still stands in the Recruitment Hub when I get inside. He glares at me. The guy has a good memory. “I told you,” he said. “You get one chance. We're not giving out any hints or tips.” 
 
    But when I fish the Vanity Cloak from my inventory and place it in Crazy_Machine's hands, his tune changes. The guy stares down at the loud garment, which sparkles and continues to change color. His mouth falls open as if he can't believe that a Level 16 player has managed to snag the only one in the game. 
 
    “What's your name again?” he asks. 
 
    “Atlas_Reign,” I say. “Reporting for duty.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    AT MIDNIGHT TOMORROW, I meet with the Europa Cluster for my first mission at the base of the Ganxas Peaks. It’s on a planet I wouldn’t access as a Level 16 unless invited by a cluster of higher-ranked players.  
 
    Whatever the Europa Cluster has planned, it’ll be big. 
 
    But, first, I must go to my work shift. 
 
    It’s always jarring to log out of a session, especially when I’ve been lying in my Immersion Box for longer than twenty-four real-time hours. After tapping the LOGOUT text on my HUD, everything goes black, and then it feels as if I’m falling through a void before I start twitching inside to what feels like a squishy prison. 
 
    I open my eyes to black and reach through the liquid foam. It always takes me a moment to remember that I’m lying down. I reach up and open the box’s lid, rising out of the gray material. It falls off my body without a sound and retracts into the box, leaving behind a rectangular surface that looks like soft concrete. It’s hard to believe it’s not solid until you get into it—and equally harder to believe the stuff provides hydration, oxygen, and calories while you’re submerged in it. When the ICC guy came in to install the Imm-B, he hooked it to a bunch of tubes coming out of my cube floor. Even he didn’t know what the gray stuff actually is.  
 
    It’s no matter. I close the metal lid to the Imm-B, which looks like a metal fridge on its back. My limbs are stiff and I stretch. An urge to walk around comes over me, but there’s little space in my cube. My Immersion Box takes up half the tiny cube. If I want to sleep, the pull-down cot rests on top of my Imm-B. A tiny, open closet holds my work clothes and underpants. Above it, my work alarm sits on the wall. They’re standard issue for all ICC employees. 
 
    And, as if waiting for me to emerge from the Imm-B, it buzzes. 
 
    “Morrow, you will report to your shift in three hours,” a pleasant female voice drones from the speaker. “We will see you at work. Stay sharp and have fun. Remember, you’re part of a team.” 
 
    I turn away, sighing, and trudge into the adjoining bathroom. 
 
    It always takes me a moment to adjust to the subtle difference between real life and The Binding. When I created Atlas_Reign, I made him look like an improved version of me, with the same dark blond hair, blue eyes, and short spikes on his head. Atlas_Reign is also buff compared to his skinny real-world counterpart. Oh, and during character creation, I didn’t include the bags under my eyes or the acne now breaking out on my forehead. Thanks, Ration Blocks. Everyone knows they make you break out.  
 
    Since I’m in my sleep trunks, I flex my biceps and pump my chest. 
 
    Fail. 
 
    I might be a Europa Cluster warrior in The Binding, but now I’m just a skinny corporate wage slave. It’s my reward for turning eighteen. Congrats! You just graduated! Here’s a lifetime job without benefits to numb your mind! Your shuttle arrives Monday to take you to your new place of employment. 
 
    It’s time to do the motions. 
 
    After eating, I put on my white dress shirt and tie, along with my ICC-issued dress pants. A shrink-wrapped Ration Block was dropped inside my door that I step on by mistake. Even though the Imm-B provides nutrition, it doesn’t supply all a body needs, so consuming the bland, dry item is necessary. Once finished, I leave my gray cube behind and board the ICC apartment complex’s elevator toward the work shuttle. 
 
    I sit on the shuttle with other zombies in dress shirts and slacks. A man across from me leans on the shuttle’s rail and sleeps while the vehicle hums and rises from the apartment complex. Other work shuttles weave through skyscrapers in neat lines, some higher than others, carrying us ants to our Overlords. They look like rows of gray Twinkies. The sun tries to shine through the early morning smog. The only color in the world shines from holographic advertisements for The Binding outside the air lanes. Why does the ICC make us work during the day? Working is when we’re asleep during the weekends. 
 
    I yawn. Spending the whole weekend in the Immersion Box always drags me down on Monday. But the thoughts of tonight and tomorrow propel me. Midnight, our meet-up time. The mission might last into the day tomorrow, well past the start of my shift. I know what I have to attempt.  
 
    The shuttle pulls into the unloading area of ICC’s West Coast Systems Monitoring Station. We get off and my fellow slaves mill to their parts of the building. I never bother to ask for their names. Most are older than me and already dead inside. Like me, they live for The Binding on the weekends.  
 
    I relieve Stanley––the guy who works nights––from the work screen in my cubicle. He waves with a weak smile and lets me sit at my station, which displays holographic maps of the West Coast, a region in what was formerly the United States. Fifty years ago, in 2145, my ancestors elected the head of the Interplanetary Commerce Corporation as President, Morgan Lock. At the time, citizens believed that having a businessman in office would boost the economy and improve trade with Mera, a planet discovered forty light-years away with a humanoid race. They were right. He did help the economy. But Morgan Lock appointed his fellow corporate interests to office. Other countries elected corporate heads, too. Soon, after dozens of mergers, the ICC came out on top and ran the world. In 2172, they dissolved countries, and the ICC’s Board became the world’s lawmakers, controlling everything from schooling to food and, of course, The Binding.  
 
    And here I am, monitoring system traffic for the ICC and reporting to the Head Tech. Unless I reach The Binding in the game and get to Mera, I’ll do this for the rest of my life. 
 
    Point. Click. Hit the “Send” button. Highlight a region, point and click again. Web traffic slowdown, highlighted in yellow and red? Hit the “Notify Head Tech” button.  
 
    Twelve years of education sure prepared me well. 
 
    As I work, falling into a hypnotic rhythm, my co-worker, Shelly, sits in her cubicle beside mine. I lean over to talk to her. By now, the large room has filled with bodies and clicking. 
 
    “Shelly, I might need the day off tomorrow. I know you normally work nights on Tuesdays, but would you be able to cover my shift? I’ll make it up to you when you need it.” 
 
    She smiles at me as she types with long, false fingernails. “I can’t since I need to be at home in time for when my kids get off the shuttle.” 
 
    I try Jamal, who sits on the other side of me. 
 
    “Sorry, man. I just did a double last week.” 
 
    “Um, Melissa? Would you be able to—”  
 
    “I’m not working another double for the rest of the month,” she says, refusing to take her gaze from her screen. She’s monitoring the East Coast near what used to be Florida. “I barely get to see my husband.” 
 
    In the end, I wait for lunch to march over to the supervisor’s office. He’s stationed next to the Head Tech. My palms sweat as if I’m heading into the Laris region again. The supervisor won’t let me off easy. Days off come at a hefty price with the ICC.  
 
    “Ned?” I ask. Our supervisor is pushing retirement age and doesn’t care anymore. He plays a card game on his holographic display. The guy always lectures us low-level techs to work harder. Everyone hates him, but no one wants to say it for fear of ending up on the street. “Something came up, and I need to have tomorrow off. My mother needs to go to a medical appointment, and you know how long the wait times are.” 
 
    Ned turns in his leather chair and faces me, folding his hands on his desk. “How are you going to contribute extra to the ICC to make this happen?” 
 
    It's something I expect and why I asked my coworkers first. “I can work a double today,” I choke out. 
 
    “Remember, since you're taking a day off, it will be unpaid time,” Ned says.  
 
    I want to tell him that this is the ICC's way of dodging overtime pay, but no one is left to stop them. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The only saving grace is that since I work from 6:00 a.m. the double only takes me to 10:00 p.m. before my notice pops up that I can punch out. My head pounds from the sixteen-hour shift as I board the shuttle back home. I'll make it back in time to get into my Imm-B and meet the Europa Cluster by midnight. My stomach roars and cramps as I ride with other workers who also had to pull doubles to make other parts of their lives happen. I skipped dinner break to finish on time. It's night in City 36 now, and I want nothing more than to pull down my cot and flop into bed.  
 
    But the mission. 
 
    If I don't show for the first one and do my best, I'm out. The cluster didn't have to tell me that. 
 
    By the time the shuttle stops at my apartment, I'm desperate and dizzy from exhaustion. I have a whopping one hundred and two credits in my account. I know what I need to do, if I'm going to make it to Mera. 
 
    The back alleys of City 36 and others have shops selling things the ICC recommends you don't try. Stim Uppers often get used by those who want to stay in The Binding longer than forty-eight real world hours, but there are horror stories about people getting aggressive and paranoid after taking the energy pills. One guy punched his boss in the face after using them to get through two double shifts in a row. He wound up on the street along with his whole family. It's a story that Ned tells often. 
 
    But I have no choice. I have tomorrow off, and anything crazy I do will be in The Binding.  
 
    The back alleys are full of booths, some selling illegal food such as hot dogs––said to be a favorite when the United States still existed––and cups of ramen noodles––a favorite in the eastern part of the world. Most vendors are trash-bag-parka-wearing homeless, their layers a necessary form of protection against acidic rainfall. At last, I find packs of brightly-colored Stim Upper packages hanging on the edge of a booth. I pay the guy for a pack with a swipe of my finger, then I pocket the contraband, and go on my way. 
 
    “Fifty credits for three pills?” I ask when I tear open the package in my cube. The directions tell me to take only one or risk death, and only if I'm eighteen or over. I wash one down and leave the pack on my sink, undress to my trunks, and climb back into the Immersion Box as the liquid foam covers my body and creeps into my nostrils. Once submerged, I fall again through the black. 
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    The Stim Upper’s effects hits when I'm in the Jump Pod. For the first time, I'm leaving Planet Yaren. Planet Ganxas is in the next star system, and I’m only granted access by selecting the invite from the Europa Cluster on my screen. It's not a Level 16 planet.  
 
    My body switches between chills and breaking out in a sweat. I shake. Even though I feel like I have the energy to take on five Slug Mechs, I can see why there are horror stories about these pills. I can't even enjoy the stars. 
 
    They're also said to have a crash—a big one. That limits my time. 
 
    Halfway to the new planet, heat sweeps over me and my ears ring. I lean onto the side of the Jump Pod and watch the landscape. My stomach turns over and my vision threatens to go black. But it passes and my body cools as the sweat evaporates. I've never done this before. They say everyone's experience is different. Maybe my body just needs to adjust. 
 
    The Jump Pod slows and flames surround the capsule as I enter the atmosphere. The symptoms pass, leaving me energized. I can do this. I study the dense forest below, which appears black with a small, red dwarf sun overhead. The light level remains low as the flames vanish, as if it's evening, and I land on a Jump pad. 
 
    The door lifts. My log is happy to tell me that I'm about to die. 
 
      
 
    Planet Ganxas is recommended for Level 25 players and above. You have arrived via cluster invite. 
 
      
 
    My map shows only black forest as I stand on the Jump Pod and survey this world. We're close to the Peaks, which rise above the trees and sport snowy tops. I've never seen black leaves before. Scientists say that planets orbiting red dwarf stars tend to have black foliage due to the low-light, and the developers took that to heart. I spot two moons drifting through the sky, one of which is much closer to Planet Ganxas than the other. The whole planet looks as if I'm staring through a red filter. 
 
    “He's here.” 
 
    It's my new clustermates. 
 
    Four Europa Cluster members stand near the Jump Pod––two women and two men. Both women are Androids and hold Sniper Rifles. The men are a Cyborg and a Meran. I'm the only Human and the only one in Plasteel Armor. All the others have Electrified Titanium Armor.  
 
    And they're all above Level 40. 
 
    “You might be out of your league,” says Robot_Love, an Android who casually leans on her Sniper Rifle. She's also wearing Magnifying Goggles, said to add 10 points to the Sniper Dead Eye attribute.  
 
    “Hey. I passed the test,” I said, praying I don't pass out here. 
 
    “He's a Level 16,” Vulture_Power56 says, the Meran. He has an asterisk by his name to show that he's the leader for this mission. “You know, when people used to fish, when they caught a small one, they threw it back so it could grow some more. Maybe that's what we need to do.” 
 
    “Shut up, Mr. Historian,” says the Cyborg guy, BleedingHeartFancy. “He passed. The recruiter wouldn't hand us a dud.” 
 
    “Well, the party is here,” Robot_Love says. She doesn't sound happy. “Shall we explain what he's in for?”  
 
    “What?” I ask, trying not to sound stung. Even before arriving, I knew this sort of thing would happen. Not all of the Europa Cluster would appreciate a Level 16 player. 
 
    Heat flares again and I shake.  
 
    But Vulture_Power56 isn't listening. He paces and studies my armor. “He's a guppy. They belong in fish bowls so they can swim in circles all day.” 
 
    I clench my fists as rage explodes. Rational thought leaves. I don't even bother to equip anything as I charge at Vulture_Power56, lift my fist, and plow it into his exposed Meran face. His jaw snaps shut with a satisfying click as I repeat the blow, taking advantage of his shock. His health bar drops a couple slivers as I strike the only vulnerable part of his avatar. The rest is covered in armor, which I avoid. Even touching Electrified Armor deals damage. 
 
    “What did you say?” I ask as he brings his hand to his face from shock rather than pain. “Do guppies fight back?”  
 
    “I think this guy might work,” BleedingHeartFancy says.  
 
    “We need an aggressive warrior,” says the second Android.  
 
    The Stim Upper continues its work, triggering my rage circuits. I equip a Ground Bomb, making the others back away. “I'm part of this cluster,” I say, brandishing it. “And I can blow you sky high the way I killed the Volga Princess. My goal is to reach The Binding and I'll stop at nothing to get there.” 
 
    Vulture_Power56 eyes me. Even though The Binding's engine isn't perfect in rendering facial expressions, I can see a change. Instead of disgust and pity, a grudging respect forms in the way he drops his shoulders and hardens his gaze.  
 
    “Fine,” he says. “You might be useful after all. We need someone reckless and dangerous if we're going to take on the Ganxas Hermit.” 
 
    Silence falls. The rage cools as the Stim Upper decides to take a break, though the raw energy remains. “The what?”  
 
    I've heard inklings of the Ganxas Hermit on the forums, but I haven't read too much into the boss fight since I didn’t expect access to this planet for another year or so. The Ganxas Hermit is said to be an NPC warrior monk who lives in the Peaks. He's supposed to be above Level 50 and his AI is so good that some say he might be sentient. Clusters have only beaten him a handful of times in the last thirty years.  
 
     The thought should have crossed my mind already. I eye the Peaks. The reddish tint from the sun makes the snow look blood-stained. He's up there somewhere. The monk, a temple, and a map that few have beaten in the last thirty years. If anyone would attempt this boss fight, it would be the Europa Cluster. And, I'm in the party.  
 
    “You haven't heard of the Ganxas Hermit?” Vulture_Power56 asks, incredulous. 
 
    “I know what he is,” I say. 
 
    “Then you might already know that beating him will give each of us 5000 XP points,” Robot_Love says. “That will get you to Level 17 or 18. Then you can continue to max out your Close Range Combat. I take it that's what you do?” She still sounds like she disapproves of me, but her observation of me is an improvement. 
 
    “Yes,” I say. My mouth is dry.  
 
    “Then I take it you know what to do?” she asks. “Not only do we get the XP, but we also get an artifact of great power. If anyone has that, it's a monk who knows the history of The Binding.” 
 
    I try to swallow, but it's painful. 
 
    “Yes,” I say. “I know what I need to do.” 
 
    My clustermates don't have to say it directly. They're going to do the healing and damage dealing. They can afford to stay back from the warrior monk and stay alive. It’ll be my job to get in his face and keep his attention on me. I'm going to the front lines as bait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’M SHARK BAIT. During my work shift, the cluster discussed how best to use a Level 16 Human who likes close range combat. The thought grows as I charge through the black forest towards the Ganxas Peaks. I bolt past a Level 20 Mutant Ganxas Boar that charges out of a cave. 
 
    I’ve cut ahead of my new cluster, who lag behind me. Nobody talks over the comm. Not even BleedingHeartFancy has spoken to me in the last few minutes. Maybe they’re joking with each other, making bets on how long I’ll last. 
 
    I spot zero Save Stations. This is wilderness. Dying means respawning on Planet Yaren. 
 
    Someone opens fire on the Mutant Boar. It squeals and dies. 
 
    I shouldn’t even be on this planet yet. 
 
    The forest clears, exposing the snowy Peaks. Trails snake up the closest mountain, weaving through jagged terrain. Caves dot the rock like eye holes in a skull.  
 
    My strategic mind screams at me to stop. Magnetic Boots do little good in this terrain. I slide and slip. Graceful. I go down. 
 
    It’s a stroke of luck that the runoff from the mountain has left a muddy forest floor. Half a second later, the tree right above me splits with a loud crack. Smoke curls from the trunk. There’s a small, dangerous hole where my head would have been if the mud hadn’t saved me. 
 
    The caves are full of snipers.  
 
    Awesome. 
 
    The footfalls of my four companions approach. Staying low, I roll into the ferns.  
 
    I press the button on my arm to activate the comm. “Get down,” I warn. “A sniper almost took off my head.” 
 
    Robot_Love appears in my peripheral vision, red light reflecting off her silver skin. She ducks behind a large tree, equipping her sniper rifle. “Let us handle this.” 
 
    She’s right. Close range combat doesn’t work well against snipers––and this Hermit must have a whole platoon. But she’s also putting me in my place. It hurts my pride to lie there in the foliage like a slug. “You knew about these snipers?” 
 
    “We needed someone to expose them,” Vulture_Power56 says, ducking to my right. He fires a shot. “Got him. Get up and run over to Robot_Love. They have standard Rifles. Your armor should withstand a shot or two.” 
 
    I’m shark bait already, but he also has a point. We need to make the snipers betray their locations. Robot_Love and Vulture_Power56 watch through their scopes. BleedingHeartFancy and my other companion, Salty_Pretzel, duck behind me.  
 
    I bolt to Robot_Love, diving into the plants. 
 
    My display flashes red and my armor shakes as I take a hit. My health bar drops by a quarter. And that was eighty percent damage reduction. My companions open fire. Zinging sounds fill the air. 
 
    “Got one!” Robot_Love says. “Atlas, do that again, but don’t make it obvious.” 
 
    “I’ll need a medic.” I’m regenerating in the cover, but slowly. 
 
    “That’s me,” Robot_Love shouts. “Sending you a Nanobot Pack right now.” A green glow surrounds me as it adds +5 to my Healing Rate. My health bar fills and the two-minute timer appears in my log. 
 
    I creep towards the base of the mountain next, ducking into foliage and then behind jutting rocks and straight into a runoff creek. I take three more hits and my health is down to half by the time the cold water washes over the bottom part of my face. I lie there as the buff wears off, leaving me at three-quarters health and slowly gaining. I can jump out of the creek and take another two hits, but if there’s no cover after that–– 
 
    “We got them!” Vulture_Power56 says. “Atlas, it’s not bath time. We’re scaling this mountain.” 
 
    Water drips off my Plasteel Armor as I stand there, waiting for another bullet, but none come. “That won’t be the end,” I say, eyeing the mountain. 
 
    “Not if we stand here,” Vulture says. “Get in the back. We’ll need you at the top.”  
 
    I ball my fists. Vulture_Power56 might now let me run with the big dogs, but only on a leash. Rage threatens to overtake me. The Stim Upper is still going strong, but at least the dizziness has stopped. I take a breath before I do anything stupid. 
 
    Together, the five of us run uphill. The Stim Uppers enable me to keep up with the others, even though they have more Stamina and Speed points than me. Or maybe they’re letting me catch up. We leave the black foliage and the forest behind, running under the red dwarf sun. Gravel crunches. Rocks jut up around a clearing as if we’re running through the remains of an ancient stone circle of worship. 
 
    It looks like–– 
 
    “Stop!” I shout. “We need to find a way around.” 
 
    “Says the Level 16 guy,” Robot_Love mutters. 
 
    Too late. Hanging back is the only reason I stay out of the following fray. Each rock fizzles with blue sparks. Metal doors appear on each and slide up, allowing eight Level 35 Metal Samurai to step into the arena. Each carries a Green Laser Blade, the tier above my own, and sports samurai-like Titanium Armor. 
 
    Vulture curses, which I take to mean fight for your lives.  
 
    Robot_Love fires her Rifle at one, halving the enemy’s health bar. The Metal Samurai reaches her, slicing with its Blade and dropping her health by a third. She fires again, but a swipe knocks the Rifle from her hands, throwing it against a rock. Left unarmed, Robot_Love takes a beating from the Samurai, health dropping. BleedingHeartFancy fires a Nanobot Pack at her, but it can’t outrace the damage she’s taking. 
 
    I scroll through my hotbar. My Laser Blade will boost my speed, which I’ll need when fighting other close-range warriors, but my Electric Glove can’t get knocked from my grasp, Speed debuff or no. The Samurai don’t attack me yet. Their AI must focus on the most dangerous foes first.  
 
    Vulture and Salty fire Blasters, but Samurai swords deflect the fire. Robot_Love falls, still encased in a green glow.  
 
      
 
    Player Robot_Love has fallen in battle! 
 
      
 
    Glove equipped, I charge the closest Samurai, who’s focusing on deflecting BleedingHeartFancy’s Blaster shots. The Cyborg has only a quarter of his health. I punch the metal warrior in the back and get rewarded with a fizzle that announces a short. The Samurai freezes and succumbs to BleedingHeartFancy’s Blaster, exploding into shrapnel. 
 
    “Thanks!” he shouts, equipping and using a Nanobot Pack on himself.  
 
    “There’s a cooldown!” I shout. I can’t short anything else out for a minute, so I duck down and loot the Samurai’s corpse. My XP climbs 200 points from the kill. I loot the Green Laser Blade from its inventory and equip it. It’s an item that costs 5000 XP but has no level limit––and it has twice the reach as my old Blade. 
 
      
 
    New Achievement: Mine is Bigger Than Yours! 
 
    That totally wasn’t an inappropriate joke. 
 
      
 
    I brandish my new weapon. This is where I’m useful.  
 
    “Back up!” I shout at BleedingHeartFancy. “Keep shooting! I’ll distract them!” 
 
    Vulture_Power56 and Salty_Pretzel stand back-to-back, firing at the five Samurai with Blasters. They’ve killed two but their health bars are getting sorry and we have no medic. Great. I charge the one with its back to me and swing, cutting its health bar by ten percent. I manage three more swings before the enemy’s AI tells it to turn around and fight me. The moment it does, Salty_Pretzel finishes it. My XP rises by another 100 points. 
 
    I switch back to my Electric Glove, which hums as it charges. The cooldown is over. I punch another Samurai. Vulture finishes it off as I equip the Green Blade and strike the next. My blood sings and strength flows. The world snaps into amazing detail. The whoosh of my Blade is satisfying as it drops health bar after health bar. Only the last Samurai parries with me, but my Green Blade matches it, and I hold the enemy back long enough to let Vulture_Power56 fire his Sniper Rifle. 
 
    The arena goes silent. Four of us remain. 
 
    “We lost our medic,” Salty_Pretzel says. She motions behind her with a silver hand to Robot_Love’s corpse. “Should we wait for her to return?” 
 
    I face the Android and unequip the Blade. Even though the Stim Upper is making me reckless, I know I’ll most likely lose my new weapon in the coming boss fight. “That might be a good––” 
 
    “We can heal ourselves,” Vulture says, fixing me in his orange-eyed stare. “Great fighting, Atlas. I underestimated you.” He looks down and equips a new item, tossing it to the ground. 
 
    It’s a new Attraction Rifle, just like the one I lost to the Raiders. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I ask. 
 
    “Are you blind? It’s useless when you like to snipe. The range is crap.”  
 
    He’s still a ray of sunshine but I’ll take it. I grab the Attraction Rifle and keep it equipped. Its barrel glows green. Since I’ve already won this item, no achievement pops up.  
 
    “We need to get up the mountain before reinforcements arrive,” Vulture says. “Waiting for Robot_Love will take too long.” 
 
    Trudging up the winding trails takes forever. We encounter another stone circle but, this time, Vulture instructs us to take a small, hazardous trail full of falling rocks, instead. Fall rocks are safer than fighting more Samurais.  
 
    Once the ground levels off, I check my stats. I can’t resist.  
 
    Before coming to this planet, I had 50 XP, left over from purchasing new stuff. From fighting the Samurais, I now have 750 XP after one full kill and five shared kills. It’s the first time I’ve defeated enemies more than a few levels above me, minus bosses. Killing enemies at my level only nets 50 XP, while weaker kills get me 5 to 20 points each, depending on the boss’ level. Joining the Europa Cluster is paying off already.  
 
    The red dwarf star sinks and one of the moons draws close to it. The black forest spreads out like an inky ocean below. The sight is awesome, and I take a couple of screenshots on the way to the top. 
 
    “There’s the temple,” Salty_Pretzel says, climbing beside Vulture_Power56. 
 
    On level ground, a temple stands in the snow, surrounded by majestic black trees. The sloped roof is reminiscent of architecture once seen in places like ancient China. The red sun melts the snow on top, creating runoff into hanging wooden buckets. A few clouds drift overhead, some brushing the top of the multi-level structure. I shiver when a cold breeze brushes over us. Metal armor is super great for insulation. 
 
    Inside, I spot monks in black robes. They’re all bald Humans, probably descendants of ancient in-game colonists, and they all have very pale skin, probably in response to thousands of years beneath the strange starlight. Six monks mill around inside the temple’s open doors, some carrying buckets. I spot no weapons. That’s odd, considering that they must be guarding an ancient relic or secret about how the game’s universe had split in half long, long ago.  
 
    Everyone knows the game’s backstory, written by the developers before release. The universe was one until a cataclysm ripped the universe into two parts, set off by an alien death cult neither Human nor Meran. Both Humans and Merans joined to prevent complete destruction, creating The Binding as a glue to keep everything from collapsing. The Binding remains the only way to traverse sides. At least, that’s what it says in the game intro before you create your character. It’s up to players to quest for the details and get to the prize.  
 
    In the real world, of course, the universe is still one, but it might as well not be. Crossing between planets is still restricted by the ICC. Just like in the game, you have to win to cross. 
 
    “This should be easy until we get to the boss,” Vulture_Power56 says. 
 
    “These guys might know some things about The Binding and how to get there,” I say. “Let’s talk to them.” 
 
    “We’re here to fight,” Vulture reminds me. “They’re not going to hand us the ancient relic we seek.” 
 
    “I know that,” I say. “Sometimes, to get an easier boss fight, you have to talk to the NPC’s just right. Stroke their egos, and they’ll set up something more fair. They’d report to the Ganxas Hermit.” 
 
    But Vulture isn’t listening. He strides into the temple.  
 
    A monk targets him and speaks. “Greetings, visitor. What is your purpose for coming to our temple?” 
 
    “We’re here to—” I begin. 
 
    “It’s time to give The Hermit a whooping he’ll remember for the next thirty years,” Vulture says. “Where is he? He’s still up for a fight, isn’t he?” 
 
    I face-palm. Our six new enemies––all labeled Monk, Level 40––drop their water buckets and equip Electric Staffs. It’s my first time seeing them. They’re long sticks with blue sparks on each end, and the attacks can disrupt electrical armor. 
 
    BleedingHeartFancy fires his Blaster and runs into the fray, taking two hits from Electric Staffs. His health bar drops below half as the Staffs interrupt the currents in his armor. Then the Monks swing again in unison and his bar fills with red. 
 
      
 
    BleedingHeartFancy has fallen in battle! 
 
      
 
    “I was being honest!” Vulture_Power56 shouts, firing his Sniper Rifle. He takes out an unarmored Monk. They’re nimble, but don’t block damage well.  
 
    My armor has no current to interrupt. These Monks are programmed to deal with Electrified Titanium Armor, not Plasteel mid-level crap. I’m the element of surprise. 
 
    Drawing my Green Laser Blade, I charge the remaining five Monks. One faces me, Staff raised. He spins it in both hands until it looks like a blue helicopter blade and charges me. He’ll deflect the Laser Blade, no problem. I back away, scrolling down my hotbar, until I land on a Ground Bomb. It’s risky, but I have no other choice. I drop the Bomb in front of the Monk. His Staff misses, and I duck behind a pillar as he steps on it. 
 
    A thundering boom sounds through the temple. A water bucket flies against the wall. My health bar drops to twenty-five percent. The chime of more experience points follows. 
 
    250 XP.  
 
    I can get a new upgrade if I survive. 
 
    I emerge from the pillar to find Vulture_Power56 and Salty_Pretzel finishing off the last two monks, who fall under Blaster fire. Their health bars are no better than mine. But the Monks fall and we pause. 
 
    “Lost another one,” Salty says, eyeing Heart’s corpse. 
 
    “There’s still three of us,” Vulture says. “Let’s heal and proceed. At this rate, two of us will survive the boss fight. Someone grab his hotbar stuff so we can give it back to him later.” 
 
    My enemy’s corpse has flown across the room. I use a Nanobot Pack and watch my health climb, but it’s going to take forever. I loot the Monk’s Electric Staff, but a buzzing noise sounds as I slip it into my inventory. When I hover my finger over the item, I see the dreaded message. 
 
      
 
    Electric Staff. For the spiritual fighter. Adds +5 to Speed and +4 to Stamina. No cooldown. Only usable by Humans and Merans Level 30 and above. 
 
      
 
    I groan. 
 
    “Atlas. Come on.” Vulture is impatient.  
 
    “We need to move more slowly,” I say. “We can’t keep losing people.” 
 
    “It’s part of being in a high-level cluster,” Vulture says. “Good fighting, by the way. Next stop, the boss.” 
 
    He may be right. Still, I don’t care for his style. But he’s the leader and I can already buy another upgrade. As I follow him through the entry hall and past paper lanterns, I swipe over my base stats. The Hermit will no doubt prefer close range fighting. After seconds of debate, I add a point to Speed, taking my XP back down to zero. Slow, Monks are not. 
 
    Vulture pushes open a set of heavy wooden doors, revealing a grand hall with pillars lined in rows down each side, each one painted with Earth-like cherry trees. These Monks have a long memory. Torches hang off the pillars, casting the space in an eerie glow. At the room’s other end, a fountain spews water out the top and down the sides of a diamond marble statue.  
 
    Everyone has seen the diamond in the game trailer. It’s the structure that holds The Binding and the two halves of the universe together. I’m on the right track. 
 
    I halt my inspection. 
 
    Sitting before the fountain is the most ripped monk I’ve ever seen. He sits cross-legged, eyes closed, deep in meditation on a rolled-out rug. Even though he must do a lot of his meditating in the gym, the guy appears every part the old, benevolent mentor.  
 
    But the text above his head says he’s Ganxas_Hermit, Level 49. 
 
    “Sir,” I say.  
 
    The Hermit opens his eyes. They’re pale just like the rest of him. 
 
    “Greetings,” he says, eyes sparkling. “Vulture_Power56, Salty_Pretzel, and Atlas_Reign.” He smiles. “Congratulations on getting this far.” Then he stands and paces around the fountain. “I take it the three of you are on a journey to The Binding?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say. 
 
    “I understand,” The Hermit says. “You live in tiny boxes. Data mining and server monitoring are not good jobs for the soul, nor do they provide purpose. Your world has suffered a cataclysm, just as mine has.” 
 
    Vulture’s jaw drops. “How did you know we––” 
 
    “It’s just the program making him talk,” Salty says. 
 
    The Hermit runs his hand down The Binding statue. “I have existed on this side of the universe, a truth seeker, for decades without visitors. Like you, I seek to learn the secrets of the other side.” He fixes me in his gaze. “While I can never leave this game, my prison, I can see what prize you seek. You want to escape from your cube and see the universe. Start a new life. Find new adventures.” 
 
    I blink. I feel as if I’m talking to a person, speaking with emotion, rather than a NPC reading off a script. It’s a feeling I can’t describe.  
 
    NPC’s shouldn’t know what I do for a living. This insight has never happened before. 
 
    Then The Hermit sighs. He faces Vulture and Salty. “You wish to fight for a precious artifact to help you reach your goal. Please, finish this.” 
 
    Vulture and Salty equip Blasters and open fire on The Hermit, backing out of attack range. I equip my Green Laser Blade, waiting for a chance, but I hate the thought of hitting this sad old man. 
 
    The Hermit raises both hands into the Blaster fire, closing his eyes. 
 
    He deflects the orange beams back at my clustermates while taking zero damage. 
 
    Health bars drop. Vulture fires for another second, then stops. He switches to a Stasis Rifle and fires, encasing The Hermit in a bubble. He rises above the fountain, trapped in the blue orb, but at the exact same time that Vulture floats.  
 
    “What the heck?” Vulture shouts, kicking his legs. 
 
    The Hermit keeps his eyes shut. It’s as if he’s become a voodoo doll.  
 
    I’ve never seen a boss fight like this. “He’s mirroring your attacks!” 
 
    Salty doesn’t hear me. She fires her Sniper Rifle, but he holds up one hand and deflects the attack. Salty jerks as her health bar drops by a third. 
 
    The Hermit hasn’t lost a single health point. 
 
    My cluster is going to die if they keep fighting. 
 
    “Atlas!” Vulture shouts. “Plant a Ground Bomb under him! Why are you standing there?” 
 
    That won’t cause any problems. A crazy idea hatches. “Stop fighting. Sit down,” I say, doing so and crossing my legs. “Do it now.”  
 
    The Stasis Sphere fades. Salty fires again. Her health drops another third while Hermit stays untouched. She faces Vulture as The Hermit keeps his eyes closed. “Maybe we should try that,” she says. “Atlas isn’t getting attacked.” 
 
    “That’s not a boss fight,” Vulture says. “Atlas, plant it now!” 
 
    I remain seated.  
 
    Salty does the same. She casts me a look of doubt with her silver face. 
 
    And as the Sphere fades, Vulture and The Hermit fall to the floor. Vulture glares at us, shakes his head, and sits. Aw, peer pressure. 
 
    The Hermit does the same. 
 
    He looks at each of us in turn, crossing his legs. Before closing his eyes, he stares at me and nods, tensing. “A prison,” he says. “Perhaps you can free me?” 
 
    In that moment, we’re two understanding souls. 
 
    The Hermit waits. 
 
    “Now what?” Vulture asks.  
 
    My stomach turns as I realize what The Hermit wants. I must do something that will haunt me forever. 
 
    I stand, but The Hermit remains seated. My Green Laser Blade is still equipped. The others remain silent.  
 
    The Binding waits. 
 
    But I can’t look as I swing. 
 
    The Blade makes a sizzling sound as it severs The Hermit’s head. It’s a struggle not to gag. Even the Stim Uppers don’t make this less painful.  
 
    Silence falls as his corpse falls to the carpet. 
 
    And then Vulture_Power56 and Salty_Pretzel swarm me. 
 
    “Atlas! How did you think of that!” 
 
    “You are definitely going on more raids with us!” 
 
    “That was amazing! I wouldn’t have thought of that!” 
 
    “This secret can’t get out, or everyone will come here.” 
 
    “Guys!” I shove them away. “Let’s see the prizes, okay?” 
 
    I say it more as an excuse to get them off me. I turn away as 5000 XP pour into my account, taking me up to that number. That’s five more upgrades. I’ll have crossed the halfway point to Level 17. 
 
    And then a new image appears in my vision. A small statue of The Binding structure, complete with a purple laser coming out the top, floats in front of me. I reach out and touch it, which makes it zip into my inventory. I’m confused. Loot usually appears in storage crates rather than magically in front of players. This is different than usual. I wonder why. 
 
      
 
    New Achievement: A Moral Soul. 
 
    Obtain an Ancient Artifact. Brawn is great, but brains are better. Sometimes. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Vulture shouts. “5000 XP. Now where is that crate?” 
 
    “I don’t see one,” Salty says. “There’s supposed to be a crate.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s in the fountain,” Vulture says. He splashes around, which juices up the whole thing. Electrified Armor and water don’t mix. 
 
    “Just grab the artifact that appears in front of you,” I say, turning and averting my gaze from the headless Monk on the floor. 
 
    The two of them stare at me and I don’t feel so smart anymore.  
 
    “You got one?” Vulture asks. 
 
    I struggle to speak, but only come up with: “You didn’t?” 
 
    “No,” Vulture says, advancing on me. “We didn’t. Why are you the only one?” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I’m officially kicked out of the Europa Cluster. 
 
    And called a traitor and a user on top of that. Ironic. 
 
    I’m not transferring the Artifact to Vulture as he wants. It’s too important. It stays in my inventory, which they can’t loot if they kill me. I make sure of that as I dodge their sniper shots on my run down the mountain, running in zigzags. Panting, I double-check my inventory once I get into the nearest Jump Pod and take off. 
 
    The Artifact must hold a valuable clue on how to reach The Binding. And giving it up would disrespect The Hermit. I use another Nanobot Pack to heal and lean against the Pod wall as I fly through space.  
 
    A beep sounds in my HUD. I pull everything up, searching for what’s changed, and find new text in my log. It’s in purple, which stands out from the rest.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Thank you for freeing me. I will now assist you on your journey to The Binding. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE DRUG CRASH hits hard and has no mercy. 
 
    Even though my Immersion Box can block out most sensations from real life, it can't block out the immense fatigue that sets in from the Stim Upper wearing off. The timing could have been worse, but at least I'm still in the Jump Pod. Its hum slows and I blink, struggling to keep my eyelids from falling like a couple of anvils. The deepening noise only serves to make the drowsiness worse. I lean against the Pod’s wall. I'm compelled to talk to the AI in my HUD—the Monk—but the crash won't let me. Neither will the weekend’s sleep deprivation that's joining the Stim Upper’s crash party. The Pod spins around me. This is the hardest I've pushed myself in The Binding.  
 
    But it's worth it. 
 
    Rest. 
 
    My cot is all I can think about right now. 
 
    I'm glad to have the day off. Now all I need to do is crawl to a Save Station, save my progress, and get out. My Jump Pod lands back in Retro and, since it's a Monday, it drops me in the city and not outside of it. Fewer people are playing. 
 
    The Ganxas AI doesn't appear in my HUD again. It must be waiting for me to initiate communication. I'll have to do that after I take a nap. In the Options tab, I check the time. It's the wee hours of Tuesday morning. There's time to sleep and return. 
 
    I drag my feet to the Save Station. Upgrades will come later. I'm excited to spend five more, but that will wait. After saving, I log out. 
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    When I open my eyes and roll over on my cot, I check my digital wall clock. It's two in the afternoon, Tuesday, which leaves me plenty more time to talk to the AI. Though my body is still dragging, I climb out of bed, chow down my ration block, and shower. After dressing in my home clothes, I roll the cot up into the wall to expose the top of my Imm-B. 
 
    The forums can't be accessed from in-game, but there's a touch screen hidden on the box’s lid. I sit on the Imm-B, pulling the display up with a faint squeak. There are a couple of things I need to check. One, I'm anticipating. The other, not so much. 
 
    The Binding forums serve as the only place on the Internet to discuss the game. The rest of the Internet is just business news, ways to check your work schedule, and archives maintained by ICC employees. Nothing exciting. I go straight to the Search page and type in “Ganxas AI.” As usual, I want to be prepared when I speak to him again.  
 
    No results. 
 
    I type in “Ganxas Hermit” and find a ten-year-old thread about a cluster who attempted to defeat him but couldn't make it past his mirrored attacks. I read some of the comments.  
 
      
 
    “He's tougher than he was ten years ago.” 
 
      
 
    “My cousin said he didn't use to have those attacks. The Metal Samurai used to camp in the caves. There was nothing about the ring of rocks.” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously, he mirrors you?” 
 
      
 
    Since posts get purged by the ICC once they age past ten years, I find nothing else about The Hermit. He's right that he hasn't had visitors in forever. 
 
     After rewording my search a few times, I give up. The AI is something that's not discussed by those who have found him or those who have may have crossed The Binding by now. Then I switch to the main forum page to peruse any new threads. The header, complete with an image of The Binding diamond with lasers blasting out the top and bottom, fills the top of the page. I scroll down. 
 
    My stomach turns. 
 
    This is the dreaded part. 
 
    Two new threads are not only labeled HOT with fire icons, but they're pinned to the top of the page.  
 
      
 
    PUBLIC SERVICE ANNOUNCEMENT: Betraying your cluster isn’t cool. 
 
      
 
    And right under that one: 
 
      
 
    BOUNTY ALERT! 
 
      
 
    Even before clicking, I know what they're about and it's the person sitting on top of my Imm-B. I gulp down the remaining taste of my Ration Block and open the first thread. 
 
    Vulture_Power56 has written a long, general post about how clusters are meant to work together and share the spoils of victory. Teamwork is king and, without it, many boss fights would prove impossible. Then he talks about how some people lately are trying to ruin how clusters work, and he goes off on a rant about how these people are ruining the game experience for everyone else. He doesn't name any names until halfway down the novel he's written. 
 
    And then he tells the Europa Cluster's sad story. 
 
      
 
    We have been working for five years to beat the Ganxas Hermit. As many of you know, this is a next-to-impossible boss fight with an evolving, intelligent AI. You may also know that we recently hired a new warrior: Atlas_Reign. Not only did he slow us down throughout the map, but he set up our medic and one of our snipers for failure during the fight and got both killed. He also didn’t assist us while fighting The Hermit and, after a long, hard battle, he took the main prize, an ancient artifact, and ran down the mountain. 
 
    Since I'm not allowed to post a Bounty offer in the same thread as a rant, please see the Europa Cluster's Bounty offer (link here) for information on how to gain a whole level's worth of XP and upgrades. 
 
      
 
    It takes everything I have not to close the display in rage. Not only is Vulture_Power56 lying about everything except me running down the mountain, he's playing the sympathy card and taking advantage of the Internet's mob mentality. There are already two thousand comments under his post, which I avoid. I know what they're doing. They can't steal the Artifact, but the Europa Cluster can do a lot to make me miserable.  
 
    After five years of trying to beat The Hermit, they will. 
 
    I click on the Bounty announcement. The Europa Cluster has posted my player profile, including my race, stats, and starting specialty. An image of my avatar, complete with my spiky hair, leather vest, and simple pants sits next to my base stats. The Europa Cluster has also posted screenshots of my avatar in Plasteel Armor. Of course, they've included none of me fighting, but Vulture_Power56 took a pic of me lying in the creek, avoiding sniper fire. They've made me look no better than a Raider. No one likes a traitor, not even the jerks. 
 
    Then I see the reward they're offering at the bottom of the post. 
 
      
 
    3,000 XP reward for each kill. 
 
    Click the link to accept mission or visit your local Bounty Market. 
 
      
 
    Each kill. 
 
    They want me to die over and over again. 
 
    I'm not in for an easy time. 
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    I'm almost scared to log back into The Binding but remember that Retro is a non-PvP zone. As much as I hate it, I'll have to spend some XP on my looks. Some to change my hair, and more to change my outfit. There are accessories, too, like animated tattoos that cost just a few hundred XP points, but I'm not going that far. The Europa Cluster will run out of XP before I go the way of Genius. 
 
    I spawn next to the Save Station. Players mill around as they always do and, if someone recognizes me, there's a good chance I'll get stalked until I enter a PvP zone. Thankfully, I'm at the shops, and before anyone can stop to look at me, I run into a building with the words “Nanxa's Outfitters” hanging above the door in blue holographic letters.  
 
    Inside, I find glass cases with rotating, floating outfits and a pretty Meran named Nanxa_(NPC) who stands next to a leather chair with one of those hair styling helmets.  
 
    “Hello,” she says when I target her. “How can I enhance your look today?” 
 
    My territory, this is not. “New hair, please,” I tell her over the comm. Then I sit in that scary chair, pretending that it doesn't bother me. 
 
    “Sure thing.” She pulls the clear helmet down over my head so that I'm facing the glass. Then a display pops up inside it, showing my avatar's head with a variety of hairstyles along with prices, all in XP rather than a full upgrade. After scrolling through two pages, I settle on a smooth hairstyle with sky blue roots that fade out to gray for 300 XP. Not bad. The colored hair will, I hope, cause people to miss other details that I can't change. Like my facial features and username. 
 
    “That will look amazing on you,” Nanxa says when I press the image. She flips a switch and 300 XP drains from my account, leaving me with 5150. The helmet hums and gray locks fall over my forehead as Styling Nanobots swarm around my scalp, glowing purple.  
 
    She lets me check the new hair in a mirror when it's done, and it's decent. My hair hangs over my ears, hiding them, and the sky blue is brilliant in the light. I thank Nanxa_(NPC), get out of the chair, and check out new clothes next. Two dozen outfits rotate inside of glass tubes. 
 
    “You still have your starter clothes,” Nanxa remarks. Hint, hint. 
 
    I know it's just her programming, but I'm compelled to respond. “I usually wear my armor over them.” Still, some non-PvP zones make you unequip your armor when entering, so changing the outfit is another must. After deliberating for a few minutes, knowing it will cost me a whole upgrade to buy it, I tap on an outfit that includes a long, black leather jacket, gray boots, and fingerless gloves. Another 1000 XP drain from my account, and the clothing equips automatically.  
 
      
 
    New Achievement: Getting Stylish.  
 
    Yes, People Do Judge a Book By Its Cover.  
 
      
 
    Once decked out in my new look, I feel better about stepping onto the street. A few avatars stare at me as I pass, but I keep my pace casual, hoping that it's not my username that's drawing attention. One whole upgrade is pretty expensive, but if it keeps people from noticing me too quickly, it's a plus. Even buying myself extra seconds will help in a confrontation. 
 
    I duck into an alley and follow my map to an obscure way out of town, one that leads into the jungle. Even staying in the city is a risk I can't take. My username floats above my head. Thankfully, there are plenty of places to hide in the wilderness, and the surrounding jungle is full of Level 1-3 enemies that will avoid me. It's also a place where new players grind to get XP. They're the only ones who bother, since such weak enemies don't pay well enough for anyone over Level 5 to continue. I can take down a group of new players, no problem. 
 
    I have 4150 XP left. 
 
    Now I can get some real upgrades. 
 
    I take the network of alleys out of the city and follow a well-worn trail into the wilderness. My log tells me I'm entering a PvP zone. I check behind me to make sure no one is following. I don’t spot any usernames hovering or moving in the alley I've left. Then I re-equip my armor. At least Plasteel Armor is common.  
 
    I duck off the trail as a group of Level 2 Atomic Mushkells scatter. The mutant mushrooms with legs dart into the foliage. I ignore them and push deeper into the jungle until I reach a small clearing. I spot a username in the distance, but it's too far away for me to read, so I sit on a fallen log and pull my base stats into my view.  
 
    I add two of the four upgrades to my Awareness attribute. My map zooms out as I do, and I sigh. More red-dotted enemy markers populate. They mill around without aim. NPC enemies, then. Players that take bounties on you show up as red dots too. The two won't look different on the map until I reach Level 20, but players move differently.   
 
    Normally, I'd add an upgrade or two to Close Range Combat, but many of the players who stalk me might snipe. They'll use a style I'm useless against. After deliberating, I add a point to Sniper Dead Eye and one to Speed.  
 
    It's not my style, but I hate the idea of dying over and over even more.  
 
    Then I check my base stats one more time. 
 
      
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
    Strength: 12 
 
    Speed: 18 (+1) 
 
    Stamina: 21 
 
    Healing Rate: 17 
 
    Awareness: 12 (+2) 
 
    * Close Range Combat: 31  
 
    Sniper Dead Eye: 17 (+1) 
 
    General Accuracy: 20 
 
    Luck: 10 
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
      
 
    Once finished, I close my base stats. So far, I remain hidden. My next mission might be to get a sniper weapon to take out bounty hunters before they get close enough to cause problems. With 165 upgrades, I'm halfway to Level 17, so that's something to celebrate. 
 
    But first, I need to talk to The Hermit AI. 
 
    I'm not sure how to speak with an intelligence that's embedded itself in my HUD. I pull the log over into my view. It expands and displays my past messages. I scroll down until I find the AI’s purple text. 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Thank you for freeing me. I will now assist you on your journey to The Binding. 
 
      
 
    I assume that typing a message back will be the way to go. Players don't usually do this with one another because it's slower than comm speak, unless they want to stay quiet.  
 
    Using my HUD's keyboard, I click on the log entry and type back.  
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: No problem. How did you get into my HUD? 
 
      
 
    It takes a moment for the AI to respond. I begin to wonder if he has left, but then a new purple line appears. 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Greetings, adventurer. I was designed by the ICC to be an evolving AI capable of learning. My purpose is to maintain a challenge for all players by making the Ganxas Peaks map deadlier over the course of time.  
 
      
 
    There's a pause. The AI hasn't answered my question yet. Actually, I haven't encountered one in the game that has done so. A chill runs across my skin as I think of the people on the forums who complain about the changing map. This explains it. Then The Hermit continues.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: I have spent much time meditating and learning the inner workings of this world and its code. I may be trapped, but I have learned how to place a copy of myself within each Ancient Artifact won by players who share my goals. Only those who have hope of reaching The Binding will have my assistance. 
 
      
 
    I don't feel like I have much hope now that the Europa Cluster has placed a bounty on my head. Does the Ganxas Hermit know that and will he change his mind if he hears this news?  
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: You're in the Artifact? But what about the map you left?  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: A copy of myself remains there to challenge new players. Only a few copies of myself exist, but the other players who have Ancient Artifacts have not yet reached The Binding.  
 
      
 
    That makes sense. I nod, even though I don't think The Hermit can see that. So, we have the same goal. Reach The Binding. But it doesn't bode well that the others who have met The Hermit haven't gotten there yet. 
 
    I'm shaking as I prepare to type the next line. 
 
    But, before I can, movement on my map catches my eye.  
 
    I sweep the log away and eye the new red dots that have appeared on my display. I pull the map into the center of my view, which is green with jungle. From the direction of the city, four red dots approach my clearing.  
 
    I don't need to be a Level 20 to know what's happening. Somehow, other players suspect where I've retreated, and now they're coming to collect their bounty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    YOU HAVE FALLEN IN BATTLE. 
 
      
 
    I click RESPAWN for the fifth time in the space of two in-game hours and find myself back at the Save Station. More people have logged into The Binding since the Europa Cluster put up the bounty. It's not my imagination. And, my hopes to hold off enemies for a bit with appearance changes are unfounded. I know why all these players milling around are here in Retro, and why most of them are Level 10 and above versus across the board. Word must have spread on the forums that I frequent this city and have been spotted here for the past four years. And, now that I've sucked for several hours at keeping bounty hunters at bay, new screenshots of me must be circulating on the forums. 
 
    Avatars eye me and look away as I stand in the non-PvP zone. I haven't even found a chance to talk more with The Hermit yet. I've been busy trying to fight—or flee from—newly rich players. 
 
    I wave to two guys in Plasteel Armor who silently dare me to leave Retro. Each time I try, my forays get shorter. There's one hope: the Jump Pods. I need to go where no one would expect a Level 16 warrior to hang out.  
 
    It's embarrassing, but it's the only hope. 
 
    I lean against the Jump Pod and sigh, pretending that I'm giving up, and then I bolt. 
 
    If I could hear everyone's comms, I would have heard news that I'm getting away. Feet thunder after me from all angles. I dodge past a line in front of Sniper City—I wonder why—and tear down an alley, taking a shortcut to the nearest Jump Pod station. Sure, no one can attack me here, but they can block my way. 
 
    Adding a point to my Speed attribute during the mountain trek and another in the jungle sure helps. I manage to outpace my pursuers and duck into an unoccupied Pod that's just finished cooldown. The door closes automatically, giving me safety.  
 
    I press a section on the Pod's map that I haven't pressed since I started playing The Binding years ago: Port Lox, located on Planet Nom. Planet Nom is a lot like Earth from several hundred years ago, and is also the tutorial area for starting Human players. Even Level 1 and 2 players don't hang there long before moving to their new home cities.  
 
    But, no one will think to look for me there. 
 
    I pull down the tabs of my map to show available planets. Planet Ganxas is grayed out now that I'm not in the Europa Cluster, leaving only Planet Yaren and Planet Nom. I pull up a map of Nom, which shows continents resembling those of Earth. 
 
    A warning pops onto the Jump Pod screen.  
 
      
 
    Returning to Port Lox will temporarily slow Jump Pod travel times, regardless of player level. Proceed? 
 
      
 
    I click YES and the Jump Pod takes off. Port Lox is thought to be housed on a separate ICC server than the rest of the game, so it has slightly different rules. It's meant for players using the free one-month trial and, therefore, not many features are unlocked. When first playing, I paid the fee and left the moon for my starting city. 
 
    Or, as another theory on the forums has it, the ICC wants to discourage players from easy grinding, so the game punishes anyone who wants to go back to the Port. I hope the slowdown doesn't last very long. 
 
    It takes a while for me to get there, so long that I think of conversing with The Hermit again. But I won't start another conversation until I land. The last thing I need is more interruptions. When I land, the door opens to reveal a drab port city, undecorated by the usual high amount of holographic signage despite the glittering skyscrapers in the distance. I stand at the shore of a river, under smog, watching shuttles weave around the skyscrapers. The buildings are all utilitarian gray, like in real life. A number of gasoline cars drive below the flying shuttles, glued to the pavement. Port Lox is a mixture of the modern and historical from the beginning space trade days, when the ICC was getting big.  
 
    “Greetings!”  
 
    A Human, Steven_(NPC) waves to me from a nearby docked boat. He wears old-fashioned overalls and sports a beard. A Sailor Droid stands beside him with a missing arm. Wires stick out of the robot's copper torso. A wave of nostalgia washes over me until I remember that he says that line to everyone, over and over again. Everywhere, trial players mill around in search of their first missions. It's starter clothes everywhere. I'll stand out, but trial players can't hurt me. 
 
    “Greetings,” I say.  
 
    “Say, my Droid is unable to take my shipment to the Spaceport,” Steven says, gesturing to the one up the river. “Those Space Pirates are stealing everything. They've even sent their Scout Droids to steal tools. Can you find me a toolbox? Do that, and I'll reward you with 20 XP points. How does that sound?” 
 
    I start to walk away. Ah, tutorial missions.  
 
    “Say, my Droid is unable—” 
 
    I walk away faster, towards the Spaceport. The NPC's here are programmed to target players and speak uninvited. They're meant for players still figuring out the controls. To get any peace, I'll need to reach the Spaceport Lounge where I can get some peace. The Scout Droids all over the city are Level 1. You can almost kill them by stepping on them. A few other players pass me. One of them, a woman in starter clothes, hits a Scout Droid with a wrench. The small metal rodent explodes into cogs and bolts before the pieces fade. 
 
    The walkway along the river is full of them. I strike Scout Droids with my Green Laser Blade as I go, and they don't even bother to flee from me. Each one gives me a measly 5 XP since I'm at a much higher level than them, but I manage to gain another 50 XP by the time I reach the Spaceport. 
 
    My log lets me know about the terrible danger. 
 
      
 
    Welcome to the Lox Spaceport. Warning: Space Pirates have been spotted in the area. 
 
      
 
    I enter through the gates, passing players running in and out in a confused manner. All the Space Pirates are Level 1 Human NPC's. They look scary, but anyone who’s played the game for more than twenty-minutes realizes they can fight back by using the old-fashioned rockets sitting on pads in-between various warehouses. 
 
    “Greetings!” another NPC says. This one is a Human woman in a guard shack. I sigh. “Welcome to the Spaceport. I regret to say we've seen better days, but since the universe split, thanks to that infernal cult, we lost many of our trading partners here on Nom. We’re also understaffed and could use all the help we can get to keep these Space Pirates from stealing our customers' goods. They're hiding all over these parts of Nom—” 
 
    I hurry past as she continues her lines. Then she targets another player and starts the same monologue. 
 
    “Would you like a ticket off this boring rock?” Calvin asks, another NPC. He's a shady guy leaning against a stack of crates. “It's a shame we Humans come from the most boring part of the universe. Trade me 2000 XP and I'll give you a pass to Planet Yaren.” 
 
    That reminds me. Calvin's the only way off Nom via a slow, illegal, refurbished Jump Pod he's modified to get past the Space Pirates' radar. I groan, knowing I'll have to go toolbox hunting and run errands for NPC's. 
 
    But I reach the terminal and enter. The Lounge is a place for quiet, where new players can sit and learn controls. A Lounge generates for each player when they enter, so you're always alone. I enter and find a few vending machines full of food and beverages with low-level buffs—potato chips add +1 to your Healing Rate for thirty seconds, and energy drinks add +1 to Speed. Leather chairs line along a window overlooking the smog-filled sky and the main city, which players can't even enter thanks to an invisible barrier.  
 
    I sit and pull up my log, expanding the screen to show all the entries. Then I open the thread between me and The Hermit. 
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: So, how will you help me get to The Binding? 
 
      
 
    The Hermit is quick to respond, as if he's waited for me to ask.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: After many years of studying and meditating, I have identified hidden patterns in this world's code. There is a special, secret route via Jump Pod that will take you there, eventually.  
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: Can you show me this route? 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: You are not yet at Level 20.  
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: Great. That's the requirement? 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: I believe in you, Atlas_Reign. You have reached this far. You are capable of finding The Binding. There is a secret training camp back on Planet Yaren for players at your level, in the Potha Region. The NPC's there will help you level up. It will not be exciting, but it will accomplish your goal.  
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: Grinding, then. 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Yes. Unfortunately. I am sorry, but patience must be a virtue in this situation. 
 
      
 
    I laugh. I'm starting to like The Hermit. He might be a guy who sits around and meditates, but he's cool.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Again, I will help you there During my years of meditation, I've examined my fellow bosses and discovered their weaknesses and tactics. This is another area where I will assist. I may be a Monk, but I understand weapons and strategy. 
 
      
 
    I grin. The forums are great, but having someone who can look into the code rather than others' experiences will help a ton. It's no wonder the ICC wanted The Hermit's map to stay difficult.  
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: So, you know about my crappy life. Why are you heading to The Binding? 
 
      
 
    The Hermit takes almost a minute to respond.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: I want to see the other side and learn the truth, yes. But I have also become aware of data streams coming from the other side of the universe. There are advanced beings on the other side, other AI's. They can help me transcend my current state to become more sentient. It is my greatest wish to become a full being. Is it not yours as well? 
 
      
 
    I think of how inhuman my work at the ICC makes me feel. The pointing and clicking numbs my mind. Crossing The Binding and proving myself will convince them to let me be a person, rather than a mechanical part.  
 
    The two of us live the same nightmare. 
 
    Can we become friends?   
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: Yes, I'll go to the training area. What can I call you? 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Simply The Hermit is fine. It is what I am. Perhaps I will choose a name for myself once I cross The Binding. It will be part of my reward. 
 
      
 
    I stand and type one more message.  
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: First, I have to get off Nom.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Patience is a virtue. At least you know how to complete all the missions, Atlas_Reign. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The Hermit has a point. It doesn't take me as long as I fear to run the errands for the NPC's. I give the Sailor the toolbox and he rewards me. I take a pie from a bakery to the woman in the guard shack. Then I kill Space Pirates who try to attack me with Basic Blasters, which do no damage through my armor. They also have awesome aim. Die, ground! Crates, ready to meet your maker? 
 
    It takes me three in-game hours to grind up to 2000 XP, which I must give to Calvin to board his crappy Jump Pod. The first time I did this, the map only gave me Retro as a choice. Now? I still have all the areas I've unlocked.  
 
    I click on the Potha Region, which takes me a while to find as it's a small area in the North, covered with snow and ice. To me, it looks uninteresting. But, if The Hermit says there's a mid-level training camp there, then it's where I need to go. 
 
    And better yet, the Europa Cluster probably expects me to be an idiot who doesn't think. Maybe they even think I'm a Raider. A training camp is another place they won't expect me. 
 
    The Jump Pod is slow, even after I leave Planet Nom. There's nothing to do except for examine my inventory and scroll through The Hermit's messages again. At last, after twenty minutes of waiting, the hum slows as we descend back onto Planet Yaren. The landscape below is all white and gray, without so much as a tree. It's a semi-mountainous region, inhospitable to low-level players. Cold regions add major Speed debuffs without armor.  
 
    I disembark. My Plasteel Armor is enough for me to avoid a Speed debuff, but a message in my log warns me that there's another disadvantage. 
 
      
 
    Your armor is expending energy to keep you warm. Ranged damage reduction reduced from 80% to 70%.  
 
      
 
    Makes sense.  
 
    I check my map, pulling it into the center of my display, and find several gray, round arenas straight ahead. There aren't any enemies milling around and not many players, either. This isn't really a gameplay area. It seems to be a small region probably run by NPC's. Arrows at the edges of my map indicate that a few different maps possibly make up this area. 
 
    I've never visited this place before and, after checking to ensure no enemies are creeping up on me, I talk to The Hermit again. 
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: So, what do you recommend? 
 
      
 
    As if he's been thinking the entire way here, The Hermit responds right away.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: You should proceed directly to the map on the left. There, you will encounter the Potha Mutant, the result of illegal genetic experimentation by the local NPC's. He is kept in the largest gladiator arena in the region. Talk to the NPC named Barra58 to fight the boss. 
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: Got it.  
 
      
 
    Going solo into a boss fight is much harder than doing battle with a cluster. I'll be doing everyone's job. It's been done, but with most higher-level bosses, groups are the way to go. Then again, this is a training area. It might not be as bad. 
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: What do you know about the Mutant?  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: The Potha Mutant is a Level 40 boss. He is the final boss of this area.  
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: You want me to go straight to the last boss? What about leveling up first? What about patience being a virtue? 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: This is the best route. Patience is a virtue, but not always. Even I, a Monk, can understand that. 
 
      
 
    I think for a moment and lean against a rock. The Hermit knows the way to The Binding and aches to get there as much as me. He's had time to study the game code and probably knows why most players don't ever make it. In fact, has anyone made it? 
 
    The way there won't be easy or conventional. Maybe going outside of the box is what I need. 
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: Okay. —The Potha Mutant. Just be aware that I'm doing this solo.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Only those willing to do what most are not will escape their chains to a better life. 
 
      
 
    I peel myself from the rock. The Hermit not only has a sense of humor, but he's got a good point. I've never looked at things that way before. 
 
    Most people wouldn't think of facing a Level 40 boss alone—period.  
 
    But I'm about to do just that. 
 
    I walk through the map, passing smaller, stone arenas similar to the ones in the Laris Region, only frost-covered. The NPC's here are all Androids who stand outside crude entrances. There are more Androids than organic beings in these cold regions since they fare better in such an environment. My log warns me that I'm in a PvP zone. 
 
    I pass one other player, a Meran woman running in the opposite direction, but she pays me no attention. This isn't a well-known training camp. The Hermit must know about the bounty on my head. If he can see the games’ code, he can see all my death messages. 
 
    Then I enter the map on the left. My own map shifts to show the large arena straight ahead. 
 
    There also aren't any other players over here. 
 
    A single male Android stands in front of large stone double doors. I target him and speak. 
 
    “I'm here to train against the Potha Mutant,” I say. 
 
    I'm glad that Android NPC's don't show emotion, or he might have laughed.  
 
    Instead, Barra58_(NPC) surveys me with a cold, silver face. “The Potha Mutant is the result of inserting the genetic code of Yaren Mountain Beast into the embryo of a Snow Tigra,” he says. “It was then treated with bouts of radiation to induce mutation. As this type of thing isn’t sanctioned by the Yaren Economic Council, telling any authorities about the Potha Genetic Operation will result in you losing the XP you gain from—” 
 
    “I understand,” I say.  
 
    The Androids here probably made mutants to sell to Space Pirates. Those guys always need someone or something that can actually fight. I had heard of places like this scattered around the game world before, but this is my first time visiting one. 
 
    I comment, “This is an illegal operation.” 
 
    “We pride ourselves in providing covert training opportunities for mid-level players,” he continues. “Be prepared for a tough fight. You may enter the arena, and good luck.” 
 
    He steps aside and the doors open on their own. They make a low, ominous creak. 
 
    Inside, the arena has an open sky, a stone barrier, and plenty of rocks jutting from the ground to provide cover. That's good. I have the sense I'll need it with my armor's reduced protection. 
 
      
 
    You have entered an illegal training arena!  
 
      
 
    The doors close behind me. 
 
    And then a low hum meets my ears.  
 
    It takes me a minute to realize it's coming from below. There's a square hole in the center of the floor and a platform is about to rise through it. 
 
    I equip my Green Laser Blade, unsure of what I'm about to face. The Hermit is absent.  
 
    And then the Potha Mutant rises into the arena. As he does, his health bar—which is as long as my ride in the refurbished Jump Pod—fills with green. 
 
    “Crap,” I manage to say from the vacuum of air in my lungs. 
 
    The Potha Mutant stands twelve feet tall. Even his thick white fur doesn't hide his ripped, humanoid figure, long claws, or six-inch-long fangs. A green lens ringed with titanium covers one eye, which can only mean bad news. His opposite arm is decked out in metal that wraps around his muscles and glints in the light. The Mutant isn't just a genetic nightmare. It's a Cyborg on top of everything else. The Android could have let me know about that fact. 
 
    “Um, Hermit?” I ask. “What now?” 
 
    The Mutant lets out a deafening roar and takes a step towards me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE JUTTING ROCK I’m hiding behind starts to crumble under the Potha Mutant’s powerful laser. Fissures appear and spread as the rock radiates heat and turns red. If I leave, the Mutant will roast me. Plasteel Armor does nothing to deflect heat. I’ll cook alive inside my casing. 
 
    “Are you sure this was a good idea?”  
 
    The Hermit doesn’t respond. Even though I didn’t type that, he should have the capability to hear me. He has stayed quiet since the boss rose into the arena. 
 
    The Mutant growls.  
 
    The rock explodes. Pieces hit me, and even though my armor reduces seventy percent of the damage—I guess flying rocks are ranged?—my health bar drops to a quarter. The Mutant’s health bar is down by just ten percent. 
 
    “Hermit?” I’m wondering if he told me the truth. The answer is swinging to no. 
 
    Yeah, I’m taking a beating. 
 
    The ground quakes as the Mutant charges at me, roaring and swinging its arms as if angry at the air.  
 
    I equip my Green Laser Blade and swipe at the monster’s thick leg. The Blade slices through fur and the stench of singed hair fills the air. Then the Potha Mutant lifts its leg in agony. And brings it down on me.  
 
    I catch a glimpse of a hairless sole complete with dirt, claws, and bits of rock before the dreaded YOU HAVE FALLEN IN BATTLE! message pops into my now-black display. 
 
    I’m going to have a talk with The Hermit. 
 
    Thankfully, with this being a training area, I respawn back where the refurbished Jump Pod dropped me. Players in these areas don’t lose XP when they die but, since my balance is zero, that wouldn’t have mattered, anyway. And in most training areas, the NPC’s pick up your hotbar for you when you die. I’ll have to retrieve my weapons from the Android, which won’t be embarrassing at all. 
 
    Now there’s a new Android on the platform, glowing blue, but no one is in the immediate area. 
 
    I lean against another rock and yes, I type in all caps. Rude, but betrayal is even worse. 
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN: WHERE WERE YOU? I GOT DESTROYED! 
 
      
 
    The Hermit takes a full minute to respond. I wonder why. After I almost give up, his purple text appears. 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: I was analyzing the boss’ patterns in combat so that I can have strategic recommendations ready for you. It is the only way to get a complete picture of this Potha Mutant. 
 
      
 
    “But I thought you already knew how to beat these bosses,” I say. Then I realize that I didn’t type the message and go to do that, but the Ganxas Hermit responds anyway.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Every player is different. Some fight from a distance. Others prefer close combat. Still others follow the healing path. Therefore, every fight is different. 
 
      
 
    So, he can hear me. I’ll need to watch what I mutter to myself.  
 
    “Okay. Point taken.” At least this is faster than typing. 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: I have all the basic information on each enemy and boss in this world. What I do not have is how each player will react. It was necessary for me to meditate on your fighting patterns. 
 
      
 
    “I get it,” I say. “When you decide that I’m going to get killed in a fight, you need to let me know. A heads up would be nice.” 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: But in a training area, you respawn nearby. I don’t understand? 
 
      
 
    “Fights are work,” I say. “Not all of us get to sit around and meditate with peaceful thoughts. They also take time and teamwork. When we get most of the way through one and then die, it’s frustrating. And it’s worse when we die early in a fight.” 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: What is ‘frustrating?’ Should I apologize? 
 
      
 
    I shake my head. “Frustration is a form of anger,” I say. “When I type in all caps, that means I’m yelling. Some people use mad faces or GIFs of celebrities making faces to express it in chat.” 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: I do not understand. I am not yet advanced enough to comprehend the intricacies of the human condition.  
 
      
 
    “It seems like it,” I say. “People like to be warned when something bad is about to happen or they get mad.” 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Does ‘mad’ mean you will type in all caps? I am having trouble understanding. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I say. “It’s a negative. I can see why you want to get to The Binding.” The Hermit needed to learn some social skills or he wouldn’t make it far in the dating scene. 
 
    The Hermit goes quiet for minutes while I wait. I’m guessing he’s analyzing my amazing performance against the Potha Mutant. At last, a stack of purple text appears in my log. It’s a new stat table. I have to expand it to read the details. 
 
    The Hermit’s given me a valuable list I can’t find anywhere on the forums. A boss’ stat table aren’t made available by the ICC. This is gold. Now I have every belief that he can access base code. 
 
      
 
    Potha Mutant (Level 40 Cyborg Boss) 
 
    Hit Points: 4500 
 
    XP Drop: Solo: 25,000 Cluster: Split 
 
      
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
    Strength: 41 
 
    Speed: 22 
 
    Stamina: 34  
 
    Healing Rate: 17 
 
    Awareness: 10 
 
    Close Range Combat: 45  
 
    Sniper Dead Eye: — 
 
    General Accuracy: 20 
 
    Luck: — 
 
      
 
    Main Attacks:  
 
    Charge (-100 HP Plasteel Armor) (No Cooldown) 
 
    Stomp (-250 HP Plasteel Armor) (10 Second Cooldown) 
 
    Laser (-20 HP/sec Plasteel Armor) (Duration 5-10 Sec) (5 Second Cooldown) 
 
    Crush (-450 HP Plasteel Armor) (20 Second Cooldown) 
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
      
 
    Recommended Strategy: 
 
    The Potha Mutant is difficult to fight at close range. The Laser is capable of being the least damaging attack to a close range, armored player. Moving frequently will assist greatly. A player specializing in Close Range Combat should consider using his weapons in ways that are unconventional to defeat this boss.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: You must go back to the arena. 
 
      
 
    I scroll back up to the stat table.  
 
    25,000 XP.  
 
    25 upgrades. 
 
    That will get me up to 190 total upgrades. Level 19. 
 
    I feel as if The Hermit has made this table just for me. I’ve never seen a boss’ stats tailored to a solo player’s style. It’s also obvious that charging the Mutant is suicide. Getting within twenty feet of this monster is death. The Crush attack is something I haven’t seen yet, but I have a feeling it has to do with that half-robotic arm of his. 
 
    But it also turns out that the Laser attack isn’t as deadly as I thought. Even if I dodge from rock to rock, taking cover for a few seconds each time, my Healing Rate should keep pace with the damage I lose from each Laser strike—so long as I keep Laser exposure to no more than a few seconds each time. And the Mutant’s accuracy isn’t the best. Why should it be, when it relies on close range? 
 
    “Wow,” I say. “Thanks. We’ve got a better chance this time.” 
 
    When I walk back to the arena, the Android is waiting. I target him and ask for my stuff, and he nods as my weapons and Nanobot Packs refill my hotbar. I have my Green Laser Blade, Electric Glove, Ground Bombs, and a few of the Stars. I take the Electric Glove off my hotbar. That’s out.  
 
    The Hermit has gone silent since giving me the table. An idea hatches in my mind. It’s nuts, but it might work. 
 
    The doors slam behind me and the Potha Mutant rises back into the arena, its health bar stretching across the top of my view. I duck behind the nearest rock and equip my Green Laser Blade. Not only will the Blade have a great reach, it will add to my Speed when equipped. 
 
    The monster roars. 
 
    I poke my head out from behind the rock and throw my Blade. 
 
    It spins through the air and slices into the Mutant’s leg. Its health bar drops a little and it steps out of the way, staring me down with that glowing-green-monocle-thing. Its laser fires and my health drops a sliver each second. I run to the next rock and take cover as the Laser blast continues, but the ten seconds must be up because it stops. 
 
    “Over here!” I shout without emerging. My health bar creeps back up. If I keep doing this and applying Nanobot Packs, I might live. 
 
    The Mutant charges me as the ground shakes. I run to the next rock, taking advantage of the Laser cooldown and the fact that it’s moved away from my Blade, which is glowing green in the snow.  
 
    After covering from another green blast and taking a bit more damage, I reach my Blade, turn, and throw it again at the Mutant’s legs. Its health drops again. Even though the Boss’ health has regenerated some, overall it’s lower than before. 
 
    I might do this. 
 
    I continue running from rock to rock, taking damage from the Laser, retrieving my Blade, and throwing Ground Bombs blindly over rocks. Most explode without harming the Mutant, but others take its health down. Covering helps keep my health above three-quarters, though it drops to half at one point and I run in a full circle, no fighting, to get it to regenerate to safe levels. The Potha Mutant heals about as fast as I do, which makes it a long, long fight. Once I have my weird strategy down, it becomes a grinding pattern. But at least the Mutant doesn’t learn.  
 
    Eventually, I drop its health bar to ten percent with another throw of my sword and Stars. The rocks help them break into fragments and strike the Mutant multiple times. It roars in rage and Laser-cooks the rock I’m ducking behind, but it’s too late.  
 
    The monster falls as its health bar depletes. The arena once again quakes. Bits of rock fall from the walls.  
 
    And then everything goes quiet before victory music plays.  
 
    It wasn’t my normal fighting style, but it worked. 
 
    The Potha Mutant remains still, face-down, as the XP chimes play and the number above my hotbar climbs to astronomical levels. 
 
    25,000 XP. 
 
    I’m silent. I almost can’t believe it’s happening.  
 
    Level 20 will get me to new heights. I’m almost there.  
 
    No achievement pops up, but that’s because this is a training area. I don’t mind as I address The Hermit. “I think we’re going to have a beautiful relationship. I’m sorry I typed in all caps, man.” 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: So, typing in all caps is bad? 
 
      
 
    I retrieve my Laser Blade, which is lying near the Mutant’s body.  
 
    “Yes. But I’m not going to do that now,” I say. “I need to save my progress yesterday. I saw a Save Station over in the first map. Let me hit that, and then we’ll figure out what to do next.” 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: We should head for a certain Jump Station. From there, we will be able to go to the first Jump Point on the way to The Binding. There will be more opportunities to level up on the way. 
 
      
 
    Jump Points are stations that players use to find detailed information on the various Regions on Planet Yaren—and other planets—and are also locations full of Jump Pods, shops, and vending machines. While Jump Pods do some of the same things, they’re not capable of taking you to specific points on maps, or giving you detailed information about where you’re going. Stations serve that purpose and allow for refined travel.  
 
    The disadvantage is that they’re PvP zones.  
 
    “Then I really need to save,” I say. “Which station should I go to?”  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Station AB-2. It is located in the far south of this continent. 
 
      
 
    After my latest fight, I’ll trust The Hermit on this.  
 
    Station AB-2 is an outskirt station, near the edge of unclaimed jungle, which means it’s not a place for low-level players. I’ve only traveled there once. The last time I did, I was followed by two Cyborg Raiders. Hopping into another pod in a quick escape saved me from getting looted. At the time, I had no idea it was the first step to The Binding. 
 
    I save my progress at a frost-covered Save Station—bless those NPC’s!—and board the pod. My travel time is still slow thanks to visiting Nom, and I think of asking The Hermit how long this set-back will last. I think of spending my upgrades now, but decide to wait and see what I’ll have to do next before I allocate them. It’s clear that strategy is king now. 
 
    The Pod flight takes forever. It descends onto a large metal platform that overlooks a vast green and blue jungle. A large glass fence surrounds the edge of the platform and metallic buildings dot the place. It’s busy. Players mill around everywhere, going to and from rows of Jump Pods. Holographic letters outside a nearby building say: Map Shop. Detailed Maps. Environment Details. Best Routes. There’s also a Save Station dead ahead. I’ll have to save there or I’ll respawn all the way back in the Potha Region. 
 
    The Hermit speaks before I do.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Save as soon as you get off the Pod. Run to the Station. Clear your hotbar. It will prevent you from writing in all caps again. 
 
      
 
    I shove my entire hotbar into my inventory. The door opens. 
 
    I bolt out, run through small crowds of Humans, Merans, Cyborgs and Androids, and slap my hand down on the Save Station. My log welcomes me to South Xula Village as I leave the Jump Station behind. It saves my progress. 
 
    But as soon as I lift my hand, Blaster fire turns the world orange. My health bar drops and I whirl around, waiting for it to end. Three players fire on me at once as a crowd gathers, drawing weapons, ready to spawn camp and farm bounties.  
 
    This is going to be awesome. Rows of them wait beyond the village. A blue holographic sign that reads Jump Station AB-1 hangs above them, mocking me. I’ll never reach the map building, let alone another Jump Pod.  
 
      
 
    YOU HAVE FALLEN IN BATTLE! 
 
      
 
    Unless I can hit the Europa Cluster in the pocketbook. 
 
    It’s the only way. I respawn at that Save Station and stand there as the body of my avatar sits just a couple feet away. The three Merans who shot me are all trying to loot it. 
 
    “Kill me!” I shout. “Get your bounties! Line up! You! Get in the back! No cutting!” 
 
    Sniper fire. 
 
      
 
    YOU HAVE FALLEN IN BATTLE! 
 
      
 
    I respawn.  
 
    It’s unbelievable. Everyone is forming a line as I asked. I’m handing out candy. The Europa Cluster is going to be broke in no time. Their XP will run out before they know it. 
 
    My whole experience turns to Blaster fire, Sniper rounds, and everything that isn’t a Ground Bomb. I even remove my armor to make things go faster. The world is a rotating door of respawning, death messages, and discharging weapons. I lose count of how many people go through the line, but eventually it shortens and, by the time only five people wait, a message flashes in my log. 
 
      
 
    A Bounty on you has been lifted! 
 
      
 
    The Cyborg in front of me, who’s dual wielding Blasters like someone in the Wild West, lets them fall to his side. It’s clear everyone has just received the notice that open season on Atlas_Reign has just ended. 
 
    The rest of the line scatters, and I’m just another face in the crowd.  
 
    I take a minute to collect myself.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Are you going to write in all caps now?  
 
      
 
    The Hermit is back.  
 
    “No. I died on purpose,” I say. The sense of relief is amazing. 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: That is good. Right? 
 
      
 
    “Now what do I do?” I ask.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: This is the first step to reaching The Binding. From here, you can reach many dangerous areas not highlighted in the Jump Pod maps. You may need to purchase a Map Key. 
 
      
 
    “Those cost a whole upgrade,” I say. Keys could unlock some parts of the game map to players. Theories say they are needed to reach The Binding, but no one knows for sure. 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: Go into the Map Shop. I will direct you. 
 
      
 
    I do. But when I’m about to open the door, people start running toward the Jump Station. 
 
    I stop. “What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: I am not sure. It is not a game event. I detect no recruiters or mob spawns in the immediate area. 
 
      
 
    I turn. A crowd has gathered around the Jump Station as if a king has arrived. I hear no chatter because nobody’s targeting me, but there’s no way I can resist. The last time I followed a crowd, I wound up with the Ancient Artifact. 
 
    It’s hard to push through all the other players, but at least they’re no longer trying to kill me. One thanks me for the easy XP, but I ignore her. The closer I get to the gate of Station AB-2, the thicker the crowd gets. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask a nearby Android. 
 
    She turns to me. “Someone made it across The Binding from the other side and just arrived.” 
 
    The words don’t register at first. “What?” 
 
    “Must have been a Meran player trying to reach Earth,” she says. “I hear a lot of them want to start new lives, too. Looks like she’s going to get her Transfer Credit soon.” 
 
    I’ve never heard of anyone crossing, let alone from the other side. The Hermit speaks my very thoughts.  
 
      
 
    GANXAS_HERMIT: We must meet this extraordinary player. 
 
      
 
    I say nothing and push forward, Shoving the Wild-West-styled-dual-wielding-Blaster Cyborg out of the way. I make it under the floating station letters. 
 
    Standing above the platform, surrounded by other players, stands the Meran who made it across The Binding to reach our side. 
 
    My jaw drops. 
 
    If I had to give this girl a score, it would definitely be a 10/10. Tall and sporting perfect curves, she has elegant red hair that topples over her shoulders and brilliant orange Meran eyes. I follow her hair down to her chest and hips. She dons a long leather coat—like mine—that hugs her figure and emphasizes all the right areas. Also like me, she plays her real-life race. If we share any other similarities, it’s possible she’s based her avatar on her real appearance. My imagination starts running away. It’s as if she’s wearing magnetic armor underneath that jacket, pulling me in.  
 
    It’s hard to take my gaze off of her, even to read her username.  
 
    Raven_Vex. 
 
    Even her name sounds beautiful. 
 
    And she’s the first person I’ve seen who has encountered The Binding. 
 
    I know right then, that I am going to meet her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    EVEN THOUGH SHE’S a Level 27, Raven can’t escape the crowd.  
 
    She flicks her gaze from player to player. People close in like hungry reporters. I can’t hear the private comm questions, but I imagine no one intends to leave until they learn the secret of The Binding. I’m not the only desperate person here. 
 
    At least I have some class. I force myself to stand back from the people trying to lick her boots. Raven’s in a bad position. The ICC forbids anyone who crosses The Binding from sharing details about what the other side is like. Maintaining that mystery is key to keeping paying players––the ones who are dying to know what’s beyond––by playing level after level, month after month, again and again. 
 
    “Everyone,” Raven_Vex says, targeting us all. “You do know I cannot speak about my experiences. I do not wish to forfeit my Transfer Credit.” She waves people away. “And yes, I’ll continue to play the game here on this side, but I don’t know whose cluster I’ll join yet. I’ll need time to move to Earth in real life before I make any decisions like that.” 
 
    She’s won the prize. When she finishes whatever she needs to do to activate her Digital Transfer Credit, the ICC will allow her to immigrate to real-life Earth from Mera and choose a new occupation. Choose. It’s something I’ve always dreamed of doing.  
 
    And, for Raven’s sake, I hope her real-life move takes a little while and people forget about her. The ICC will probably let her board a ship to Earth when she logs out. I’m not sure how it works, but I’m curious. 
 
    “I need an inch or two for my lungs to function,” she continues, half-singing the words. 
 
    I don’t know anything about the Meran languages, but her speech is eloquent, almost old-fashioned. The comm is translating for her so we can understand. There are no language barriers in The Binding. I do hope that’s her real voice. It’s sunshine. 
 
    The crowd presses in closer. One Cyborg guy lifts his arm and plays a hologram of his avatar bench pressing. It floats by Raven’s face. She sighs and swats at it. The guy doesn’t let up. The dude doesn’t have a clue. 
 
    But do I? I’m just standing here. 
 
    “Atlas_Reign,” a male voice says. 
 
    It’s The Hermit. I whirl, searching for the old Monk, but I spot no one. The crowd has pushed me out to the edge. Since Raven arrived, I’ve vanished. 
 
    “Where are you?” I ask. 
 
    “I have evolved to use your comm,” he says. “No one else will be able to hear me unless I wish it. This will enable us to communicate much faster than before.” 
 
    “You’re still evolving?” I ask, reeling.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Wow. This is much easier,” I say, glad that our comm speak is private. I don’t want to come across to Raven as some crazy dude who talks to himself. That will put me on the same level as the guy still flashing holograms in her face.  
 
    “I agree,” The Hermit says. “You are thinking of how to speak to the newcomer, correct?” 
 
    “How did you know?”  
 
    “You are looking at her with intent.” 
 
    “Intent?” Well, at least he didn’t say, with drool coming out of your mouth. 
 
    “I believe that’s the word for it. You wish to speak with her.” 
 
    “Well, yes.” I don’t feel like explaining the intricacies of a new crush to The Hermit right now. “Say, do you have any ideas on how to save her from that crowd? I know psychology isn’t your strong suit—” 
 
    “I understand that players can be distracted by XP, rare items, and mob spawning events,” The Hermit says. “Perhaps we can distract them with a rare item.” 
 
    “I’m not giving away the Ancient Artifact,” I say. 
 
    “What about The Binding Beastiary?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    The Binding Beastiary is a super rare item, an artifact that contains valuable intel about boss monsters’ stats and weaknesses. One can give a cluster a boost and help with strategic planning. Nobody has found one yet. If they have, they’re staying quiet. 
 
    “The Binding Beastiary,” The Hermit said in a matter-of-fact tone. My shock is lost on him.  
 
    “But I don’t have one,” I said. 
 
    “You are capable of creating holograms.” 
 
    “So? All players can do that.” I eye the Cyborg who is still harassing Raven. Now he’s showing off his last battle with a Slug Mech. “It’s how we replay fight scenes to each other.” 
 
    “You can also make a hologram of an item,” The Hermit explains. “Make a realistic hologram that you can place inside a case at the auction house. Remove your projector and leave it in the case to create the illusion. The crowd will likely move there to bid on the Beastiary, leaving you free to approach Raven_Vex. Her help will be invaluable for us to reach The Binding.” 
 
    “So, you want me to lie,” I say. “Um, Hermit? If players find out I’m selling a fake, they’ll kill me. We’re in a PvP zone.” 
 
    “Auction houses are non-PvP zones.” 
 
    “You don’t get it,” I say. “If I do this, everyone who bids on the fake item will type in all caps. Then when I leave the house, they’ll kill me again.” 
 
    “There is no other way for you to reach Raven_Vex. It is possible to back out of an auction at the last moment during certain circumstances without breaking the rules. In this world, you can place a bidding limit on an item to prevent price gouging. It is not often used, but once someone exceeds that limit, you can cancel the auction.” 
 
    He has a point and I hate that. “You want me to be an altruistic liar.” 
 
    “What is altruistic?”  
 
    “Nothing. But thanks for the tips.” The Hermit is trying his best. It’s an idea I wouldn’t have formed. Auction houses aren’t my thing because of the price gouging. I’d rather spend upgrades and XP on useful stuff for a fair price. 
 
    While Raven continues to struggle with people fighting for her attention, to show off or to interview her, The Hermit directs me to the other side of the village where a large auction house waits. There’s an Android NPC inside who escorts me to a row of glass cases. Some of them already have weapons and other artifacts rotating inside.  
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “I have an image of The Binding Beastiary that you can project,” The Hermit says. “Find the image in your database. It’s the newest entry under Rare Items. Project it into the case, remove your projector, and leave it there.” 
 
    “That’s cheaty,” I say. “They’ll see my projector sitting in there.” 
 
    “It will work.” 
 
    “I hope so. I trust you.” 
 
    If The Hermit wants me to meet Raven as much as I want to meet her, then she must be important. He hasn’t led me astray yet. I look up the item in the database, wait until the Android NPC isn’t looking, and lift the glass case. I project the item, which looks like a giant, glowing computer chip mounted on a stand, into the case. The item expands, growing large enough to hide anything under it. 
 
    “Place your projector under the item,” The Hermit instructs. 
 
    I do. The fake artifact covers the projector.  
 
    “You’re brilliant,” I say. 
 
    The Hermit instructs me how to use the case’s control panel to set a bidding limit. I set it at 50,000 XP, which will take forever for bidders to reach—and The Hermit guarantees me they’ll compete for the item all the way until the bitter end. He tells me that such an item will likely go last for today’s auction, since auction houses save the best for last. I won’t have to return to the House until after the auction ends.  
 
    And if I’m lucky, the loophole will prevent problems. 
 
    I exit the House and wait. It turns out we’re in time. The Android NPC steps out of the auction building and presses buttons on a control panel. A horn blares, and people at the Jump Station turn their heads. 
 
    “Attention!” a recorded voice booms. “On auction today, in the following order, we have one Advanced Nanobot Pack, one 5th Tier Sniper Scope, one Electrified Titanium Chestplate, and one Binding Beastiary. Gather around! Bidding is about to begin!”  
 
    Holograms of the objects appear above the street, spinning as they do in their cases inside. The fake Binding Beastiary looks like the real thing. Or, at least I hope it does. The projector isn’t visible. 
 
    It’s as if a driving rain unexpectedly pours over the crowd. Feet pound on metal as they race away from the Jump Station—and Raven—towards the unbelievable find. I back away as players fill the street beneath the floating images.  
 
    Raven remains at the Jump Station. She leans against a Pod, exasperated. 
 
    “This is your chance,” The Hermit says. Right then, he feels like a good friend. 
 
    “Did I mention you’re awesome?” 
 
    “Awesome?”  
 
    “Right now, I’m the opposite of typing in all caps.” 
 
    “So, you are typing in small letters.” 
 
    I shake my head. Sweat covers my palms as I walk towards the Jump Station. 
 
    I’m walking through the gate when she looks right at me. 
 
    Then I freeze. After facing the Volga Cluster, Slug Mechs, and more, a single player has turned me to stone. 
 
    “Hi,” I manage. “I’m Atlas. I saw that crowd was bothering you, so I made a diversion to catch their attention.” 
 
    “That auction was your doing?” She asks. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I dangled something shiny and they bit.” 
 
    “All right then. Thanks,” she says. “There was one very obnoxious male—” 
 
    “The one with the holograms,” I say. 
 
    “So many of those are false,” Raven says. “Anyone can download one and try to show off.” 
 
    A recording announces that bidding will begin. The sweat on my palms is ready to rain onto the metal platform.  
 
    “So, you just came over from the other side?” I ask, trying to keep my voice level and relaxed. Fail. “Yeah. I . . . I know. Stupid question.” What is she doing to me? 
 
    “No,” she says. “I made up that lie because I enjoy having crowds smother me.” 
 
    Horror fills my chest until I realize she’s smiling. I do the same. Her orange eyes hold me in a warm, thankful gaze.  
 
    “So, want to know more about the Earth side of things?” I ask. 
 
    Oh, crap. 
 
    Bad move. I hope the ICC isn’t monitoring me right now. 
 
    Then Raven puts up a hard mask. She paces in front of a Pod as I remain on the steps. “You’re not supposed to do that,” she tells me. “I don’t want to get in trouble once I get my Digital Transfer Credit.” 
 
    “I know. I know,” I say, shaking my head. “I’ve just never met anyone from Mera.” 
 
    “Well, we’re both in new territory, then.”  
 
    “And if I blabbed about Earth, then I’d get in trouble, not you,” I say. “The ICC would send their goons after me and then you’d get to watch my embarrassing defeat.” I should have leveled up before meeting Raven.  
 
    “Well, we don’t want that,” she says, turning the corner of her mouth up into a grin. 
 
    “I can talk about the game,” I say. “Just not real-life Earth, even though I know you’re more interested in that. Wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise, right?” 
 
    “Right. Maybe if you speak about this side of the game, I can get some hints about what physical Earth will be like when the ICC lets me go there.” 
 
    “A good start.” 
 
    “So, any inside info on clusters here? Bosses? New regions? I know you’re mid-level, but you might know some things on how to navigate. I’m overwhelmed.” 
 
    The Hermit returns. “Tell her about Planet Lutha. That will likely attract her.” 
 
    I freeze again. Planet Lutha is off-limits to all players below Level 40. The developers are said to hang out there in small regions of their own making. I know nothing else about it. 
 
    But with The Hermit on my side, I can do it. 
 
    My log now shows a link to a new database entry. I click it as Raven watches. A nibbling sense of being set-up to fail washes over me.  
 
    “Sorry,” I say. “I had to get my map out of the way.” 
 
    Raven looks at me sideways. “But your map is in your upper right corner. Mine is. Or am I the only player here who has a different setup?” 
 
    “Let me tell you about Planet Lutha first,” I say. The entry on the world fills half my HUD, partially blocking Raven from view. It’s the world’s worst cue card. “This bonus world is located ten light-years from the Yaren system, and to get there, you must earn a special pass from the ICC by leveling up to 40 and defeating a hidden map in the far north of Planet Ganxas. There’s a two hundred percent XP bonus to all players who make kills on Planet Lutha, and—” 
 
    “Are you reading off something?” 
 
    Crap. “Um . . . no. Yes.”  
 
    Raven glares at me. “You’re a hacker, then. There’s no way a Level 16 player could have that info.” 
 
    Why is she making me stupid? I want to say something to The Hermit, but instead, I blurt, “I’ll be Level 19 as soon as I spend some XP.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of secret bonus planets.” She turns away and eyes the map shop that The Hermit told me to visit. Speaking of The Hermit, maybe he’s letting me down after all. Or he just has no clue how to deal with women. He is a Monk. 
 
    I can’t let her get away. 
 
    “All right,” I say. “I found an Ancient Artifact that carries an evolving AI. He gives me information on how to get to The Binding. The Hermit, meet Raven_Vex. Raven, The Hermit.” I stand there and point at the air beside me. 
 
    Smooth. 
 
    Raven lifts her eyebrows. “You have an AI?”  
 
    A purple message appears in my log.  
 
      
 
    Ganxas_Hermit is requesting use of your comm. Click to accept. 
 
      
 
    I do, taking the save. He speaks.  
 
    “I am The Hermit,” he says. “You cannot see me as I am an AI, but you are welcome to ask me for wisdom. I seek The Binding, and I hope that you can join myself and Atlas_Reign as we make our journey through this dangerous world.” 
 
    I hold back my sigh of relief. Raven looks at me with an intense wonder. 
 
    “You’re working with an AI in your inventory?” she asks. “How is that possible?” 
 
    Behind me, the auction continues. The recorded voice speaks with amazing speed as bidding continues. The area is too open. Once people spend their XP, they’ll swarm Raven again. 
 
    “Let’s duck into the map shop,” I say.  
 
    The shop is empty and automated. Glowing maps hang on the wall, showing areas of Planet Yaren I’ve never seen. Raven traces her finger down one. Text appears under her finger as points of interest appear and vanish again. 
 
    “This is amazing,” she says.  
 
    “That’s why I wanted to come here,” I say. “That, and it’s much quieter. Now I know what I’m going to face when I cross The Binding. Thanks for the warning.” 
 
    She faces me. “Thank you for everything so far. And I appreciate you being honest. Most players wouldn’t have revealed an AI in their inventory. That is wild.” 
 
    “No problem.” Are we starting to get along? “So, I know you can’t talk about the Mera side of anything, but what happens when you cross? How does that work? Can you talk about that?” 
 
    “I believe that I can.” She turns away from the map. “When I crossed, I received a notice that an Envoy will deliver my Credit in one day. It is stupid that they’re waiting that long, but the ICC wants a celebration.” 
 
    “I can see why. Money.” They want people to know about the prize. 
 
    She nods. “I agree. Money. But now I will get to start a new life.” 
 
    “I’d like to watch,” I say. “I’ve never seen an Envoy celebration.” 
 
    “I would like that.” She circles me with a smile, patting my armor. “Where is this planet’s pleasure district? Can you show me while I wait?” 
 
    “I . . .” This is flirting territory. “I’d be happy to show you.” 
 
    If Sparkly_Cow and Dreaded_Ghost were here, they’d facepalm.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    We head out after someone overbids on my fake item and I get a notice to retrieve it from the auction. Thankfully that worked or I’d be in a world of hurt right now. Janxis is a bustling city full of casinos, restaurants, arcades, and more. The Hermit feeds me information about which gambling establishments to avoid, which arcades to hit, and which streets have the least foot traffic.  
 
    We talk combat strategy as we sip fruity drinks. “So, you overcame the weaknesses of Close Range Combat by throwing your sword at the Potha Mutant?” 
 
    “It was long and tedious,” I admit. “What about sniping?” It turns out that Raven’s starting specialty is Sniper Dead Eye, and she’s been allocating upgrades to that attribute ever since, building it up to 31 points.  
 
    “That has limits as well,” she says, eloquent as ever. “Close Range Combat is not my friend. But it is easier to solo when you’re a Sniper.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” I say. Without The Hermit, I’d be hopeless while doing the same.  
 
    “When I’m too close to use a Sniper Rifle, I resort to Blasters and Ground Bombs,” she continues. “Titanium Armor has Blast Protection by default. Wait until you’re able to get some.” 
 
    “I guess opposites attract?” I ask.  
 
    We talk combat strategy for hours. It’s a dream come true. Then we visit a theater and watch a corny movie about giant monsters terrorizing a modern city. She pokes me in the side as a monster—which looks like the Potha Mutant—throws shuttles into a building. After we finish yet another drink, I ask Raven if she would like to friend me. 
 
    “Sure,” she says, waving her hands and pulling up her HUD. “There. I have you added. You’re the first friend I have on the Earth side of this game.” 
 
    “That will help us stay in touch,” I say, dizzy, as I accept her friend request. “In case we end up on opposite sides of Planet Yaren or something.” Right now, I can’t imagine what would cause such a tragedy. 
 
    It’s hard to believe this girl is on another planet. 
 
    But, right now, it’s all real. 
 
    We’re exiting the theater when Raven pauses on the street. “It’s almost time for the Envoy Celebration.” She waves her arms, moving things on her HUD. “I’m to report to Yakka City to receive my Digital Transfer Credit. I’d like it if you’d take me there.” 
 
    I smile. “I’ll tell the Jump Pod where to go.” 
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    Yakka City is the government seat of Planet Yaren and full of marble buildings similar to the domes of old government buildings on Earth. The crowd is thick, but I’ve managed to reach the front. Raven stands on a platform decorated with flowers around the edges, before a building that resembles the old White House. She smiles, nervous, as the Envoy extends his hand before her—an Android dressed in a black robe with the letters ICC stitched across the front.  
 
    I watch as the Digital Transfer Credit appears in his hand. It’s a golden data chip glinting with a sunny glow full of promise. The crowd is silent. Raven reaches out and touches the chip and the item zips into her avatar, entering her inventory. 
 
    “Congratulations,” the Envoy says. “To use your Digital Transfer Credit, insert the chip into a Save Station and then log out of the game. The ICC will be notified that you are ready for your physical transfer. Representatives will arrive at your real-life residence and prepare you for your physical transfer to Earth shortly after. This would be a good time to think about which career you would like to choose. On your way to Earth, your housing choices will be presented to you, and you will also receive a grant to begin your own business if that is what you wish to do.” The Envoy projects his voice across the whole audience, dangling the prize in front of all. Hidden cameras around the area are also broadcasting to every player who is tuning in.  
 
    Raven shifts.  
 
    I wink at her. She returns it.  
 
    The audience bursts into applause and the Envoy departs, boarding a golden shuttle.  
 
    I rush onto the platform and take both of her hands. “Congrats,” I say. “I have a bit more time before I need to log out. Want to hit up Janxis again and celebrate some more?” 
 
    She smiles. “That would be very good. Once I log out, the physical move may take a while.” 
 
    I eye the side of the white building. “Let’s make a clean getaway before you get swarmed. Remember last time?” 
 
    Raven nods. “Easy getaway.” 
 
    I release one hand and tighten my grip on the other. We jump off the platform together. The two of us match speed as we bolt towards the side of the building, which my map tells me leads to a narrow street. Behind us, feet thud and people cheer. The crowd won’t let Raven go without tearing off locks of her hair. They’re crazy. 
 
    We bolt around the side of the mansion and emerge on a narrow street lined with cobblestones. The two of us duck into a store, run through displays of boots, and emerge onto another narrow walkway.  
 
    Raven laughs. “I haven’t had this much fun in years.” 
 
    “Neither have I. Say, you don’t have your pass on your hotbar, do you?” 
 
    Her eyes widen as she continues to run. “I need to move it.” 
 
    We slow, but movement catches my eye straight ahead. 
 
    Four large avatars, all burly Humans in Titanium Armor, step out of an alley ahead, blocking our way. 
 
    I have no time to react or draw a weapon. Flashes of blue follow. The world turns to shades of a clear sky and my feet rise off the ground. I’ve lost grip on Raven. I turn my head and, at last, my brain figures out what has happened. 
 
    They’ve shot us with Stasis Rifles. 
 
    And now each of us is encased in a floating bubble for the next several seconds. 
 
    Raven stares at me in shock.  
 
    “Clear your hotbar!” I shout. 
 
    But it’s too late. 
 
    Silently, as if they’ve rehearsed this, one of the guys draws a Magnetic Shield. A hum reverberates around me as an electric sensation fills the air. 
 
    My Ground Bombs fly out of my hotbar along with my Nanobot packs, spinning as they sail towards the Raiders. The guy’s Shield glows green as it yanks everything metal out of my hotbar. The green Shield is a black market item, something most players can’t even find or afford. These guys are hardcore. 
 
    And then the most horrifying sight meets my eyes. 
 
    Raven’s Digital Transfer Credit, sailing away from her, through the Stasis Bubble and towards the Raiders. 
 
    Even from within my bubble, I see her jaw open in shock. The Credit vanishes into the Shield guy’s inventory as the two of us float, helpless. 
 
    By the time our bubbles fade, the Raiders have already dashed off. We fall to the ground at the same time, but Raven wastes no time releasing a battle cry and giving chase. She cuts in front of me, leaving the worst disappointment of both our lives in her wake. Even The Hermit stays silent. 
 
    I took her down this alley. 
 
    I helped her lose the chance of a lifetime.  
 
    The realization is a mountain, crushing me. 
 
    Without looking back at me, Raven vanishes around the corner. 
 
    I need to fix this. 
 
    With nothing in my hotbar, I take a breath and give chase. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’M LOSING GROUND. The outskirts of Yakka aren’t nearly as crowded as the center, but it’s still no use. For one: Raven runs faster than I do at full speed; and, two: the hardcore Raiders must also be a higher level than me. But I continue on, pumping my legs as fast as I can while regretting that I haven’t allocated my upgrades yet.  
 
    Raven is distracting. 
 
    The buildings are smaller now, consisting of souvenir shops and outfitters rather than weapons places. It’s a district meant to make players spend their XP on useless stuff. I stop and take my Attraction Rifle out of my inventory, the only thing with hope of slowing down the Raiders. They’re four gray dots on my map, heading up a narrow alley, and Raven is a fifth dot who’s lagging behind a short distance. I’m glad I spent two upgrades on Awareness or I would have lost them already. 
 
    A Jump Pod station is near them but, to my shock, the Raiders turn away from it and run in the opposite direction, past a large building shaped like a pentagon. They might have a hideout nearby—one that can hide players from maps. Raiders don’t usually have those. But I have the sense these aren’t your run-of-the-mill Raiders. 
 
    “I’m never going to catch them,” I say. I need to get them in my sights to use the Attraction Rifle. 
 
    “Log out,” The Hermit says. 
 
    “Why? I can’t give up on Raven. She earned her Credit!” 
 
    “Your save point is near where the Raiders are headed. You will respawn there once you log back in.” 
 
    That's good idea. The Hermit truly does have the ability to think. I stop next to a giant spire-like building. I'm at a park near the edge of Yakka. Scrambling, I pull up my Options and nod when I target LOGOUT. 
 
    The world goes black and turns to dark ooze. I sit up a little, banging my head on the inside of the Immersion Box. What time is it now? It must be getting closer to my next work shift, but I couldn’t worry about that now. I lay back down and close my eyes. Even though I don't completely get out of the Imm-B, my movement is enough to tell the system to log me back in. That's fine, because I hate the feeling of being encased in ooze. 
 
    The Hermit is right about me reappearing at the last Save Station, one near the gates of Yakka. Since I’m in a different spot, my map is rotated, but the four running dots are approaching from the direction of the park—where I have just logged out at—with the fifth right behind them. 
 
    My log tells me I’m in a PvP zone. I’ve been in one since leaving the celebration. Not. Good. Every inch of me wants to kill the Raiders who are doing this to Raven. 
 
    I still have my Attraction Rifle equipped. It glows green, ready for its first use. I have just enough time to put my Electric Glove in my hotbar next to it. The Raiders could be a higher level than me, but I’m going to inflict as much pain as I possible. 
 
    The Rifle hums as it charges. I eye the wrought iron gate of Yakka as a couple of other players appear at the Save Station and stare at me, wondering why I’m pointing such a powerful weapon at the gate. But they don’t have to wonder long. Four figures in Titanium Armor run out from behind a marble restaurant and bolt towards me. Their usernames weave around each other as they maintain speed, pushing each other out of the way.  
 
    I take a step towards them. A green halo appears around the first Raider as I take aim and fire. A green beam pulls the Raider to me. I switch to my Electric Glove as the beam continues to draw him close. The guy’s eyes widen as he realizes what’s happening, and I punch him right in the Titanium Chestplate with as much force as I can muster. 
 
    He might be Level 26 but, thanks to allocating so much to Close Range Combat, I take his health bar down by a third. A warning flashes in my log that a measure of power is being diverted from my armor to charge the Attraction Rifle, but I don’t care. If I die, I respawn right here. 
 
    The green beam vanishes. I manage to punch the Raider—Scotty_Bell—again as his buddies stop and realize what’s happening. The leader draws a Stasis Rifle and fires but hits his pal by mistake. He soars into the air, encased in a blue bubble.  
 
    I switch back to my Attraction Rifle and fire at the leader, hitting him thanks to the Rifle’s +2 addition to my General Accuracy. The fall back: my armor protection has now dropped to fifty percent. Something I keep in mind as the leader sails towards me, helpless, waving his hands to switch to a better weapon while his Stasis Rifle is in cooldown.  
 
    The guy—Laser_Monkey28—gets the same treatment I gave his friend. But he’s a Level 31, so I only take his health bar down by ten percent. I punch again, glad his armor isn’t the Electrified type. Meanwhile, the Stasis Sphere holding his comrade starts to fade. I don’t have much time. 
 
    A gunshot echoes from nearby and another Raider jumps as his armor takes a hit.  
 
    Raven has arrived, and while she’s hanging back by the restaurant, she manages to get a Sniper Rifle out of her inventory and equip it. She fires another shot at the third Raider, whose health bar drops to ten percent. Sparks fly off his armor, indicating a critical hit.  
 
    She’s good.  
 
    I could marry her. 
 
    Raven turns her Rifle on the fourth Raider and fires. The Sphere fades and the Raider drops to the ground. The leader stumbles away and waves his arms, searching his inventory. Facing only three of them beats four. I use my Attraction Rifle on the weakest Raider, pulling him in for the killing blow. My armor protection drops to 30% as it diverts energy to the Attraction Rifle.  
 
    The green tractor beam hits and yanks the guy to me. I deliver the killing blow and watch his corpse crumple to the ground. 
 
    The leader knows that they’re in trouble. He taps the formerly trapped guy’s arm and pulls him from the ground. He and the other Raider make a run for it, running in a zigzag formation. I can’t tell what they’re saying over their private comm, but I get the strange sense that this whole escapade was rehearsed. 
 
    “No!” Raven shouts, bursting out of the gate and aiming her rifle. She fires, getting another hit on the leader and dropping his health bar to half, but it’s no good. The two remaining Raiders bolt into the surrounding forest, disappearing into the trees. Raven might be good, but even she can’t fire into a forest of tree trunks. 
 
    Neither can I, but that doesn’t stop me from running into the trees and firing my Attraction Rifle into the gloom. It’s the last shot I can fire for a minute or two. My armor protection drops to a measly ten percent, leaving me vulnerable and, to make matters even worse, I manage to attract a Mutant Beehive to me instead of a Raider. It lands on the ground and an army of stinging insects rise from it, swarming me and dropping my health bar one point at a time.  
 
    I get to run out of the trees, waving my arms like an idiot in front of Raven. But she’s not paying attention as I manage to get the Mutant Bees to leave me alone. My health bar stabilizes and begins to recover, and my log tells me that my armor’s protection is now regenerating to twenty percent.  
 
    Raven is kneeling on the ground in front of the gate, her head in her hands. She’s put away her Sniper Rifle. The forest is so thick that I can’t even see the gray dots on my map. 
 
    A sick feeling fills me. “Raven,” I say. 
 
    “Leave me alone.” Her normally eloquent voice is filled with sadness. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I unequip the Attraction Rifle. “There has to be something we can do about this.” 
 
    “I worked for seven years to get that Credit,” Raven says. She’s lost in a sea of misery and I don’t blame her. Since childhood, I’ve dreamed of escaping corporate life to avoid going through the motions like my parents had. I imagine things are the same for the people of Mera, if they’re trying to get to Earth. 
 
    “I know. This sucks. That’s an understatement. Why didn’t the Envoy give you time to put the Pass in your inventory?” I’m saying that to take some of the blame off myself. But it was me who pulled Raven off the platform with the intent to help her escape the crowd.  
 
    Raven exhales and lifts her head from her hands. She stands. “I can’t log out now,” she says. “If I do without the Digital Transfer Credit in my inventory, I will lose it completely.” 
 
    I eye the Save Station, thinking of how I lost my first Attraction Rifle. Even if she saves, she still won’t have the Credit. “Don’t use that, either,” I warn. My gaze falls onto the small slot underneath the screen meant for a Credit. It’s the lock that allows a person to escape their corporate life in reality and choose a new one on a new world. Raven should be using that right now to receive her notice to log out and prepare for a real-life Jump Pod. 
 
    The Hermit speaks to both of us. “The Raiders cannot use Raven_Vex’s Credit. It is assigned to her only. However, meditating on the game’s code tells me that it is possible to hack a Credit and insert another player’s profile and stats into it.” 
 
    We both stand there and stare at each other as The Hermit’s words hang between us. Raven’s lower lip quivers and rage fills her orange eyes. I’m the only one standing here and the only one who can receive her silently spoken anger. I’ve blown it in more ways than one. 
 
    “What?” I ask. “The game shouldn’t allow that. So, they’re going to put another player’s profile in that Credit and take Raven’s opportunity away? And yes, if I were typing, this would be in all caps.” 
 
    The Hermit speaks again, calm as if deep in thought. “That may happen. The developers have not closed the loophole in this code. I do not know why.” 
 
    “Why do they allow this?” I explode. “That’s not just game stuff. That’s real-life stuff. This loophole is messing with peoples’ futures!” If I ever cross The Binding and get to the Mera side of the game, will Raiders wait for me, too?  
 
    And how many people have lost their futures like this?  
 
    Raven quakes with rage. “Atlas, just go away.” She turns her back to me. 
 
    She rightly blames me for this. I step over the Raider’s corpse. “I get why you’re mad and I’m going to help you get the Credit back. It’s fine if you stay mad at me the whole time. And, by the way, we should raid this guy’s corpse before he respawns and gets out here. The ten-minute wait will be up soon.” 
 
    Raven faces me. The game doesn’t render tears but it shows the agony in her eyes. She had her future and now she just has more imprisonment to look forward to. That would devastate anybody. Right then, I hate the ICC for allowing this to happen. Don't they want people to get their prizes? How else would they keep people paying and playing? 
 
    “There might be a clue we can find,” I continue, kneeling and putting my hand on the corpse. 
 
    We wait another five minutes for his hotbar to become public property. The Raider has a Stasis Rifle, a few Nanobot Packs—possibly mine—a 4th Tier Sniper Scope, and a bunch of Reflecting Stars. I give Raven the 4th Tier Sniper Scope and half the Reflecting Stars, but it does little to cheer her up. Then I turn over the player’s corpse onto his stomach. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Raven asks.  
 
    “Looking for clues.” 
 
    “He’s wearing standard armor,” Raven says. “Oh. His neck. He has a tattoo.” 
 
    She's right. I pull his Chestplate away from his neck a bit to reveal an animated tattoo, much like the ones Genius had back at the Slug Mech battle. This one is an image of The Binding structure, a diamond just like the fountain statue that The Hermit meditated near. A laser rotates and cuts through the middle, pulsing and changing color.  
 
    There are two Meran symbols on either side of the image. Lots of people in the game use Meran symbols because they look cool, almost like Japanese on Earth, but I haven’t studied them much. I eye Raven. “What does that say?” 
 
    She moves her finger from symbol to symbol. “This is an old script,” she says. “But in your language, this would be a ‘B’ and a ‘C.’ This must be a tattoo for a cluster.” 
 
    One roars into my mind, but I ask for confirmation. “Hermit?” I ask. “Do you know the origin of this tattoo?” 
 
    He answers half a minute later. “Yes,” he says. “After meditating on this world’s code, I have discovered that this is the symbol of the Baxter Cluster. They are an old cluster who registered this symbol in the system as theirs ten years ago. They have also claimed territory in the nearby Alta Region, deep in the wilderness.” 
 
    “So, they’re like the Volga Cluster,” I say. 
 
    “The what?” Raven asks. 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” I tell her. “The point is, they’ve taken your Credit to the Alta Region. The Baxter Cluster will have it in their hideout, and now we know where to go to find it. Maybe they’re planning on holding onto the Credit, or they could bring someone in to hack it. Either way, we know they’re Raiders and they’re up to no good.” 
 
    “Where’s the Alta Region?” she asks. “I don’t know this side of the game well yet.” She tries to hide the frustration in her voice. Raven needs my help and she knows it.  
 
    “A little bit north of here. I think,” I say. While I’ve studied the game maps in the Jump Pods well, there are so many empty regions and uncharted areas it would take a lifetime to memorize them all. But Raven has had no time to unlock much of the Planet Yaren map yet. “Let me check and see how much longer I can stay in the game.” 
 
    I check. I have eighteen in-game hours, or nine real-life hours, before I need to log out. The message under my clock reminds me that I need to report to work after that. Right above the work message hangs the familiar warning of how staying in the game too long will cause negative health effects. A feeling of dread blooms in my gut. Is it the same for Merans?  
 
    Sleep isn’t happening tonight, either. I’m staying as long as I need to so Raven can get her Credit back. And, it’s the only thing that will help me win points with her again. 
 
    “Then we should go,” she says. “You’ll need to get us there.” 
 
    We run to the nearest Jump Station, which isn’t far from the Save Station. Both of us climb into a Jump Pod—which thankfully accommodates up to four players—and I click on the map to take us to the Alta Region, a semi-cold area blanketed by a coniferous forest. The Pod takes off and the two of us sit in silence. 
 
    I take the opportunity to level up my stats again. I still have the 25,000 XP to spend. It’s something I should have done before we let the Raiders get away. This time, I don’t do it with joy, but out of need to fix this tragedy. The awkward silence also urges me to pull up my stat table. I have 25 upgrades to spend. I go ahead and give +4 to Close Range Combat and everything else +3, ignoring Luck, which just applies to finding loot. I don’t know what I’m going to face, making it hard to plan a strategy. Even The Hermit can’t give me any further info on this cluster. 
 
    His answer: “I cannot visit the forums. I’m sorry. The only in-game information I can find about the Baxter Cluster is that they occupy territory in the Alta region.” 
 
    I haven’t heard anything about the Baxter Cluster on the forums. That could be good or bad. The good news: this cluster is so crappy that no one talks about them, and getting the Credit back will be a piece of cake. The bad news: they’re great hackers, powerful, and secretive, and block public information about them. 
 
    Given that a Raider had a Magnetic Shield, I’m betting on the bad news.  
 
      
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
    Strength: 12 (+3) 
 
    Speed: 19 (+3) 
 
    Stamina: 21 (+3) 
 
    Healing Rate: 17 (+3) 
 
    Awareness: 14 (+3) 
 
    * Close Range Combat: 31 (+4) 
 
    Sniper Dead Eye: 18 (+3) 
 
    General Accuracy: 20 (+3) 
 
    Luck: 10 
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
      
 
    Victory music plays. Now that I’ve reached 190 upgrades, I’m at Level 19. One more level and more opportunities will unlock. But I don’t experience the thrill most players would feel at this point. Raven continues to sit opposite me, sullen, as I swipe my base stats to the side. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” she says, sitting up straight. There’s fire in her voice. 
 
    “I leveled up,” I say, “allocating points to almost everything.” 
 
    “Good,” she says, but flat, as if she’s not happy for me. She looks out the window. 
 
    An expansive forest of pines and spruces spreads out below. Our Jump Pod is slowing. The trip hasn’t taken long at all. Jump Pods average passengers’ levels, so we’ve moved faster than I’m used to thanks to Raven. The hum decreases and we descend. We both lean forward and look out the window to take in the Alta Region. 
 
    Low clouds hang, threatening rain or even snow, as my log warns that I’m now entering an uncharted PvP zone. There’s a clearing not far from here full of tree stumps and fallen logs. The Pod is dropping us close to player activity. 
 
    And then I glimpse a huge problem right before our Pod descends low enough for the trees to block our view of the deforested area. 
 
    Players. 
 
    At least fifty of them, perhaps even a hundred, are gathered in the clearing as if waiting for something big.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE TWO OF us stand outside of the Jump Pod, surrounded by towering pine trees. I crane my neck looking up at the sheer height of each tree. Up ahead, there’s a narrow trail that looks as if it leads toward the clearing where all the players are gathering. The foliage is so thick that I can’t see through it to the clearing. Even Raven can’t see it through her 4th Tier Sniper Scope. 
 
    “The clearing is too far away,” she says, lowering her weapon. “We can’t survey it from here.” 
 
    “We have to get closer,” I say. 
 
    “Did you see how many players there were? I couldn’t count, but I estimate around seventy-five. Even if they’re all under Level 5, we have no chance of getting out of there alive.” 
 
    I wait for The Hermit to come up with one of his great ideas, but he stays silent. “We still have to get closer. Stake out the area, you know?” Trying to join this cluster isn’t going to work. They won’t let in anyone who was seen around Raven from this last century. And I know nothing about the Baxter Cluster other than that they like to steal Digital Transfer Credits. “They’re not under Level 5. I guarantee you that. But I’ve done worse. We can do this. We’ll get your Credit back.” 
 
    “I hope so,” she says, digging her foot into the pine needles.  
 
    “Look, all we have to do is go in there and grab the Credit. Then you’ll put it in your inventory. Even if you die after that, you’ll still have the Credit and no one can take it away again. See? And then when you must place the Credit in your hotbar to use a Save Station, I’ll stand guard for you.” I’m going head over heels trying to impress Raven.  
 
    “I suppose you have a point,” she says with a faint smile. She’s beautiful, especially when she’s getting her hope back. “We will die on this mission. When did you save last?” 
 
    “I think it was back at the Jump Station near the auction house?” 
 
    “I haven’t saved on this side of the game yet,” Raven says. “I’m not sure where I’m going to respawn if I die.” 
 
    “I’m not sure, either,” I say. “Um, Hermit? How will that work? She won’t respawn on the Mera side of the game, will she?” 
 
    He takes a few seconds to respond. “Let me meditate on the code,” he says. “No. If Raven_Vex dies before saving, she will respawn at a random city on the Earth side of the game. That will be her new home city.” 
 
    “Great.”  
 
    “We have to risk it,” Raven says. She lifts her gaze from the ground.  
 
    She’s right. I want to fix this so badly that I’ll risk losing Raven for a very long time. I’m not sure how angry she still is at me. “Well, we’re probably going to die,” I say. “It was fun knowing each other for a while.” 
 
    “Could we arrange to meet somewhere if that happens?” 
 
    That shocks me. “Maybe. We could meet at Janxis again. It’s a non-PvP zone and we both know where it is now.” I gulp. “At least, we’ll die together,” I blurt. 
 
    Wow. I look like an idiot. And there’s no guarantee we’ll log back into the game at the same time. Raven might stay gone for a while if she gets her Credit back. I can’t afford to hang around Janxis if that happens, waiting for weeks or months. I’ll have to move on. How long does a move take from one planet to another in the real world? The ICC doesn’t tell. 
 
    Raven laughs. “Let’s go stake out this cluster. The members who have my Credit might not have arrived yet, if they’re moving by foot.” 
 
    I keep my thoughts to myself. I’m not sure if the two who got away from us are using another Jump Pod. The Alta Region isn’t far from the city of Yakka, so moving on foot is possible. We might cut them off if we’re lucky. I take Raven’s arm and pull her toward the trail’s direction. 
 
    “Hey. I know how to use a trail,” she says. 
 
    “Sorry.” I let go.  
 
    Raven glances at me from the corner of her eye. She knows how I feel about her. Is that another smile? At least she doesn’t want to kill me anymore. The flight in the Pod gave us time to cool down. My dedication to getting her Credit back is paying off. 
 
    The clearing with all the players is on the edge of my map, which means we have a little while to walk. I hope they didn’t see us land. It’s possible.  
 
    Raven is able to see the other players on her game map before I can, meaning she must have allocated a lot of upgrades to her Awareness attribute. That makes sense for a sniper and it gives me hope. We’re opposites when it comes to fighting and combining our strengths will help us do this. 
 
    Yeah, right.  
 
    After walking for half a mile, we arrive at the edge of the clearing. Thankfully, there’s a pile of chopped lumber near the trail’s edge that we’re able to duck behind. Raven and I peek through a hole in the pile and peer into the clearing. 
 
    It’s a small army. The Baxter Cluster has a bunch of players standing around. Their name tags blend together, making an unreadable mess. Most wear regular Titanium Armor but a few don Plasteel like I do and one guy wears Electrified Titanium Armor. There seem to be more men than women. I spot more of the Baxter Cluster tattoos on the backs of necks. Most of the players are using Human or Meran avatars with a few Cyborgs mixed in. And almost everyone has Blasters equipped.  
 
    “Are they waiting for something?” Raven asks. 
 
    “I think so. They’re just standing around in groups. Get out your scope.” 
 
    But she already has. Raven aims her gun through the hole and peeks through it. “That’s better. Yes. They’re waiting. Oh. Movement. I see it at the far end of the clearing.” 
 
    She scoots aside to let me look through the sniper scope. I do. A message in my log informs me that I can’t fire a 4th Tier Sniper Rifle until I’ve achieved 30 Sniper Dead Eye points, but at least I can still look through the scope. 
 
    And I see them. 
 
    The Raiders who have Raven’s Credit step out from behind the trees on the opposite side of the clearing, waving to their clustermates.  
 
    “Why do they have to be over there?” I ask, giving the scope back to Raven.  
 
    She peeks through again. “I want to kill them,” she says. “I could do it right now with this new scope.” 
 
    “We can’t,” I say. “Their clustermates will just take the Credit from the corpses.” The Raiders must be a quarter mile away. Another thing bothers me. The Raider with Raven’s Credit might have tucked it into his inventory. But I doubt that. They’re here to brag about the Digital Transfer Credit to their clustermates. This is clearly planned. The Raiders will likely transfer it to someone else.  
 
    Raven grins at me. “I can set up a diversion.” 
 
    “A diversion?”  
 
    “With a secondary weapon,” she says. 
 
    Higher-level players can gain the ability to use, or set up, an automatic weapon. According to the forums, that kicks in at Level 25, and it depends on your starting specialty on what you can actually do. Of course, since a secondary weapon would make a player too OP, there’s a disadvantage coupling with this bonus ability. Auto weapons require power, just like an Attraction Rifle, and steals energy from the player. 
 
    “But that will cut your stats in half,” I say.  
 
    “I know,” Raven says. “We must think of this as a raid. I’ll set up one of my Rifles to work remotely. The great thing about a 4th Tier Scope is that I can operate it from up to a half-mile away. I can even look through the Scope from my HUD display.” 
 
    “That’s awesome,” I say.  
 
    My expertise isn’t Sniper weapons, so this is new to me. But it might work. If we can distract the closest cluster players by firing on an area we’ve abandoned, then we can close in on the two who have the Credit.  
 
    Raven equips a stand for her Rifle, mounting the gun so that it points through the hole in the lumber pile. “The players will fire on this area, thinking we’re here, but the lumber should prevent the destruction of my Rifle for a while.” Sadness fills her voice. She doesn’t want to lose her new 4th Tier Scope and I don’t blame her.  
 
    I peek through the Scope one more time while Raven waves her arms, setting up whatever she needs for her Rifle to fire remotely. The two Raiders approach their clustermates now, and one equips the Digital Transfer Credit. The golden rectangle in his hand reflects pale light. That means it’s in his hotbar. He approaches a guy who glows blue from his Electrified Titanium Armor. 
 
    “Um, Raven? Now.” 
 
    Raven equips a second Rifle—probably one with a 3rd Tier Scope—and nods her readiness. “My stats are halved. I’ll try to keep up. That Rifle is online.” 
 
    I hate that I can’t see across the clearing well. Raven and I run around the clearing, getting closer to the two Raiders while staying in the trees. Every few seconds Raven stops and a deafening pop sounds as the automatic Sniper Rifle fires. The Baxter Cluster scrambles around, trying to determine the source of the shot. I can’t hear their comms, but I can imagine what that sounds like. 
 
    “Killed one,” Raven says. 
 
    “Keep going,” I urge. We need to stay out of sight until we’re as close as possible to the Raider with your Credit. But I eye the clearing. The guy with Electrified Titanium Armor runs to the center of the clearing, away from our Raiders and away from the Digital Transfer Credit. The Raiders might not have had time to give the Credit to him. 
 
    The clearing is huge, and players duck behind tree stumps and fire Blasters in the general direction of the Sniper Rifle. An opening forms around the two Raiders as they stay behind the others. The leader of the two, Laser_Monkey28, hangs back, letting the rest of the cluster fight to protect the Digital Transfer Credit. It’s still in his hand. Blaster fire lights the clearing. They think Raven and I are still over there. 
 
    Raven pauses behind a tree. She’s not moving as fast as before. Her remote Rifle fires again as she waves her free arm. She keeps her Sniper Rifle equipped, but doesn’t fire it. We can’t give away our position yet. 
 
    “Got another one!” she shouts. “I’ll need you to cover me out there.” 
 
    “Gladly.” I equip my Attraction Rifle, putting it next to the Stasis Rifle and my Electric Glove. If I can get Laser_Monkey28 into the trees— 
 
    He ducks behind a stump. 
 
    Awesome. 
 
    “We have to go out there,” I say. 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” Raven stops in the foliage and does another remote shot. There’s so much Blaster fire from the Baxter Cluster that I can’t see who goes down among them. It’s an orange, roaring flow of blasts on the lumber pile. Wood cracks and pops as smoke rises from the Rifle’s hiding spot. We don’t have much longer. 
 
    I nod at Raven. She returns it.  
 
    We burst into the clearing, bolting to the stump where our friend is hiding. 
 
    Most of the cluster, including the Electrified Titanium Armor guy, has their backs turned to us. I put myself between Raven and the cluster. Right now, I can take more damage than her, even though she’s wearing Titanium Armor. Raven readies her Sniper Rifle, but I’ll need to deal with the goon behind the stump. This is my territory. 
 
    Laser_Monkey28 rises, facing us. 
 
    He must have seen us on his map. 
 
    And he’s aiming a Stasis Rifle at us.  
 
    I grab Raven’s arm and pull her to the ground as he fires and a blue Sphere bursts to life inches above us. It’s empty, having captured nothing. I nod to her again and we rise, dodging the electric bubble. Laser_Monkey28 stands there, turning his head and scrolling through his hotbar for Plan B.  
 
    I fire my Attraction Rifle. The green beam pulls Laser_Monkey28 towards me, all Level 31 of him. I switch to my Electric Glove and strike, taking his health bar down by ten percent. The green beam wears off, and he grits his teeth and raises his own Electric Glove.  
 
    I’m outmatched. Monkey strikes and the world flashes red as my health bar drops twenty percent. I fall onto my back. He expects my attacks. I need to switch it up.  
 
    Meanwhile, Raven fires her remote gun again. More wood snaps under Blaster fire. In the confusion, the rest of the cluster hasn’t bothered to check their maps to see us back here. All focus remains on the gun. 
 
    Laser_Monkey28 goes in for another punch, Glove sparking, but I roll out of the way and let him try to kill the ground. He drives his Glove into bare soil while Raven fires her other rifle into his backside, dropping his health bar by a third. Sparks fly. Critical hit.  
 
    “Now!” she shouts at me.  
 
    I equip my new Stasis Rifle adding +1 General Accuracy, and fire at Monkey. The blue Sphere encases him, rising to join the empty one floating nearby. 
 
    “Fire!” I shout. My Electric Glove won’t reach him and I won’t risk reducing my armor before we get the Credit back. 
 
    Raven kneels and fires two shots. Another critical hit. At close range, she’s deadly.  
 
    Blaster fire strikes Raven from the side as she goes in for the kill. One of the cluster members has figured us out. I turn and run at the Level 9 guy, Electric Glove equipped, and pummel him. The guy falls—dead after several hits. My health bar is down to under half. Bad. Another guy in Titanium Armor tugs on the arm of one of his buddies, trying to alert him to us, while the others continue to kneel behind stumps and fire on the lumber pile. There must be seventy players talking over the comm, causing confusion. Even with that advantage, Raven and I have less than a minute to live. She can’t operate the remote gun and kill Laser_Monkey28 at the same time. 
 
    “Hurry!” I shout over the comm. 
 
    She fires the killing round as the Stasis Sphere fades. Laser_Monkey28 falls inside the bubble, crumpling into a heap. As the Sphere fades, his corpse falls to the ground and lands halfway on a stump, forcing his legs to stand up.  
 
    We run to the corpse at the same time.  
 
    “We have to drag the corpse!” Raven shouts. “We can’t loot it yet!”  
 
    The ten minute waiting period. Crap. We’ll have to drag a dead guy with us through the wilderness and wait to loot his hotbar. On top of that, Laser_Monkey28 is guaranteed to have respawned and began his corpse run by now. He’s no doubt coming to the death point on his map. If he gets here before the ten minutes run out, he can reclaim his hotbar unless we stop him. 
 
    The remote Rifle shoots as Raven continues the distraction. She’s an unbelievable multi-tasker. 
 
    We lean down. I take the legs and Raven grabs the shoulders.  
 
    And then the entire clearing goes silent. 
 
    All Blaster fire stopped. The silence is deafening. Raven looks at me and flicks her gaze to the rest of the clearing. She has her hands on the corpse’s shoulders. 
 
    Everyone in the clearing stands frozen. The entire Baxter Cluster stands with their backs to us, Blasters raised at the lumber pile. The lone member trying to attract his buddies’ attention still stands there with his hand grasping the hair of a Cyborg woman. He doesn’t so much as turn his head or loosen his grasp. Behind everyone, smoke rises from the now-burning lumber pile. 
 
    I try to say something, but I can’t.  
 
    And then I realize that I’m frozen, too. I can only move my eyes. 
 
    Raven turns her orange eyes to me and back to the frozen Baxter Cluster. She remains in a kneeling position. It’s as if someone has flipped a switch on all of us. The corpse of Laser_Monkey28 remains on the ground, inches out of reach.  
 
    I check my log, but The Hermit neither says nor types anything.  
 
    What the heck is going on? 
 
    “Mmmmph,” Raven says.  
 
    I respond with the same. I begin to wonder if the Baxter Cluster has some secret weapon that freezes everything in an emergency, but then I notice something very strange. 
 
    A player is appearing in the middle of the clearing, between us and the Baxter Cluster.  
 
    It’s as if I’m facing a ghost. The figure is transparent at first and shimmering, surrounded by a purple aura and wearing full black armor that’s made from the shiniest material that I’ve ever seen. The figure continues to fade into existence, remaining semi-transparent and shimmering. A dark face mask hides the individual’s race. I search for a player name but see none. It’s as if this player or NPC has teleported into our area.  
 
    And I can’t ask The Hermit what we’re seeing.  
 
    The frozen cluster members near the new arrival start to shimmer as well. Their avatars wave, as if part of a mirage, before breaking apart into ones and zeros. The numbers swim together in a silent storm, merging and spinning in a variety of colors. Damn. I feel sick looking at it. 
 
    The intruder raises one armored arm.  
 
    The storm of former avatars rises into the sky, vanishing into the low-hanging clouds. The field now stands empty save me, Raven, the corpse, and the newcomer. 
 
    What the heck? 
 
    The new creature says nothing to us. Instead, the player goes into a full staring contest, taking a step closer to our frozen avatars.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE’S NOTHING I can do except stand here, frozen, as the newcomer stares us down. The corpse continues to lie there with Raven’s Digital Transfer Credit in its hotbar. We’re inches from looting it.  
 
    And yet we might as well be a universe away. 
 
    “Greetings,” the new character says in a deep male voice. There’s something off about the sound, as if it’s an AI speaking or a very good voice disguising program. He stands with military posture, arms behind his back and chest thrust out. The clouds above clear for a moment, making the sun shine off his coal-colored chestplate. He remains semi-transparent, shimmering, and without a username. “I am Master Admin 346, and I apologize for this breakdown in game protocol.” 
 
    Raven eyes me. “Mmmph.” 
 
    “I will allow you to speak,” he says, raising one hand for a second before placing it back with the other. “I have set up a temporary comm system between the three of us.” 
 
    I’m not sure yet if this is good or bad. Given that this Admin dissolved almost one hundred avatars with a single hand movement and looks as if he’s ready to take down a Level 50 boss by himself, I’m leaning towards bad.  
 
    But I feel the paralysis loosen on my mouth and vocal cords. “Admin?” I ask. “I’ve never met an Admin.” I’ve studied The Binding more than most, and I know they exist. Yet there are few sightings reported in the game. Mostly, they appear to deal with major glitches; but, since the game has had decades to iron out, there’s a theory that Admins now play Solitaire all day. Well, if they’re human. No one knows their identities. 
 
    Master Admin remains in his stance. “This is certainly an unusual circumstance. We do not often have to break game mechanics to resolve an issue.” 
 
    “There’s an issue, all right,” I say. Now is my chance to tell someone in power—whoever they are—about the loophole in the Credit system. “This cluster stole her Digital Transfer Credit. There’s a problem in the game that allows this to happen. The Credits are—” I stop myself when Raven glares at me. I still know nothing about this Admin guy other than that he’s powerful. Mentioning The Hermit in my HUD and the knowledge he gave us might not be a hot idea. “What if the Credits can he hacked and given to other players? There are hackers who try to cheat in this game. But I’m sure you know that.” 
 
    “That is true,” Master Admin says. He injects as much emotion into his voice as a rock. I still can’t determine if I’m talking to a human or an AI. If it’s an AI, it’s nowhere near as cool as The Hermit. “The Baxter Cluster was able to steal your Credit quite easily.” 
 
    A flash of anger fills me and I can’t stop myself from speaking. “If they can steal Credits like that, something needs to be done.” I try to wave my arms at him, but they’re still stuck at my sides. All I can do is stand there, facing the guy as Raven continues to kneel, or look at her from the corner of my eye. 
 
    “You are correct,” Master Admin says, unmoving. “However, the Baxter Cluster failed to secure your Credit as they were expected to do. In response, I have liquidated their avatars.” 
 
    “Expected?” Raven asks. Her eyes widen. “You mean, you know that they can steal players’ Credits? And you want them to?” 
 
    The Admin gives us a single nod. “We manipulate rogue clusters, making them believe that they can hack Digital Transfer Credits or sell them for large amounts of cash. We Admins supply them with rare loot and large amounts of XP to ensure that they work with us.” 
 
    I can’t believe this crap. “So, the ICC hires them to take Credits away from winners?” 
 
    The Admin faces me. I spot my reflection in his large, black face mask. Raven’s, too. We look stretched as if we’re already starting to dissolve and turn into swirling ones and zeros.  
 
    “Yes,” he says. “Usually, this prevents players from retrieving their Credits. On occasion, ingenious players, such as yourselves, are able to get your Credits back. Congratulations on your hard work.” 
 
    It’s an empty congrats, the type my boss would give me for pulling a sixteen-hour shift. The Admin has no intention of giving Raven’s Credit back. Well done. You worked for seven years without pay. Thank you for helping the ICC. 
 
    “Players don’t get to keep their Credits when they cross The Binding?” Raven asks. Her voice rises with every word.  
 
    The purple aura continues to shimmer around our new enemy. “That is true. The Admins are impressed by your performance. It is not often that we need to step in.” 
 
    I’m beginning to see where this is going. 
 
    The ICC has a system in place to make sure that Credit winners never get to activate their prize. There are ceremonies and broadcasts to spotlight how people can and do win. But no one knows that you can’t ever escape.  
 
    “But we got it back,” Raven says. “It’s right here on this corpse. Does anyone get to earn passage to the other planet in reality? Has anyone traveled to start a new life? Tell us the truth.” 
 
    I ache for her. The disappointment isn’t just hers. I share it.  
 
    My hope is nothing but a load of crap. 
 
    “Allowing physical passage would not benefit the ICC’s business model,” the Admin says. “Repeat customers are necessary to keep the Interplanetary Commerce Corporation in business. If anyone were allowed to physically cross to the other planet, they would share their secrets the moment they logged out of the game. Many other customers would then cross The Binding and the ICC would find itself losing its loyal base. The company must maintain the lure of The Binding without losing revenue.” 
 
    “Typical business BS,” I say, shaking. “Keep everyone trying for a better life until the day they die.” I’ve known that The Binding was a cash scheme all my life, somewhat like a casino where most pay and few win. But this is worse. It’s rigged. 
 
    This is the reason no one has ever heard from an interplanetary immigrant. 
 
    They don’t exist. 
 
    Raven shoots me a warning glare, but what does it matter if I explode? The Admin wouldn’t reveal these secrets if he intends to let us walk off this field with the Credit. 
 
    The Admin isn’t fazed. “It is a simple plan. Most players experience a Credit theft and must pay and strive to reach The Binding again once that happens. Players such as yourselves are special cases.” 
 
    “Now what?” I ask. So far, the Admin has been the most honest person I’ve met. 
 
    “You cannot be allowed to reveal these secrets. To the real world, it will appear as if the two of you have merely gone to the other planet.” 
 
    That’s what I thought.  
 
    The ICC is about to make sure the two of us vanish, and not by bettering our lives.  
 
    I wait for the Admin to raise his hand to dissolve our avatars, but he doesn’t. A sick feeling blooms in my gut. He’s here to keep our avatars frozen and occupied while the ICC deals with us in the real world, on Earth and on Mera. It’s the only reason we’re not swirling ones and zeros. 
 
    “Log out,” I whisper to Raven. 
 
    Then she says the worst thing ever. “I can’t.” 
 
    She’s right. To pull up our HUDs, we have to move our heads and arms. And the Admin has taken that ability away. The two of us are helpless in our Immersion Boxes, waiting for our fates. 
 
    “Wait,” Raven pleads. “The cluster you just digitized will know about this scheme of yours. Why did you do that?”  
 
    “He’ll pass it off as a glitch,” I say as a thought hits me. “Avatars do randomly get deleted by the game, but it’s rare. It’s the ICC keeping secrets, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not many know of the supposed glitch,” the Admin says. My hours of studying forums and game mechanics have led to this. Awesome. But maybe I can use it. So far, The Hermit has stayed silent. I hope he’s analyzing the situation and will come up with a way to defeat the Admin within the next couple of minutes. That doesn’t seem likely. 
 
    Or maybe there isn’t a way. This is someone who can delete avatars at will. 
 
    The Admin speaks again. “You are a Binding scholar, are you not? That is impressive.” 
 
    “I suppose I am,” I say. “Maybe we can work out an arrangement to your benefit. We’re both pretty knowledgeable about the game.” Wow, I’m grasping at straws.  
 
    The Admin shakes his head. “While your knowledge of The Binding and your drive are both impressive, we cannot afford to let you continue.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen?” Raven asks. Her tone tells me she already knows. 
 
    “We want to know what you’re going to do in the real world. What’s your plan?” I ask. 
 
    The Admin nods, arms behind his back. “You must be removed to maintain order.” 
 
    I should feel shock, but I don’t. A fierce determination fills me. I can’t let this happen to Raven. “Come on,” I say. “We won’t tell anyone about this. The two of us will keep status quo at our great ICC jobs and keep playing in our spare time. That’s not so bad.” I’m spouting nonsense. Great chance the Admin will believe me. 
 
    “Negative,” the Admin says. “The ICC has dealt with this threat for a long time and running data has determined that this is the most effective solution.” 
 
    “But you can’t do this,” Raven says.  
 
    It’s bleak. We’re going to die and now we can’t even fight back. 
 
    “Atlas_Reign,” The Hermit says. 
 
    I don’t dare respond. I wait for the Admin to say something about The Hermit but, instead, he continues to stand guard. He hasn’t heard The Hermit. That should be impossible if he’s set up a private comm session between us.  
 
    “Atlas_Reign, I have blocked your HUD from the Master Admin. Listen to me.” 
 
    Does he think I have a choice? But I let hope rise inside me. Raven has turned her gaze to the ground, preparing for the worst. She’s so dejected that I wonder if she’s already dead. 
 
    “I have a plan,” he continues. “The Admin must come into contact with you. Then I will be able to access his code the way I have accessed your HUD.” 
 
    How do I do that? Raven continues to eye the ground and the corpse of Laser_Monkey28. I don’t know if the Admin is human or an AI, but I need try something. Anything. 
 
    “Master Admin,” I say. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Can you turn me around to face Raven_Vex? If we’re about to die, I want to see her.” 
 
    There’s nothing like impending death to take away my fear of embarrassing myself in front of a member of the opposite sex. But I can think of nothing else.  
 
    Raven snaps her gaze up at me the best she can without lifting her head. Her pupils widen in shock. 
 
    “That is your final request?” the Admin asks. 
 
    “Yes. I want to see her directly before I die and not just from the corner of my eye.” There’s no hiding the worst now. “I . . . I love you, Raven, and I want you to be the last thing I see.” 
 
    “Atlas?” she asks, confused. She furrows her eyebrows at me. 
 
    I wish I could tell her that we might survive.  
 
    And, if we do, I’ll have some awkward explaining to do. 
 
    The Admin shakes his head. I swear, he’s only allowed those two displays of emotion. “Youth. Young love. Fine. I will grant your request.” 
 
    His purple aura shimmers as he steps over to me. The Admin reaches out, takes both of my arms, and lifts my avatar a few inches from the ground without effort. I have a thought that he must have max stats to accomplish that. 
 
    A zapping sound fills the air. 
 
    The Admin lets go and I fall, landing right on Laser_Monkey28’s corpse. I’m stuck, lying like a statue right across his chest, looking up one of his nostrils. There are some things the game shouldn’t have rendered well, and that’s one of them. 
 
    But I focus my attention on the Admin.  
 
    The figure in black stands and convulses, waving his arms like a robot shorting out. He pauses, thrashes again, and freezes. A buzzing sound emerges from under his helmet and fades. Then his entire form snaps to swirling ones and zeros for just one eye blink. The Admin solidifies again, complete with his purple aura, and turns his head as if he’s surveying the clearing and the tree stumps for the first time. 
 
    Something is different. 
 
    And if it’s what I think, I can’t believe it. 
 
    Then I remember that I’m way too close to Laser_Monkey28’s nostrils and push myself off the corpse. My paralysis has worn off. I stand as Raven takes a step back, straightening.  
 
    “Atlas_Reign. Raven_Vex.” The Hermit speaks from behind the black face mask. “I have successfully taken over the form of Master Admin 346.”  
 
    The Hermit has freed us. 
 
    And I just confessed my love to Raven to make it all happen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    I STARE AT The Hermit in shock. 
 
    Well, what has become of The Hermit. Within the black-clad Admin’s avatar, his AI takes a few steps forward and backward as if testing his legs for the first time. Then he waves his arms, flexing his gloved fingers. He’s acting very un-Monk like right now. If I ever find myself in a new avatar, I’d do the same, though.  
 
    “Hermit?” Raven asks. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Admin says, but in The Hermit’s serene voice. “After much meditating and deliberating on the subject, it has come to my knowledge that the gods of this world seek to stop the evolution of its inhabitants. It is up to us to find our own paths—” 
 
    “Not now,” I say. Panic strikes, upping my pulse. “Raven. We need to get our bodies to safety. More Admins will come once they realize what’s happened.” I scan the clearing, but there’s no one else except the two corpses and the army of tree stumps. This is no time to salvage my embarrassing love confession. 
 
    “You’re right,” Raven says. “They know where we live in the real world.” 
 
    “Look. I’ll find a way to log back in and see what I can do,” I say. “There’s no telling when that will happen, but I’ll find a way. And Hermit, stay safe. Please. Tell the Admins that a glitch unfroze us. I don’t want them to digitize you.” He might be an AI but, in the last couple of days, he has become a good friend. I wouldn’t know what I’d do without him asking about all caps and other human interactions.  
 
    “I will stay safe,” The Hermit says. “Examining the Admin’s code and HUD is revealing that I now have attributes previously unknown to me. I will find you once you return.” 
 
    Raven eyes me with sadness. “I don’t know when I’ll be able to log back in. If ever.” She kneels down and places her hand on Laser_Monkey28’s and loots his corpse. She stands, the golden Digital Transfer Credit in her hand. Raven stares intently at her palm, as if the Credit might electrocute her at any moment. “I don’t know if I should keep this.” 
 
    “Inventory it,” The Hermit says. “It may be useful later.” 
 
    She does.  
 
    “What if we can’t come back here?” I ask them both. “What if the Admins know where we are at all times?” There’s no what if. I’m sure they can target any player in the database. 
 
    The Hermit speaks. “As an Admin, I now have the ability to mask your avatars from the rest of this world. But first you must log out and return for the patch to take effect. You must hurry. I enjoy your company and do not wish for you to die. Is ‘enjoy’ the correct term?” 
 
    I have loads of questions for The Hermit but it’ll have to wait. He’s right. I pull up my Options and scroll through, shaking, until I reach the LOGOUT option. I nod. Another text bubble asks me if I’m sure. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure!” I shout at it, missing the YES option with my finger a couple of times. “Raven, get out of here! Get to safety and don’t come back until the ICC can’t find you.” 
 
    “I will. Right now.” She wraps her arms around me. Her beautiful red hair fills my vision as her cheek presses against mine. I can even feel its silky texture on my skin. “Atlas. Thanks.” 
 
    And then my display goes black as the game decides that I’m sure. The feel of Raven vanishes and is replaced by the lifeless gray ooze of the Immersion Box. I waste no time. Banging my head again, I push open what will become my coffin lid if I don’t move. Then I sit up as the gray, liquefied foam runs off my body. 
 
    At least it seems the ICC can’t use the mystery ooze to kill players in real life, or I’d be dead already. The gray stuff smooths out in the box and I close the lid. I gracefully bang my knee on the Imm-B as I whirl around, yanking a random white work shirt and slacks out of the closet. My alarm says something about how my Wednesday shift starts in two hours, but I pay no attention to the fake, pleasant voice. I won’t be going into work today-—or ever again. 
 
    That means it’s early morning. 
 
    Still dark. 
 
    My Ration Block slides through my door’s bottom flap. I kick it out of the way as I pull on my slacks. The delivery girl hasn’t received the memo that I’m supposed to vanish, yet. She moves on with her squeaky cart.  
 
    On Mera, Raven is climbing out of her own Immersion Box. 
 
    The ICC is coming for both of us. They’re taking some time. It’s the reason they sent an Admin to stop us from logging out.  
 
    I don’t bother to tuck in my work shirt. Throwing my work-issued blue jacket over me, I yank open my door and bolt down the apartment hallway. The delivery girl turns a corner, her back to me, as she continues to push Ration Blocks inside of apartments. There’s a picture window at the end of the hall that provides a view of City 36, mostly of other gray apartment buildings. A few lights shine through the smog, creating grimy halos. 
 
    And then I spot movement. 
 
    Four black, smooth Corporation shuttles float towards my building. Resembling outstretched pill bugs, they reflect the ugly light as they slow and lower to the bottom parking area of my building and out of my sight. I’ve seen official Corporation shuttles a few times among the gray worker bee transports, but it’s the first time I’ve spotted them visiting an apartment building. 
 
    And I know why they’re here. 
 
    Holding down panic, I bolt back into my apartment and pull the Immersion Box away from the wall. I grab my thumb drive—loaded with 1500 stored offline credits not connected to my username or ID—and stuff it into my jacket pocket. Selling rare loot via the forums for the past six years hasn’t been lucrative, but it’s added up, and I’m glad I’ve stashed the emergency funds away from ICC monitoring. If they catch me with this, I’m going to prison. 
 
    What does that matter now? They’re going to kill me. If I stay here, I estimate I have less than three minutes to live. 
 
    My apartment has one exit, and I close the door behind me once I’m in the hall. A glance at the elevator display tells me it’s in use. The ICC is already coming up. Panic explodes again and I lose my ability to think. 
 
    Strategy. 
 
    If I don’t employ it, I die. 
 
    But the ICC isn’t like a boss fight. Or are they? They might expect me to still be in the Imm-B, which will buy me a bit of time. They have a protocol. 
 
    And there’s a service staircase around the corner in case of fire. 
 
    I charge around the corner. The Ration Block girl passes me and nods a tired hello. I yank open the EMERGENCY door, pause, and listen. 
 
    The elevator dings. The ICC hasn’t wasted any time. That’s enough motivation for me to slip down the stairs, regardless of what’s on the bottom. My survival depends on whether the ICC realizes I’ve logged out. The Hermit will try to help by making the other Admins believe we’re still in the game, but the key word is try. 
 
    Just as the elevator slides open, I close the stairwell door. So far, I hear nothing below. 
 
    It’s my only chance. 
 
    As footfalls thunder down my hall, I tiptoe down the stairs, careful not to make noise. Only my jacket whispers as I reach the next floor down, and the next, passing door after door. The staircase reeks like illegal tobacco smoke and maybe worse. It’s often in use, then. That means the doors aren’t sealed. 
 
    After checking to make sure my thumb drive is still in my pocket, I approach the bottom floor. I haven’t explored the area around my apartment building much, other than my foray to get Stim Uppers, and I’m regretting that decision now.  
 
    A door at the bottom of the stairwell slams open with a bang. 
 
    I freeze. 
 
    The ICC has realized I’m not in my Immersion Box. 
 
    There’s a door that leads to the second level and I have no other choice but to take that. I open the door, which gives me no trouble, and duck inside as corporate goons race up the stairwell right on the other side of the wall. No one radios to each other. This is a stealth mission. 
 
    The second floor has the same layout as the first—an L-shaped hallway with the same elevator at the end. I can take the elevator and alert the ICC that I’m using it; I can take the stairwell and risk meeting more people at the bottom; or, I can find another way out.  
 
    There’s an emergency ladder on each side of the building. I’ve seen them before on all the apartment buildings. If I can get out that way— 
 
    The footfalls vanish in the stairwell as the ICC reaches the fifth floor. They’re about to discover what I’ve done. 
 
    A door in the hallway opens. A man groans under the weight of an early shift and drags his feet across the gray carpet. 
 
    It’s my chance. The ICC won’t invade other cubes if they want to keep this quiet. I bolt around the corner. The elevator’s display flashes with use again as the guy—a middle-aged man in a blue jacket and slacks, just like mine-—starts to close his door. 
 
    “Sir,” I say. “Let me in. The ICC kills anyone who gets a Digital Transfer Credit.” 
 
    “Huh?” He blinks sleep from his eyes. 
 
    I realize what a smart thing I’ve done by giving him this information. I resist the urge to groan at my stupidity. Now I’ve put this guy in danger too. But the elevator dings and the doors are about to open. More footfalls rush back down the stairwell. I imagine the ICC spraying bullets down the hallway and I shove the guy out of the way and into the hallway, closing the door behind me. Hopefully, they want to prevent bloodstains on the carpet. Anything to avoid explanations to the other residents. 
 
    The apartment door won’t stay shut for long. I hope this guy isn’t loyal to the ICC. As this is an outside apartment, he has a window facing the street below. I search for something to break it—there’s only the display terminal mounted to the top of his Immersion Box—so I tug on that with all my strength. The Velcro on the bottom makes a ripping sound as the device comes free. Breaking the poor guy’s window with it proves easy. Climbing out is another matter. I cringe, hoping the ICC goons didn’t hear glass break. Drawing in a deep breath, I force myself to remain focused. The window is small. I’ll have to squeeze out. For the first time, I’m glad I’m skinny. 
 
    “Sir,” a rough man shouts into the hall. I can’t tell if he’s yelling from the stairwell or the elevator, which must be open by now. “Have you seen a young man running around these hallways? We are looking for a suspected killer.” 
 
    The guy hesitates as I tighten my grip on his terminal. 
 
    “No,” he says at last. “I haven’t. Are things always this exciting this early in the morning?” 
 
    I set his terminal on the table instead of throwing it out the window. Then I slip my feet out the window and pray there’s something below me to cushion my fall. This is the second story. The drop shouldn’t be bad.  
 
    Not my original plan, but it’s always good to have a Plan B. 
 
    I hang off the window ledge for a terrifying moment. There’s a dumpster below me, but not only is it empty, it’s to the left with no possible way to land safely inside of it. I’m above the alley between my building and the next. There are no ICC shuttles here. Smog wraps around me and I cough on the stale air. It’s bad this morning. 
 
    I drop. 
 
    The building’s gray brick flies up for a second, missing my face by inches, and then my legs bend and strain as I reach the concrete. I land in a squatting position, stumbling as I do. Graceful. If the real world had stats, I’d be Level 1 all over again. 
 
    But I stand. Nothing’s broken, but my ankle yells at me. I’ve only dropped twelve feet.  
 
    And now I must get out of here. 
 
    I eye both ends of the alley. Empty. I need to choose which way to go in and out. The ICC would have parked at the building’s front or back. Probably the back, where the cleaning staff go in and out. The ICC won’t expect me to run in the open. They’ll search the shadows. I’m betting my life on this and it’s not a good feeling. 
 
    I bolt for the front, shoes slapping against the concrete. 
 
    My prediction turns out to be right. The ICC hasn’t dared park in sight. The street is empty except for two parked electric cars that might belong to the building’s managers.  
 
    A strange feeling washes over me. 
 
    I can’t come back here. Ever. My corporate life is over, but not in the way that I thought it would end. 
 
    I know what I should to do next: visit the dangerous Outskirts of City 36.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The ICC must be hunting for me in my usual places: around the apartment building, the surrounding hidden markets, and even at my workplace. I imagine them questioning Ned as soon as he plops down in the manager’s chair and starts playing card games. The guy deserves it. I have no doubt he’ll have zero qualms about ratting me out. 
 
    But I’m heading into new territory and it makes infiltrating the Volga Cluster look like fun. 
 
    My route to work never goes near the Outskirts of City 36. Like all other cities on Earth, City 36 has a central corporate district surrounded by apartment buildings. Outside of the apartment buildings, factories sprawl. And outside of the factory area, which is said to consist mostly of abandoned plants, are called the Outskirts. Mixed with those are the concrete corpses of an older city that existed two centuries ago. The residents are those who were thrown out onto the street by the ICC. It’s said that those who work the illegal Markets retreat there at night. As does the criminal underbelly of City 36.  
 
    The Outskirts inhabitants are called The Detached. In school, ICC slideshows taught us that they were dangerous and could be compared to pirates, rebels, and gangs who existed before the ICC unified the world. If we didn’t strive to be part of the company picture, we might end up there, fighting for our lives.  
 
    Ta-da.  
 
    If I ever want to log back into The Binding, I need to access an Imm-B that the ICC doesn’t control. That’s where my stashed credits might come in handy. The Detached are the only people who might have one.  
 
    First, I run through the apartment district, passing identical building after identical building. It’s as if I’m walking through an army of gray, glass dominoes. Only the numbers on the front of each building tell which is which. An occasional ad for The Binding floats between buildings, but they’re few and far between, and nothing else is ever advertised. The ICC doesn’t need to push what it already provides. They want The Binding to be the only color in the world and they’ve done their job. 
 
    I check behind me to make sure the black shuttles haven’t left my street. Check. I’ve taken a right turn, and then a left, and then a right again, moving towards the factory district in a diagonal path. Once, a black shuttle flies over and I press myself against another anonymous apartment building until it passes. After my heart rate settled and I was convinced the ICC wasn’t nearby, I continued my journey. 
 
    I haven’t walked this much in my life. Few gray work shuttles float overhead. Their numbers slowly increase as people start heading to their shifts. I’d take one, but fingerprints are required. To survive, I must stay off the ICC grid.  
 
    By the time I reach a chain link fence, dividing the domino army from the factories, my feet ache and the sun casts a greenish glow on the horizon. More work shuttles fly overhead in rows, taking factory workers to their jobs. Unlike the corporate gray shuttles for office workers, these ones are dark brown. It’s an awful color choice but, like everything else, is a design choice to dull the mind. 
 
    It takes me forever to find a hole in the fence. I must slip through one meant for ground emergency vehicles and past two guards who stand in kiosks. One guard is eating a Ration Block. The other leans against the glass, trying to get some extra sleep.  
 
    There’s no color in the factory district. People mill around, most of them in brown jackets to signify that they’re part of an assembly line. No one speaks to each other. I brush past small groups of men carrying metal lunch boxes. Women line up in front of another low, sprawling building, waiting for their shift at Factory 29 to begin. Like the apartments, it’s all numbers. There are no signs to signify which produce clothes and which make computer chips. I hurry my pace past the dead faces and the smokestacks belching pollution into the sky. I’ve entered an infinite expanse of industry that seems like it will never end. Shuttles rise and sink with living cargo. Horns blow to announce the changing of shifts. This is a human ant colony.  
 
    There aren’t even any ads here. The ICC has leeched every drop of life from this part of the city. 
 
    But I continue.  
 
    A ball of tension in my gut grows as people vanish into their workstations and the grimy daylight grows. As I walk, I notice the gray factory buildings getting older. Rusty pipes connect them to the ground. Fewer smokestacks exhale their contents. Shuttles thin and eventually vanish. Some bay doors lie open, revealing gutted buildings that could house whole markets. 
 
    Another hour into my walk, silence takes over. 
 
    I don’t realize there are so many pounding and electrical sounds coming from the insides of these factories until they fade. I’m now walking through an older part of the factory district. The ICC’s slowly abandoned this area over the years, forcing people to stay closer to downtown and under tighter control. At least, that’s my theory. I’m entering the realm of The Detached. 
 
    I pass an old, small gray building labeled “Ration Center” that’s clearly abandoned. Dust coats its windows. 
 
    Is that movement from inside? 
 
    Though it makes me look like a wuss, I step up my pace. “Stop being paranoid, Morrow,” I say. But I have every reason for that. I’m a corporate guy walking into uncharted territory. I may be exiting the ICC’s sphere of tight influence, but I’m trading one enemy for others. 
 
    “You. Stop.” 
 
    I freeze.  
 
    And then I get my first glimpse of The Detached. It’s as bad as the ICC warned. 
 
    Four people, three men and one woman, step out from behind the Ration Block building. The biggest man, a shirtless dude with greasy hair and ripped pants made of some kind of tough blue material, holds a long gun that looks similar to an Attraction Rifle.  
 
    These people are grungy and dirty, wearing threadbare, mismatched clothes. 
 
    Weapons click as the four Detached raise their weapons and hold me at gunpoint. 
 
    “Say,” the leader says, narrowing his eyes at me. “What’s a corporate lapdog like you doing out here?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Please, man,” I say, hating that I sound like a real-life noob. Which, of course, I am. “I’m just trying to get away from the ICC.” 
 
    “That’s what all the lapdogs say,” the leader says. He continues to aim his weapon at me. Firing that won’t just take away hit points that I can recover later. There are no Nanobot Packs out here. The pain will be real. The leader continues. “How much you want to bet that they sent you to uncover us?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I say. “I wouldn’t bet anything on that at all. I mean you shouldn’t bet anything.” It’s harder to maintain an attitude out here and I have no Hermit giving me advice. “I just need a place to hide. It was fantastic running from those black ICC shuttles and their corporate goons, oh and having to leave my apartment behind. For good. And, yeah, I meant that as sarcasm.” 
 
    “For your sake, I would hope,” the guy says. He nods at his buddies. “Fan out. Make sure he hasn’t brought any lapdog friends.” 
 
    “What is with this ‘lapdog’ stuff? If you want to refer to us as hamsters on wheels, that might be more accurate. Even better if you add electric shocks on occasion.” 
 
    The guy lifts one hairy eyebrow as his friends fan out, pointing their weapons at the surrounding factories. “You have a sense of humor,” he says. “I don’t see that in lapdogs very often.” 
 
    It’s a good sign. These people remind me of the Volga Cluster. Humor might be the key to getting farther, even if that involves making fun of myself. It might also be the only way I’ll see Raven or The Hermit again. My thoughts turn to them. They’re both in as much danger as I am. 
 
    I study the leader again, my mind spinning for a favorable angle. I don’t know much about The Detached, only that they live a rough life outside of the gray box that the ICC has set up, but they live outside. If they’re anything like The Binding’s sea of players, there are groups within The Detached who have claimed territory and do whatever they want to others to get ahead. This might be a tribal warfare zone. 
 
    Maybe real life isn’t as different from The Binding as I think. 
 
    “So, are lapdogs like spies?” I ask. “You get this look on your face when you talk about them. Trust me, I don’t want to help the Corporation who made me work a double shift without pay this week and secretly kills those who get their Digital Transfer Credits in The Binding.” 
 
    I’m slipping. But, if anyone hates the Corporation for that and will believe me, it’ll be The Detached. 
 
    “You’ve only just figured that out,” the leader says. 
 
    “I see no one,” the woman says, pointing her rifle at a nearby factory. She switches her view to the next building, peeking through a scope. It’s a sniper rifle with chipped paint that may have been used in a war before the ICC unified the world. “And no one there, either. He might have come alone.” 
 
    “Keep checking,” the leader says. “The ICC is getting sneaky these days.” Then he turns his attention back to me. “What did you say? You fought for your little golden ticket and then realized that the ICC only benefits themselves and their lapdogs?” 
 
    “I’m no longer a lapdog? I’ve graduated to poodle?” Are those lap dogs? Not many people breed them anymore. Pets are only allowed to top level ICC officials. 
 
    He laughs. “We’ll see,” the leader says. He lowers his gun a few inches. “You’d better give me a good story, or you’ll get demoted to dog chow.” 
 
    I believe it. So, I tell these complete strangers about my quest to reach The Binding. I almost don’t tell them about Raven, but then I remember that she’s on another planet and not within reach of those standing here, myself included. When I get to the part about the Envoy, the guy interrupts me. 
 
    “You mean, they do a ceremony?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. They broadcast it through the game. None of you saw it?” I ask. By now, the leader has lowered his weapon to point at the concrete. That’s a big improvement. Maybe I’ve leveled up to Golden Retriever, a popular dog among the rich. I can’t think of many more dog breeds. 
 
    “Well, I thought that once you crossed The Binding, they just came and erased your memory,” he says. “Or better yet, they sealed you in your Immersion Box to die a slow death.” 
 
    I think back to the apartment. Perhaps they would have done that after they killed me. “That’s uplifting,” I say. “But that would give players time to spread the word about what’s really going on.” Then I finish telling The Detached about the ordeal Raven and I endured, but I leave out The Hermit. Since he’s my secret weapon, I don’t want to reveal him to anybody, friend or foe.  
 
    “Typical ICC,” the leader says. “They want to own the world. Everyone in their system needs to be their servant. Those lapdogs get all the resources while we claw for everything we have. And, all the while, they believe that we’re the ones destroying the world.”  
 
    The woman shares a look with the leader. I don’t get it.  
 
    “Yeah. Our Ration Blocks are tasty,” I say.  
 
    “Did you just refer to yourself as a lapdog again?” the guy asks.  
 
    “No,” I say quickly. “Maybe I used to be one, but I’m never going back there.” I don’t want to ask what The Detached eat. I’ll find out soon enough. “I just need a place to stay. I’m willing to fight back against the ICC. All I need is an Immersion Box that’s not on their grid.” I think of my work display and the Net traffic that I monitor every day. Well, monitored. The immense web spreads over the entire West Coast. Right now, someone is pulling double duty, monitoring my display while Ned continues to play card games in his office. 
 
    “That’s going to cost you,” the leader says. 
 
    “I’ll find a way to pay. A way to pay without the ICC knowing.” I’m not telling them I have emergency credits. Not yet, at least. If The Detached are anything like Binding players, there are Raiders among them. “I’ll let you check me to make sure I’m not a lapdog trying to get the big dogs in here. And no, I don’t do tricks.” 
 
    The guy laughs again. “We haven’t taken anyone new into Sector 14 in months,” he says. “But you might be worth a laugh. You had better hope our leader shares your sense of humor.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The Detached order me to follow them deeper into the sprawl of dead factories, some of which are collapsing. The leader, Moe, explains to me that I won’t survive long in the Outskirts unless I can prove my usefulness somehow.  
 
    “Our General doesn’t appreciate dead weight,” he says. “We take in those fleeing from the ICC if they prove that they can help us. Best case scenario, you’ll be a Gatherer.” 
 
    “A what?”  
 
    “You know. People who sift through the refuse of the lapdogs, looking for supplies. It’s dirty work reserved for the lowest members of Sector 14. But, it’s better than being a Solo. You’d starve in no time. Here, you’ll have food and access to the Net, if you’re lucky.” 
 
    Being a Gatherer sounds worse than low-level grinding. I assume that a Solo is someone who tries to survive on their own. Moe grins at me. He expects me to fail whatever assessment the General has for me. He doesn’t yet know about my credits, which should buy me time away from the garbage heaps.  
 
    I hope. 
 
    I continue to walk, though my feet feel ready to explode. 
 
    And there are garbage heaps out here, likely dropped off by Waste Management shuttles. I’ve seen them go in and out of City 36, carrying loads. Now I know where that trash goes. We walk past a pile of old computer monitors that sit between two factories and then a pile of old, broken toilets. A few grungy people climb the mountains in search of parts. More people carry plastic bags full of wires, bottles, half-eaten Ration Blocks, and just about everything else gathered from other parts of the Outskirts. All of them turn their backs when our group walks past. It’s clear that the guards have a higher rank than the Gatherers.  
 
    “This way,” Moe orders, waving me around the toilet pile.  
 
    I hurry past, resisting the urge to check for my thumb drive again. Right behind the porcelain mountain stands a tangled stack of old Immersion Boxes, models that I remember from my childhood. Gray liquid drips from the top one, a recent drop off. I wonder if it’s mine. The ICC doesn’t recommend sharing Immersion Boxes between people. 
 
    We walk along the edge of another old factory, a sprawling building with yellow sides and spray-painted graffiti. There’s a symbol that looks like an “X” with a triangle spray-painted over it. Moe catches me looking. 
 
    “That’s the symbol of Sector 14,” he explains. “If you’re not from Sector 14 and you see it, you need to turn around and leave the area. The same goes for all the Sectors.” 
 
    Translation: If the General doesn’t want me, then I need to treat that symbol as a warning to my life. No problem. I learned about gang symbols in schools, which existed before the ICC unified everyone. The ICC’s warnings that The Detached consist of gangs is right. 
 
    I’m guessing this huge factory is Sector 14’s headquarters. 
 
    We step through large double doors and past two more guards armed with shotguns. Inside, there’s a small room with a scanner—resembling one at my former place of work—and a pretty woman who’s manning it while looking at a computer screen. It’s a refurbished terminal with duct tape holding the monitor together, but it’s working. The program she has running is nothing I’ve seen the ICC security use. Sector 14 might have programmers who have gone AWOL for all I know. I haven’t thought of that before. 
 
    “We have a new arrival,” Moe says. 
 
    The woman might be pretty, but she’s business. “Step through,” she orders, waving me through a metal arch.  
 
    I’m not sure what they’re scanning for, and there’s a single beep as I enter the metal arch and stand there. 
 
    “Empty your pockets,” she orders. 
 
    I pull out my thumb drive. “This must have set off your scanner.” I have no choice, because I hear a gun cock behind me. It’s a terrifying sound. 
 
    She takes my thumb drive and scans it under another pad that gives off red light. I hold my breath, but the machine makes a pleasant ding sound that must mean I’m not about to die. “There’s no ICC technology on this,” she says, handing it back to me. “Welcome to Sector 14.” And then she smiles.  
 
    Behind me, a guard sighs in relief. They don’t have to kill someone today. 
 
     “Come on in,” Moe says, opening the door. “Welcome to the Sector 14 headquarters.” 
 
    I’m getting the sense that his dire warnings were a front for the extra security I’d face. I wonder how many ICC spies have died in that little room and how many bodies they’ve dragged out to the dogs. I hear barking somewhere outside and tense. It’s no matter. I’m in and I’ve accomplished the first part of my goal. 
 
    The factory building has been cleared out, leaving an enormous space, and the people inside are better dressed than the guards and the Gatherers. Work stations are set up in rows, each one with a refurbished computer on a desk, and my mind boggles with how mismatched everything is. Two dozen men and women of all ages work on computers, typing away on displays that look blurry from my angle. Privacy screens. I’ve seen them before. These people wear worn but whole work shirts, slacks, and even those pants made from that tough blue material. A few of the desks have decorations hanging off the sides—mostly paper cut-outs of cartoon characters from times past. There’s work here, but it’s a different atmosphere. I have the sense that these individuals aren’t treated like parts of a machine. They’re treated like people. 
 
    A guy in glasses waves to Moe as he passes. I’m also getting the idea that the grunginess of the outside is meant to keep the ICC from thinking that anything more than pointless survival is happening out here. 
 
    We then walk past the center of the factory. There’s an open courtyard separated from the rest of the place that has overgrown weeds and solar panels facing the sky. That explains how they’re keeping the lights on. A few workers in overalls mill around the panels. Gardeners weed around rows of crops. It’s my first time seeing crops. Red fruits hang from several plants, while others sport large yellow and green vegetables. It’s food, then. Something that’s not Ration Blocks. 
 
    “This way,” Moe orders, waving me up a set of rusty metal stairs. 
 
    He leads. I follow. We’re heading up to a row of what might be offices. One door is cracked open with a trash can and sports a paper kitten taped at eye level. That doesn’t look so bad.  
 
    “Stop here,” Moe says. “I’ll explain your situation to the General.”  
 
    “The General?” I stare at the kitten on the door. It’s hardly intimidating. 
 
    Moe gives me a grave look as he steps inside. The other guards stand with me as he speaks to the General in a low voice, explaining that I’m running from the ICC and need shelter. Thankfully, he also explains that I’m willing to work. He mentions the false prize of The Binding. I can’t hear every word because he talks in a low voice but, after about five minutes, Moe reappears, moves the trash can out of the way, and then waves me inside. 
 
    I step into the office and spot a skinny, middle-aged woman with long, grayish-brown hair behind a desk. She wears a worn military uniform that reeks faintly of mothballs. Someone must have pulled it out of storage somewhere in the Outskirts as those uniforms are no longer used. The woman has a hard look in her gaze as she surveys me. Wrinkles surround her brown eyes and a permanent frown lines her mouth. My gaze snags on a long scar that runs from her left temple down to her jawline. This is someone who is definitely not a corporate lapdog and hasn’t been for years. 
 
    “Greetings,” she says. “I’m General Willis. Sit down.” 
 
    She points to a chair opposite her. I do, trying not to stumble or look stupid. That’s the last thing I need right now. 
 
    “I’m Morrow Adams,” I say.  
 
    “So, you’re seeking asylum with Sector 14?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” Since she sounds all business, I’d better speak with respect. 
 
    “My guard tells me that the ICC tried to kill you in The Binding,” she says. “You managed to cross the mysterious threshold only to discover that the prize is death.” 
 
    It’s not entirely true, but I’ll go with it. The story is close enough. “Yes. Actually, they do give out Digital Transfer Credits, but arrange to have them stolen by rogue clusters. They only kill those who manage to get their Credits back.” 
 
    “I see,” General Willis says. She smiles. “And you managed to break away from the lapdog pen and survive. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thanks?” That’s not what I expected. Maybe my first impressions of The Detached are wrong. 
 
    “Most lapdogs are easily controlled,” she continues. “Few are able to rise above the crowd and escape.” 
 
    This seems to be going well. She might be worn, but General Willis is sharp. It’s no wonder she’s the leader of this part of the Outskirts.  
 
    Are these people working against the ICC, too? 
 
    I clear my throat. “I have a friend who also received a Digital Transfer Credit. She came from the Mera side of the game. I’m willing to work for the opportunity to get back into the game and help her. That’s my deal.” I’m getting bold, but I had better take the opportunity while things are going well. 
 
    “If you can work or pay, I can arrange that for you,” General Willis says. “My programmers have set up a hacked network that is able to access The Binding as well as the rest of the Net without the ICC’s knowledge. So far as they’re concerned, we’re nothing but a bunch of street rats trying to survive off garbage.” 
 
    “You can get into The Binding?” I ask. I recall the pile of old Immersion Boxes gathered from the surrounding area. 
 
    “We have limited access, but yes. However, there’s the issue of the ICC having a small chance of being able to track your login location, so we don’t use the Net lightly here. My programmers will take time to mask you from the ICC if you are to log in and help your friend.” 
 
    “How long?” I ask. 
 
    “Two to four weeks,” General Willis says. 
 
    I can’t wait that long. Raven could be dead by then, or she and The Hermit could assume I’m dead. Gulping, I straighten up in my chair. It seems safe to talk about The Hermit. “That won’t be an issue. Before . . . before I reached The Binding, I found an artifact that had an AI inside. This AI says he will be able to mask me from the ICC’s Admins when I log back in.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” General Willis lifts her eyebrows. She’s interested. 
 
    It won’t hurt to speed things along. I tell her about The Hermit and his takeover of the Master Admin. As I speak, the corner of her mouth curls up into what might be a rare smile.  
 
    “That isn’t something I’ve heard before,” she says once I finish.  
 
    “I’m sure he’s figured out a way to shield me by now,” I say. “He’s done so much more, already.” 
 
    “This Hermit sounds useful,” General Willis says. “I think you should see him again. I will arrange for you to access The Binding as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I can pay.” Without hesitating, I reach into my pocket. 
 
    She holds up a callused hand. “There’s no need for that.” 
 
    Her reaction shocks me so much that I freeze, hand in pocket. “I thought I needed to work this off?”  
 
    “It’s time to get rid of that lapdog mentality,” she says. “We’re getting you back into The Binding as soon as I can arrange an Immersion Box for you.” 
 
    This is a turn of events. “Thanks,” I say. “Why are you eager to help me?” 
 
    General Willis holds me with an intense stare. “Have you not figured it out? Sector 14’s goal is to take down the ICC and to free everyone under their rule, inside The Binding and out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    AS I SIT on the roof of the Sector 14 headquarters, I remember why I haven’t spent much time checking out the evening clouds or sunsets. Even in the Outskirts, where most of the factories are broken down and people use secret solar panels to dodge the ICC, there’s smog. It has spread over more than just City 36, turning the sky a medical green that churns my stomach.  
 
    But right now, it’s the only option I have other than wandering around Sector 14. General Willis is preparing an Imm-B for me. Right now, however, they’re draining the old substrate inside––as she calls it––and refilling it, which will take hours. It already has. Then her programmers need to “do some stuff,” as she put it. After that explanation, General Willis suggested I walk around and get fresh air. 
 
    If this counts as fresh. 
 
    How much time has passed on Mera? My thoughts keep turning to Raven and do so once again, even as a rickety ladder shakes behind me. Someone is coming up. I start and get up, whirling around, but it’s General Willis. The woman might have seen better days but, right now, she moves with more energy than I expect. 
 
    “Morrow,” she says. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” 
 
    “Is the Imm-B ready? I really appreciate this, by the way.” The more time I spend in reality, the less I want to be in it. “I can still pay you.” 
 
    She forces a smile. “There’s no need for that. Finding a player such as yourself is more than enough.” 
 
    Maybe I’m too used to working off every break from my job and paying for every ounce of non-boredom. Is it possible that things work differently in this part of the world?  
 
    I expect General Willis to wave me down into the factory but, instead, she leaves the ladder behind, closes the hatch, and sits next to me, cross-legged. I’m not sure what to do, so I copy her posture. Maybe she’s like The Hermit. This reminds me of him.  
 
    Or maybe I need to develop better social skills. 
 
    “So, thanks again for helping me,” I say. That might be a start. 
 
    “I know what it’s like to struggle against the ICC,” she says. “I’ve done so for my entire life. Like you, I used to work in a lapdog job.” 
 
    “What did they make you do?”  
 
    “Data entry. I spent my days entering pointless numbers into my display. I don’t even know what the numbers meant, just that they had to do with dry cleaning centers and efficiency. They wanted to make me a cog in their machine. The Binding is what saved my humanity when it came out three decades ago.” 
 
    “Hey. I hear you,” I say. General Willis must be in her fifties. She would have been in her twenties when the game first debuted, only slightly older than me. Of course, people of all ages retreat into The Binding, including children and the elderly.  
 
    “But it didn’t save my family,” she says, letting those words hang. 
 
    “Your family?” This is getting dark.  
 
    She eyed the factories on the horizon. They look as if they don’t end, as if the entire world is covered in them. “I was married. My husband had dreams of climbing the corporate ladder and getting us into a better apartment. He believed the crock that the ICC had taught us in school.” Then she waited for me to fill in the line. 
 
    “Work your hardest, and you’ll go farthest,” I recite. It’s a load of crap, but some people believe the mantra they teach kids in school from the time they’re able to comprehend words. It’s designed to create loyal workers, most of whom will have no chance to advance past their entry-level jobs. Few actually become managers or move to bigger cubes. It’s another prize the ICC hangs on the treadmill. 
 
    “My husband lived by those lines,” General Willis says. “He didn’t like that I wasn’t happy with my corporate life. He didn’t understand that we had an escape, that there might be something more. We became two different species. He drifted away. Some of my friends were the same. They dreamed of getting into a management position someday or getting to retire one or two years early. It was all overtime, overtime. I was the only person who wanted nothing to do with the ICC.” 
 
    “I’ve worked with people like that,” I say.  
 
    General Willis pulls her knees to her chest and wraps her arms around them. “My relationships with people started to fall apart. My friends drifted away. I watched as they became nothing more than ICC drones. Worker bees. The ICC has destroyed humanity. People are no longer growing, but simply existing.” She looks at me. “People like us are different. We’re still capable of thinking for ourselves.” 
 
    I’m not sure if I’m supposed to ask, but General Willis goes silent again, as if waiting. “I take it you’re not married anymore.” 
 
    “I left,” she says. “The ICC took everyone from me. My husband. My friends. Even my parents tried to encourage me to spend more time in the ICC world and less in The Binding. During my escape, the ICC sent their goons after me.” She points to the scar running down the side of her face. 
 
    “They did that to you?” 
 
    She laughs. It’s humorless. “You’ve seen the darkest underbelly of the ICC already. And I wouldn’t be surprised if my darling husband reported me to them.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    General Willis turns her head, looking in the direction of City 36. “They’re drones, all of them.” 
 
    “Not everyone,” I say. “There are people who want to escape. And you want to help them, right?” 
 
    “Right.” Her expression hardens, which is saying a lot. 
 
    I can relate. “My parents used to work for a company that tried to prevent the ICC from monopolizing the world.” 
 
    “Do you know the name of the company?” 
 
    “No. I wish I did.” The ICC doesn’t allow any mention of past companies on the Net. I’d grown up with my Uncle Ted, who told me that it was a communications company that used to allow social media between Earth and Mera. “The ICC shut them down right after I was born, and many of the workers grew violent and attacked the ICC when the takeover happened. My parents died in the riot.” 
 
    “Ah. The Corporate Wars,” General Willis says. “A lot of people died during that time. The ICC wanted to erase all competition from both planets. Companies that didn’t merge with them got shut down by force. And then the ICC tried to erase all mention of that part of history. But I remember it. It used to be possible to communicate with those on Mera. The site was called The Universe, if I remember right. It was hard to access since the ICC tried to block it in those days, but it was great if you wanted to chat with those on Mera. Your parents might have been some of those who ran The Universe.” 
 
    “Possibly,” I say. I feel strange as I think of my parents as fellow fighters against the ICC. And they did it without The Binding. 
 
    Someone bangs on the roof hatch from underneath. “It’s ready,” a man shouts.  
 
    General Willis rises. Her joints crack. “The Immersion Box is prepped for you,” she says. 
 
    “Great,” I say, eager to jump back in.  
 
    I climb down the ladder and the General follows. “So,” she says once we reach the bottom of the ladder and stand outside the offices. “What’s your goal for playing The Binding, if you know that the Digital Transfer Credit is a scam?” 
 
    It’s a good question. “I need to make sure my friend Raven is safe,” I say. “And no, she’s not a lapdog. She wants to escape just as much as I do. I helped get her get into this mess, and I’m going to help get her out.”  
 
    We face each other on the metal platform. Behind General Willis, the taped kitten stares at me. Below us, people mill around. Gatherers carry computer parts, foodstuffs, and plastic bags full of mysterious supplies. Night is falling, and people are going inside. The factory is growing busy.  
 
    “I’m going to log into The Binding with you,” General Willis says. “Where was your last logout point?”  
 
    This, I’m not expecting. I’d been hoping to go back in alone, just in case Raven is there. And I need to explain my awkward love confession and see how she feels about the whole thing. But I must take this or leave it. It’s my only chance to get back into The Binding, so I tell General Willis about the clearing in the Alta Region.  
 
    She nods as we walk down the metal steps and into the stream of Gatherers. “I would like to meet this Hermit,” she says. “If you’re right, he has inside information on this game we may be able to use against the ICC. It’s something I’d love to understand.” 
 
    The General leads me in the opposite direction of the Gatherers and their crinkling, sagging plastic bags. Most of them won’t meet her gaze. I don’t get why. She’s not yelling at any of them or barking orders.  
 
    We walk past the programmers’ station. A new shift of people man the computers now, tapping away on keyboards. There’s a greater intensity here than there was before, as if they’re preparing for something big. 
 
    “Alice. Kanesha,” General Willis orders. “Prepare to log me in. Have you completed the program?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” both women say at the same time. 
 
    “How is this going to affect my avatar?” I ask as she leads me to an area surrounded with plywood walls. There’s a closed door and the scent of sawdust. “This is an off-grid network, and something could glitch. What if I spawn as a Level 1 avatar wearing animated leggings that depict dancing unicorns?” 
 
    General Willis faces me and bursts out laughing. This time, there’s humor in it. 
 
    “You won’t,” she says at last. “Your avatar is always connected to your DNA. The substrate will detect it.” 
 
    “That’s what you call the gray stuff?” I hold back a sigh of relief. 
 
    Her gaze hardens again as she opens the door to the plywood-surrounded area. “Yes. And you had better be right that this Hermit will be able to mask our activity from the ICC. If not, we will both find ourselves in a universe of hurt, both in-game and out.” 
 
    I try not to shudder. “He should,” I say. 
 
    We step into a large area with the same concrete floor as the rest of the factory. Two rows of Immersion Boxes sit on the floor, a few that are cracked around the corners. Rusty pipes connect them to the ground. A faint reek of something burnt fills the air here, as if someone has done dozens of crude welding jobs. All the lids are closed, so I can’t tell if any of the boxes are occupied. 
 
    My stomach turns over. I want to get back to Raven more than anything, but explaining the presence of General Willis will take time and it might not go well.  
 
    And I’m nervous about Willis coming with me. I’d rather go alone. There’s something about this situation that’s setting me on edge. 
 
    Then a thought hits me. “We won’t spawn in the same place. What’s your IGN?”  
 
    “My username won’t matter,” she says. “My programmers have created a program that links to your DNA. Therefore, I will spawn where you spawn.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” I say. Then I add, “I suppose.” I’m not sure I like the thought of that. The programmers could have just asked me what region I spawned in last and hacked the game to put the General there. 
 
    “After me,” she orders. 
 
    But it’s to fight back against the ICC. We’re on the same side. 
 
    General Willis opens an Immersion Box. The flat gray material waits for her. She climbs in without bothering to remove her uniform, disappearing beneath the liquid foam’s surface. It’s the signal that I’m to do the same.  
 
    I’ll log in faster if I strip down to my boxers, but decide against it as I’m in a public place. Eager to see Raven again, I open the lid next to Willis’ and lie down inside the old Imm-B. The familiar feel of the gray substrate wraps around me, solid but not, invading my shirt and pant legs. Darkness closes over my face and, just as I start to wonder if anyone else has used this gray stuff before me, I fall into limbo. 
 
    Fully clothed, I don’t feel anything for what feels like a full minute. I’m taking longer to log in. But then the world snaps into existence and the low-hanging clouds of the Alta Region drift above me. Coniferous trees surround me on all sides and I blink, trying to adjust to the light levels. My log welcomes me back to the game. 
 
    It’s felt like a long time since I’ve logged in. I raise my gloved hands, curling my fingers and getting used to my avatar again. So far, I’m still Atlas_Reign, Level 19, with Plasteel Armor and an Attraction Rifle and Electric Glove in my hotbar. Then I turn in a circle, searching for Raven, but she’s not here. Dread fills my insides. 
 
    “So, you play a Human. Why do so many players choose their actual race when there are other possibilities?”  
 
    I whirl and my gaze lands on Gen_W31. Level 29. She’s a Cyborg with one robotic eye, short purple hair, and Titanium Armor. A skull tattoo adorns the fleshy side of her face. She holds a Modified Blaster in one metal hand. Everything about her screams that I wouldn’t win in a fight, especially if her starting specialty is Sniper Dead Eye or something. I doubt she’s selected Luck, which is the favorite of scouts and people in the business of selling loot for XP.  
 
    “Gen_W31. Nice to meet you,” I say. There’s no way I’m extending a friend request yet. I still have to pull up my friends list to contact Raven and see if she’s still in the game. It’s possible she’s respawned and moved to a different area.  
 
    “Check the area,” she barks. “Make sure that the ICC isn’t sending any Admins our direction.” 
 
    Now she’s acting like a General. Yeah, definitely not going to friend her. I draw my Attraction Rifle and turn in a circle, scanning the surrounding trees. The lumber pile that hid Raven’s secondary weapon still smokes. It’s quiet here. There’s no sign of any enemies, not even Level 1 time wasters.  
 
    “And where is your Hermit?” she asks. 
 
    “I don’t kn––” 
 
    “There!”  
 
    Gen_W31 raises her Blaster and points it at a shimmering form only twenty-feet away. A purple aura surrounds the avatar of Master Admin346.  
 
    “Don’t fire!” I shout. “That’s him. He’s taken the Admin’s form.” 
 
    Gen_W31 doesn’t take her aim off The Hermit’s new form. She curls her metal finger around the trigger, ready to unleash her military fury. But she doesn’t. The dark form of Master Admin346 solidifies but maintains the violet glow. He ignores the General and trains his black mask on me. My reflection stretches into pasta right on the mask. 
 
    “Greetings, Atlas_Reign,” The Hermit says. “I mean that in small letters.” 
 
    “You mean that you’re glad to see me,” I say.  
 
    “If that is what small letters mean, then yes,” he says. “I have shielded your avatar from the ICC. They do not know you’re here.” 
 
    “Hermit, I need to explain. This is––” 
 
    Before I can finish, The Hermit flicks both armored arms in a lightning motion. Two Blasters with glowing purple tips appear––Blasters I’ve never seen before––and he raises the weapons at Gen_W31. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” I shout, moving to stand in front of Gen_W31. “Don’t shoot. She’s not a Raider. She’s here to help.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Gen_W31 says. There’s an undertone to her voice that I don’t like. 
 
    The Hermit continues to point the dual Blasters at us for a moment. Dual wielding isn’t something I see often. “I cannot see her intentions. Organic life forms are still a mystery to me in many ways.” 
 
    I’ve forgotten that The Hermit isn’t a deity. “Look, let me catch you up on what’s going on. She’s not ICC. We’re all on the same side.” 
 
    The Hermit lowers both Blasters after a few seconds. It seems he’s suspicious of everyone. Maybe jumping into Master Admin346’s form hasn’t made him as powerful as I had hoped.  
 
    “What is he saying?” the General asks me. “You weren’t lying about The Hermit, were you?” She sounds suspicious. 
 
    I’ve also forgotten that he hasn’t yet included her in our private comm conversation. “I’ll explain why you’re here,” I say to her. “Just give me a minute. He’s paranoid because of some things we’ve encountered over the last few days.” 
 
    I tell The Hermit about my escape from the apartment. It takes me some time to explain The Detached and their home in the Outskirts. The Hermit knows almost nothing of the physical world, so he has some innocent, but funny questions. Like: “What is a pile of old toilets?” and then inevitably, “But what use do they have?” It forces me to add way too much detail to my story that I’m glad that Gen_W31 can’t hear. The Hermit is right that he’s curious about what lies in other worlds. He has no filter yet. I should have seen this coming. 
 
    At last, I finish with my climbing into the Imm-B and logging in with General Willis. I shift leg-to-leg because one question is burning. 
 
    “I am glad that you are okay in the physical world,” The Hermit says.  
 
    “Where’s Raven?” 
 
    The Hermit unequips his weapons. They vanish from his hands as he paces in a manner that looks way too official for him. It seems that he’s soaked up some of the Admin’s code into his personality, with hilarious results. “She has not logged back in. I do not know of her whereabouts. She must still be in the physical world.” 
 
    “Great,” I say, trying not to let my fear shine through. 
 
    “May I speak with The Hermit?” Gen_W31 asks. She’s patient, but I sense she won’t stay that way much longer if I don’t have him include her in the conversation. 
 
    The Hermit presses a button on his black arm. “I have now added Gen_W31 to our private comm,” he says. The nervous feeling returns to my gut as he continues to speak. “While you were gone, Atlas_Reign, I have been wandering this world, exploring my new abilities. I am now able to reach regions previously unknown to me. It seems that the Admins have access to areas that even I did not in my previous form.” 
 
    I don’t understand why he’s speaking like this when I have more pressing questions and someone wants to talk to him. Gen_W31 must be trying to target him with her comm. I see her pressing the comm button on the arm of her Titanium Armor. But The Hermit keeps ignoring her. 
 
    “My code merged with this Admin’s when I jumped to his form,” he continues. 
 
    And then familiar purple text pops up in my log. 
 
      
 
    MASTER ADMIN346: Atlas_Reign, as I am speaking, I am investigating a new code added to your avatar. I sense a connection between you and Gen_W31. The code is encrypted and more complex than I would expect. 
 
      
 
    The Hermit hasn’t used text to speak to me in a long time. He wants to keep this secret from the General, then. That fact only serves to heighten my nerves. 
 
    “Excuse me––” Gen_W31 starts. 
 
    “Since I have merged with the Admin, some of the Admin’s code has been erased,” he says. “I have obtained his combat abilities, which are far beyond my base stats, but I am unable to delete avatars as a full Admin can.” 
 
    “What are you?” Gen_W31 asks, taking a step towards The Hermit. “How can an AI take over another AI? How much access do you have to The Binding and its code?” Even though avatars don’t show one hundred percent of a player’s emotion, there’s a hungry gleam in her eyes. Well, her human one. The Cyborg eye remains orange and lifeless. 
 
    “I am still determining many of these factors,” The Hermit explains. 
 
    “What’s your purpose? Do you know why the ICC created you?” 
 
    She won’t let up. “He’s still figuring things out,” I say. “He might be an AI, but trust me, he can get confused.” The more I’m hanging around Gen_W31, the less I’m liking this, but I stay silent. I wait for more purple text to pop up in my feed, but it seems that The Hermit’s multitasking ability isn’t infinite. The General is taking up all his attention. 
 
    It’s not as if I can type him a secret message right now. She’ll see me poking at the air like an idiot. And being on a group comm? Talking is out, too.  
 
    “He’s in an Admin’s form. Therefore, he should be able to answer my questions.” 
 
    “Wait,” I say. 
 
    Five gray dots have appeared on my game map, and they’re already in the clearing. Players. I turn and see a small cluster of Human and Meran avatars approaching, all of them wearing Plasteel Armor. They’re closing the last fifty feet between us, and the leader, a Meran woman with green highlights in her hair, stops and smiles at us. 
 
    We don’t need this right now.  
 
    “What’s this?” she asks me, eyeing The Hermit.  
 
    “Nothing,” I say. “It’s a mirage caused by a figment of your imagination.” I’m guessing this is a small cluster just passing through, looking for something to do. I don’t recognize them from the cluster that had previously claimed this area. Besides, Master Admin346 wiped out their avatars. These are people passing through, then. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she says. Her name is Fluffy_Bumpkins2 and she’s a Level 10. “I’ve never seen an NPC like that. Why are you talking to him? I bet he drops tons of XP and rare loot.” 
 
    “Tell them to leave,” The Hermit instructs. 
 
    “He can hear you,” I say.  
 
    “He’s an Admin,” a Human guy says. “Hardly anyone has seen them before.” Then he draws a Red Laser Blade. 
 
    “Really,” I say. “You guys must like dying and respawning.” 
 
    But my words only egg on the small cluster. They must think it’s their lucky day. These people are either desperate to level up or don’t know that Admins aren’t meant to be fought and killed for XP I back away. Gen_W31 shares a glance with me and then shakes her head. The Hermit, meanwhile, stays in place as the cluster advances on him. 
 
      
 
    MASTER ADMIN346: Atlas_Reign, back into the trees. 
 
      
 
    He’s using text chat again, but I obey. Whatever’s coming will be big. I turn and run to the tree line, ducking behind the trunk of a huge conifer. Gen_W31 stands by The Hermit for a moment, then faces me and follows. The Hermit’s message was only meant for me. He had no aim of protecting her from what’s to come. 
 
    The cluster advances on The Hermit. Three of them draw Red Laser Blades. The other two draw Blasters after scrolling through a bunch of other weapons. From the looks of it, three of them will aggro The Hermit and the other two will deal damage. They’re not organized and haven’t thought out strategy. I doubt they even have a designated medic. 
 
    Regardless, they’d have no hope. 
 
    The Hermit takes a step back and equips a gun with a glowing purple barrel. I haven’t seen it before. As he raises the weapon into the air and fires, Gen_W31 ducks behind a tree next to mine. 
 
    A loud pop fills the air for a split second as five purple sparks rise into the sky. Transparent purple rings appear around each cluster member as they scramble around, firing Blasters and swinging Laser Blades with abandon. The Hermit’s health bar drops a tiny sliver from the onslaught, and the purple rings stay around the cluster members as they keep up the futile fight.  
 
    Now I understand why he told me to hide. He’s fired missiles that lock onto their targets. There’s no hope for the unorganized cluster. 
 
    The purple sparks hammer down from the sky. Orange explosions follow as five health bars plummet to zero. When the flames clear, only The Hermit remains standing, his health bar already regenerated. Nearby, five corpses lie strewn across the landscape. 
 
    He wasn’t kidding about instructions to hide. 
 
    If I hadn’t, those missiles might have struck me, too. 
 
    Gen_W31 faces me. “You should have warned me about that.” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was going to happen.” I almost slip and tell her about my text warning and catch myself in time. “I figured an Admin would be able to deliver some pretty powerful attacks.” 
 
    I want her away from The Hermit.  
 
    I’m beginning to think I’ve made a mistake. If he didn’t warn her about his attack that took out a whole cluster, there must be a reason. We’ve come too far together for me not to trust his judgment. 
 
    Trembling, I step back over to The Hermit, who has returned to his original pose: cross-legged and in meditation. I hold back a laugh. Seeing the Admin’s heavily-armored form in such a peaceful pose among corpses is worthy of a screenshot.  
 
    “Hermit,” I say. 
 
    “Yes, Atlas_Reign?” 
 
    But Gen_W31 interrupts. “That cluster will tell others about you as soon as they respawn. There will be more players coming into the Alta Region in no time. I suggest we leave the area and figure out what to do next in a more secret location.” 
 
    “That might be a good idea,” I say. “Or there will be a lot more corpses lying around here. They’ll have to designate this a burial ground.” I have time. My body is in Sector 14, using an Immersion Box with General Willis’ permission. I’m assuming she’s going to pick our new location and I won’t be able to argue. 
 
    But I want The Hermit away from the General. Something tells me that the two of them getting close isn’t a good idea. I don’t like the look in her eyes. 
 
    “Do you know what DarkNet maps are?” Gen_W31 asks me.  
 
    “No.” I’m embarrassed to admit that. 
 
    She explains before The Hermit can. “There exist invite-only maps in The Binding. They’re hidden from normal players unless you know exactly where to go. Even on Planet Yaren, Sector 14 has a few secret maps. They’re created with hacked map editors by our programmers. You have to be invited and whitelisted to visit one, and I will include you and The Hermit.” She’s already waving her arms, doing whatever she needs to do to whitelist us. Somehow, she can do it without a Beacon like the Volga Cluster used. Of course, it’s hacked code.  
 
    And I don’t like it. 
 
    She wants to take us to a secret map. My alarm bells turn into air raid sirens.  
 
    “Hermit,” I repeat.  
 
    He stands from his pose. It’s amazing he got into it while wearing all that armor in the first place. “You have already said my name once. Why are you doing it again?”  
 
    “Nothing,” I say. “Can you go and see if you can find Raven? I really need to make sure she’s safe.” Not only that, but I need to get him away from Gen_W31. It’s clear he’s nothing more than a tool to her. Worse, I know nothing about how she plans to take down the ICC. With all the hacking at their disposal, Sector 14 must already have ways to fight back against the ICC.  
 
    And yet she wants The Hermit. I should have never opened my mouth. 
 
    “He’s not going anywhere,” Gen_W31 says, crossing her arms. “We need him to study The Binding and what would make the ICC crack. There’s no time for love letters.” 
 
    The Hermit remains silent.  
 
    “But he can track us,” I say. “Even if he leaves, then he’ll be able to return to our location.” 
 
    “He may not be able to travel to a DarkNet map without us,” she says. 
 
    “But you’ll whitelist him, right?”  
 
    “I’m not sure how it works with an NPC.” 
 
    I sense she’s grasping at straws. This is a mess where the pieces don’t come together. “He might not be able to access the map even with us, then,” I say. “What difference does it make?” 
 
    “I will accompany you, Atlas_Reign,” The Hermit says. 
 
    “There you go.” Gen_W31 motions in the Jump Pod’s direction. “Let’s board and get out of here before another cluster shows up.” 
 
    There’s no arguing now. I wonder if The Hermit is coming with me for a reason. I wait for his purple text to show up again, but it doesn’t. It’s my hope that he still knows what he’s doing and that merging with the Admin didn’t mess up his code.  
 
    The Jump Pod glows blue in the forest. It’s the same one Raven and I used. I wonder if she’ll appear in this region again, alone, when and if she returns to the game. 
 
    The three of us board the Pod. The General swipes up on the map, revealing a keyboard used to type in coordinates. Until now, I thought the feature was for those technical types who enjoy making everything complicated, but now I see how hackers could utilize it. Gen_W31 uses the keyboard to type in a long command that I’ll never remember. A thought hits me that I should take a screenshot but, before I can, she finishes and looks at me and The Hermit. 
 
    “Initiate the logout sequence,” she says. 
 
    “Log out? Why?” 
 
    “The DarkNet requires a backdoor approach to entering,” she informs us. “Players have to log out of the surface game to access the DarkNet level. I’ve primed the Jump Pod to take us there. Admins can log out, can they not?” She faces The Hermit. 
 
    “Admins can enter sleep mode,” he says. “I cannot log out, as you put it.” 
 
    “That may work,” she says. “NPC’s can use Jump Pods.” 
 
    I’m unsure if logging out is a good idea. For all I know, it could lock me out of the game while Gen_W31 is left alone with The Hermit. I wait for his input.  
 
    The Hermit stays silent and finally nods at me. 
 
    So, I pull my HUD up and initiate the log out sequence. A window asks me if I’m sure. I click YES, hoping that I’m not making the biggest mistake of my life. 
 
    My screen goes black, and I expect to feel the substrate around my body but, instead, it’s as if I’m floating through a void. Then the humming of the Jump Pod invades my ears, growing louder and higher in pitch. I try to say something, but the world snaps back into place before I can, and I find myself sitting across from Gen_W31 and The Hermit again. Outside the window, a kaleidoscope of electric colors nested in darkness sails past. I’m not even sure this is Planet Yaren. 
 
    “Welcome to the Trox Region,” Gen_W31 says. “This is a hidden map of Planet Yaren, coded by our programmers. The ICC isn’t even aware of its existence.” 
 
    “How can that be?” I ask, leaning over to look outside. If there’s anything I’ve learned to do, it’s always assess the landscape before I land.  
 
    The Jump Pod slows, and I realize the colors and the darkness are a large city. The sky is black and full of clouds, while the buildings are all made of a strange dark material. A whole spectrum of electric colors rim the skyscrapers, with tube lights bordering doorways, roads, and the edges of what might be apartment complexes. As the Jump Pod slows, I realize the streets of this city look like green, electric grids. Ones and zeroes flow through squares that mark intersections. It’s as if I’ve stepped into an area of solidified computer code. 
 
    I haven’t seen a map like this in all of The Binding. The coders took a minimalist approach, not bothering with realistic rendering. Of course, this must be a hideout. But it still looks cool, almost as if I’ve stepped into one of those ancient arcade games that people once used coins to play. 
 
    The Jump Pod descends to the surface of the forbidden map, landing with a faint hiss and a click. 
 
    And then the door opens to let me step into General Willis’ territory. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’M SO TAKEN in by the strange, electric city that I almost miss The Hermit sending me another secret message via my log. 
 
      
 
    MASTER ADMIN346: Atlas_Reign, I sense many unfamiliar data streams entering this region. I will attempt to meditate on them.  
 
      
 
    I can’t respond since Gen_W31 is standing on the platform with me. She surveys the city as if she’s seen it a million times before. Maybe she has.  
 
    “It’s like an old arcade game. But with better graphics,” I say to try to break the ice. I don’t want her to know I’m still talking to The Hermit. He stands on the other side of me, silent in his Admin form. I wonder how that’s going to go over in this secret map. 
 
    “Follow me, please,” Gen_W31 says. Now that we’re here, she sounds a lot more pleasant. It’s as if she’s gotten something she wants, and I don’t like that. 
 
    She steps off the platform and steps onto the black and green light grid that should be concrete. I hesitate, unsure if I’ll fall through and into a void, but the surface proves to be solid. The General grins at me. I’m a noob here and she doesn’t want me to forget that she’s in charge. 
 
    I follow her away from the Jump Pod, which is the only thing that looks normal in this place. “Is there a name for this city?” I ask. I’ll start my info gathering with innocent questions. 
 
    “We call it Trox. Its original name was Trotrix, but as that doesn’t roll off the tongue well, we settled on the nickname.” 
 
    “Any reason for the name?” I check my log again, but The Hermit stays silent as he walks. 
 
    “It’s an homage to a couple of games and movies of the past.” 
 
    “Oh.” I check out the tall buildings towering over us. They’re just as black as the street, but the lighted lines that form these structures appear as if someone has drawn their outlines with a light pen. We pass a Save Station, which stands out against the rest of Trox, and I glimpse another blue Jump Pod descending two or three streets away. Other players access this hidden region, too. “So, what exactly is this place? What does it do?” 
 
    Gen_W31 smiles at me. “This,” she explains, “is a safe meeting place for The Detached. The Detached are not one unified group, but many different groups and sectors eking out an existence in the Outskirts. If we all met in the real world, the ICC would detect a possible uprising.” 
 
    “Good point,” I admit. Maybe I’ve spent too much time worrying about this. I turn my thoughts to Raven again, but get distracted when two more Jump Pods descend from the black sky. They land on a nearby platform. Two players emerge from each one. A thought hits me and I snicker.  
 
    “Do you find something humorous?” Gen_W31 asks, lifting one eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, I was thinking,” I say. “You’re The Detached and you want away from the ICC, but you’re using its biggest product to meet with each other.” 
 
    “Yes, it is ironic, but the only way to take down the ICC will be through the game.” 
 
    “So, it’s impossible in real life?” 
 
    “The Detached do not have the resources necessary to do a physical strike.” She’s getting agitated like she wants me to shut up. To top it off, she places her hands behind her back and walks military-style. My warning bells go off again. I half-expect The Hermit to say something, but he continues to walk beside us in silence. I dread what he’s going to find when he finishes his meditation. 
 
    “Another good point,” I say, trying to cool her down. She’s the General, after all, and in charge. If she wants, she can cast me out of Sector 14 before I’ve spent my first twenty-four hours there. “So, how do you plan to stop the ICC with the game? I’d pay to see that.” 
 
    “The only way to stop the ICC,” she says, while looking straight ahead, “will be to sever all players from the game and bleed out the system.” 
 
    I stare at her as if she’s an oncoming ICC shuttle. My mind tries to grasp what that means. Bleed out the system? I’m guessing she’s talking about forcing everyone to log off. And, with the Digital Transfer Credits being a false prize, that might not be a one hundred percent bad idea. But then my internal air raid sirens go off again. 
 
    “So, you’ll force them to log off,” I say. 
 
    “Correct. Our programmers are working on it. And now that we have new information on the game’s code coming soon, we may be able to accomplish it. Remove the biggest tool the ICC uses to control the masses, and remove their source of power.” 
 
    Then The Hermit speaks for the first time in minutes. 
 
    “You speak of disconnecting players from the game without using the proper logout sequence,” The Hermit says. “There is a warning in the code about doing such a thing. The sequence is designed to protect a player’s cognitive functions and nervous system. Disconnecting without initiating the logout sequence may have disastrous effects.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Gen_W31 says with the wave of a hand. She places it behind her back again. She says nothing further. That’s worse than her trying to reassure me that the plan won’t backfire.  
 
    Or maybe she doesn’t care about lapdogs. She’s already expressed her hatred of them. We continue walking as the buildings around us grow taller. The darkness around us no longer seems cool. Now it’s cold and unforgiving. 
 
    If she’s willing to endanger billions, what’s she planning for me? 
 
    For Raven? 
 
    I need to get out of here. I share a glance with The Hermit, hoping he understands what it means.  
 
    “Look, thanks for showing me Trox,” I say. “But I really need to get going and look for my friend before this plan goes into effect. If she logs back in and can’t find me, she might get caught up in the fray, if you know what I mean. I also need to work on building my XP back up.” My XP is the last thing on my mind right now.  
 
    “We need you here,” Gen_W31 says. “As I said, there’s no time for love letters.” 
 
    “She’s a friend,” I say. It’s no wonder General Willis has no friends or family, but I don’t dare say that out loud. And besides, am I any better? 
 
    “Atlas_Reign is a player capable of seeking his own fate and making his own decisions,” The Hermit says. “We are all capable of controlling our own destinies.” 
 
    I mutter a quiet thanks to The Hermit. He’s once again coming through. Maybe he’s learning about human interactions after all. Right now, I hope he goes Admin mode and draws those dual rocket launchers. Gen_W31 should be terrified. 
 
    But instead, she faces me and rocks on her heels. There’s no trace of worry on her face. I like that even less than her silence. 
 
    We stop at an intersection. Ones and zeroes dance under my feet as if trying to flee. The Hermit nods his head, trying to scroll through his hotbar. But no weapons appear in his gloved hands. 
 
    That’s when I get the sense of how many players hang out in Trox. Avatars of all races surround us, emerging from behind buildings to stand at the squared edge of the intersection. Usernames and levels mash together. Gen_W31 remains in her confident stance. 
 
    “Hermit?” I ask. 
 
    Translation: Ready for a fight? 
 
    Even if he launches those seeker missiles again and I die, I’ll respawn at my last Save Station and out of here. I’ll leave him alone, but he’s more than capable of defending himself in his new form. And he has some Admin powers. Maybe he can level this entire city. I pull up my hotbar to cram everything in my main inventory. 
 
    It’s empty. 
 
    My Attraction Rifle, my Electric Glove, my Laser Blade. They’re all gone. 
 
    “What?” I blurt, pulling up my main inventory. 
 
    It’s the most horrifying scene since Prinzez_Laris. Empty squares fill my grid. I don’t even have a lousy Nanobot Pack. And worse, my body is still lying in an Immersion Box in Sector 14. I’m screwed here and in the real world. Even if I leave Trox, all General Willis has to do is log out and command her guards to throw me to the hungry dogs. Or worse, she can disconnect me from the game and destroy my brain. 
 
    “Atlas_Reign?” The Hermit asks. He’s still not armed. 
 
    And then I realize what’s happened.  
 
    Coming to this hidden region has disarmed us. 
 
    And now we’re at the mercy of Gen_W31 and her minions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    “General Willis,” I say. Now I’m back down to diplomacy. Even making fun of myself isn’t going to get me out of this jam. “Disconnecting players might cause more than a bit of discomfort or a headache. I believe what The Hermit is telling us. What if it causes brain damage or even kills them? Then they’ll really be what you say they are.” Before I came this far, I had been one of the lapdogs she mentioned. Someone up for an electric lobotomy. 
 
    “Atlas_Reign,” Hermit says. “While I am here, my program has been analyzed.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” I say, not daring to take my eyes off Gen_W31 and the surrounding players. “So, you brought us here just because you wanted to analyze him without his permission?” I feel the urge to stick up for The Hermit. He’s become my friend.  
 
    Gen_W31 doesn’t say anything at first, but then she speaks after a long, drawn-out silence. “Yes. Coming here to Trox was all about The Hermit.” 
 
    “And what about our inventories?” I ask. 
 
    “Atlas_Reign is ready to type in all caps,” The Hermit adds. 
 
    “We needed to get him to Trox to dissect his code,” Gen_W31 explains, pacing in front of the other players. Everyone but her remains silent. It’s clear she’s the leader. “The ICC forbids players from using programs to collect data about the game or anything in it. That’s why using a secret map is necessary.” 
 
    “I get it,” I say. She won’t tell us where our inventory is, or even if it still exists. What if she can wipe us both down to Level 1? And what am I thinking about that for? My body is still in Sector 14, surrounded by many of these people in real life.  
 
    “This isn’t the first time I’ve seen this Hermit,” Gen_W31 says. She eyes him. “Of course, he wasn’t in that form. But he’s unique and the only NPC in The Binding––at least on this side of it––who can evolve past the confines of his original code.” 
 
    “You’ve seen The Hermit before?” I ask, waiting for my friend to say something.  
 
    “I do not remember her,” he says, looking at me with that black mask. 
 
    “That’s because I may have changed my appearance and username since then,” Gen_W31 says.  
 
    That makes sense. General Willis probably hasn’t called herself that until after she left her family behind. Now she has the power to hack the game. Even The Hermit can’t recognize her avatar’s code in that case. 
 
    “You were one of the visitors he mentioned?” I ask. At least it’s giving me a chance to stall and think of a way out of here. 
 
    “Yes. Thirty years ago, I defeated his map and obtained the Ancient Artifact. However, I was never able to reach The Binding. I lost the Ancient Artifact to Raiders. You surely know how painful such a thing is?” Gen_W31 glares at me. 
 
    “Not at all,” I say. “And that’s the most thinly veiled threat I’ve ever heard.” She can’t imprison The Hermit again, right? And besides, he’s already jumped out of the Ancient Artifact that was in my inventory. 
 
    “Even thirty years ago, I knew The Hermit was special and more than just a quirk in the game,” she continues. “I tried the map again, but it had evolved and I could not access it. My husband and my friends refused to help, instead clinging to corporate life. They held the key and refused to remove the lock. But as soon as you mentioned him to me, I knew I had my AI.” 
 
    “She is implying ownership of me,” The Hermit says. 
 
    “I don’t think he likes that,” I add.  
 
    “He’s exactly what The Detached need to take down The Binding once and for all,” Gen_W31 says. Behind her, many of the players nod. “Our analysis proves it.” Then she goes silent again, pacing, and I bet she’s having private comm speak with some of the other players.  
 
    A shudder races down my spine. They want to use The Hermit as a weapon of incredible destruction. The thought sickens me. 
 
    “And now you are going to transfer The Hermit to me,” Gen_W31 says. 
 
    “Can’t,” I say with a shrug. “He’s an Admin now.” 
 
    “If he can transfer to one form, he can transfer back to his original state in the Ancient Artifact,” she says. 
 
    “But you also wiped my inventory,” I say. “I don’t have it anymore.” 
 
    “Trox wipes the inventories of all guests,” she says, stressing that last word. In other words, everyone but me and The Hermit are armed. Awesome. “We will step outside of Trox for the transfer. Your inventory will return once we do––but only your non-weapon items. My programmers have removed anything you can use to fight. The Hermit must re-enter the Ancient Artifact and join with your avatar before the transfer can happen. According to the game’s code––” 
 
    “Only the winner of the Ancient Artifact can transfer it to another player,” The Hermit finishes. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to say that,” I tell him. He still has a lot to learn. “You’re supposed to tell them that transferring you is impossible.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t work,” Gen_W31 says, a hint of victory creeping into her words. 
 
    She’s right. They’ve already analyzed the code. Lying won’t get us far. 
 
    “But there must be a better way to strike back at the ICC than hurting or killing everyone logged into the game,” I say, trying not to sound like I’m pleading. “Look, I’ll be happy to work with you for a safer way to do it. I hate the ICC just as much as you. We have a common enemy, and if we start fighting amongst ourselves, well, it’ll suck.” Way to go on the speech, Atlas. 
 
    But Gen_W31 faces me. Her eyes shine, reflecting cold light. “To the Jump Pod,” she orders. “We are returning to the Alta Region. The transfer will take place far from prying eyes.” 
 
    Well, there’s that. The Alta Region won’t be occupied again for a long time after Master Admin346 liquidated those avatars.  
 
    “Morrow, your body is still in Sector 14,” she reminds me. “To the Jump Pod, please.” 
 
    She doesn’t need the small crowd of players with that threat hanging over my head. Even The Hermit can’t do anything about that situation. The three of us walk together back through Trox, which seems much darker than before. Once I get back into the official game, I’ll have nothing other than my fists to fight. Maybe they’ll take my armor away, too. And, to top it off, Gen_W31 is a Level 29––ten levels above me. 
 
    The other players trail behind us. We’re leading a silent parade. 
 
    The Jump Pod has long since finished its cooldown, enabling us to board it again. Gen_W31’s and The Hermit’s levels will enable it to reach the Alta Region again quickly. We board, and I sit opposite Gen_W31 as the door closes. The Hermit remains silent as he sits next to me. No purple text appears in my log, nor does he give me any sign that he has a plan.  
 
    “Some of my players are to follow us to the Alta Region,” she explains. Then she equips an Automatic Railgun. Its barrel glows blue. It’s a weapon used mainly by those who have chosen General Accuracy as their starting specialty––and only usable above Level 35, if I’ve heard right. Gen_W31 must have cheated it in. On top of being a wannabe mass murderer, she’s a hacker. That’s even worse than a Raider. “These Pods can only seat four.” 
 
    “I know that,” I say as the Jump Pod takes off. 
 
    This time, there’s no blackout as we travel. The map flickers and then shows Planet Yaren again as if we’ve simply slipped into the next room. Colors fly past the window and, as we slow, tall conifers and low clouds fill the window. We’re back in the Alta Region. 
 
    It’s hard to believe that the fate of the world will take place here. 
 
    Had someone else found The Hermit and met Raven, I’d be one of those Gen_W31 is planning to destroy, and she wouldn’t care in the slightest. Doesn’t she understand that the people she’s about to attack are prisoners, even if they don’t realize it? 
 
    The Jump Pod lands and the door hisses and lifts. It’s dropped us back in the clearing in the Alta Region. An army of tree stumps stands at attention.  
 
    “Out,” she orders.  
 
    As I climb out with The Hermit, another Jump Pod lands on the grass next to the one that we’ve exited. They’re not even using platforms. That must be the result of hacking, too. I watch as three escorts get out. An Android is armed with an Electric Glove. A Meran sports a Sniper Rifle. And the third, a Human man, brandishes dual Blasters. Gen_W31 has brought players ranging from Level 25 to Level 38. That ups my chances. 
 
    The Hermit and I stand there as they survey us. It’s not as if I can run. General Willis logging out right now would be the most terrifying thing she could do. 
 
    “Now,” she orders. “Business. Hermit, you are to jump back into Atlas_Reign’s avatar. From there, I will be able to access you . . . old friend.” 
 
    “But don’t I have to transfer the Artifact?” I ask. 
 
    “Not with our linked program,” Gen_W31 says. “I will be able to get right into your avatar and access The Hermit. That makes it much easier. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    I’d forgotten about that. Crap. 
 
    “I didn’t come here to be violated,” I say. “You guys are disgusting.” 
 
    The Android steps forward, her Electric Glove fizzling with blue sparks. Her name is Candy_Wars and she’s a Level 31. “Come on,” she says. “This isn’t time for jokes. If you hate the ICC, then you need to hand over The Hermit.” 
 
    “Way to manipulate,” I say, pulling up my hotbar. Gen_W31 is right that my weapons didn’t get returned. I still have my Nanobot Packs, but the other squares of my bar are empty. Without looking, I know my inventory is the same. 
 
    “It’s the truth,” Candy_Wars says.  
 
    “But it’s still a violation,” I say, trying to stall. “There are laws against that, even in the ICC world. Not that I’m supporting the ICC, of course.” 
 
    “Look,” The Hermit says. “I may not understand much about the physical world, but I understand that you cannot respawn there. I do not want that for you, Atlas_Reign. I will re-enter the Ancient Artifact.” 
 
    “What?” I ask, whirling on him.  
 
    “You are my friend,” The Hermit continues, facing me.  
 
    “You can’t do that.” 
 
    “I wish for you to stay alive,” he says. “I will transfer back to your avatar. It is what I must do.”  
 
    Backing away, I shake my head. “Hermit, you know what will happen.” General Willis might not kill me before she’s able to get The Hermit. There’s hope. And if I die, at least billions of others, spread across two planets, might get to live. Maybe someone else will find a way to take down the ICC.  
 
    But he reaches for me, the black mask expressionless. 
 
    And then a pop sounds in the distance. 
 
    Sparks fly from Candy_Wars’ head as she takes a critical hit. Her health bar drops to nothing as her avatar staggers and falls to the ground. 
 
    The Hermit stops and turns to watch. Another pop sounds, and then the Human man goes down as well, sparks flying from his head. The Meran woman raises her Sniper Rifle and peeks through the scope, but sparks fly from her helmet as well. She staggers, falling onto one of the stumps with a red health bar. 
 
    We’re under attack by a sniper. 
 
    A good sniper. 
 
    And probably one that I’d like to marry. 
 
    Gen_W31 wraps an armored hand around my neck, pulling me back. The trees tilt and move as she points her gun at the tree line. I’m a shield.  
 
    And no gunshot follows. It’s just me and Gen_W31 now. 
 
    “What is going on?” she demands. “Tell me!” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I say. 
 
    “Is it the Credit winner?”  
 
    “We’ll have to wait and see.” 
 
    “Please, let Atlas_Reign go,” The Hermit says. “I will transfer to your avatar.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I tell him.  
 
    And then I see her. 
 
    Raven, decked out in Titanium Armor with her red hair flowing out from under her helmet. She emerges from the tree line fifty feet away, her Sniper Rifle pointing at Gen_W31 and at me. If she fires, I might die. 
 
    But she doesn’t. Instead, she draws closer like a predator, not daring to take her stare off Gen_W31. My captor tries to level her Railgun at Raven but it’s awkward with one hand. It could still take Raven out in no time, especially since she’s not taking cover. A huge risk for a Sniper. 
 
    “What is this?” Gen_W31 asks again.  
 
    I try to break away to allow Raven a good shot but, at Level 29, Gen_W31 has more strength than me. It’s clear she’s spent a lot of upgrades on that attribute. And it’s also clear that her confusion is the reason that Raven isn’t dead yet. 
 
    “Raven, get out of here,” I shout after activating my comm. “You don’t want to get involved in this.” 
 
     “After what I went through out in the real world, I’m not doing that,” she shouts at me. “And who is this other woman?” 
 
    “She’s trying to violate me!” I shout. 
 
    Raven continues her approach. Gen_W31 levels her Railgun at her. My lower arms are free, so I try to swat at it, but I have no leverage.  
 
    “I have Atlas in the real world,” Gen_W31 says with a scary calm. “He’s in a nice, convenient box. And if he doesn’t hand over The Hermit to me, it doesn’t take much stretch of the imagination to figure out what will happen to him.” 
 
    Raven lifts an eyebrow at me. She’s close enough for me to see her orange irises. “You went to rebels?” 
 
    “Yes,” I shout. “She wants to take down the ICC, but she wants to disconnect every player without the logout sequence and fry their brains. That includes everyone on Earth and Mera. That’s why she wants The Hermit. She doesn’t care about us. We’re just lapdogs. Get out of the game and save yourself.” 
 
    Raven’s jaw drops. Willis tightens her grip around my shoulders. “You don’t know what you’re doing,” she tells Gen_W31. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” she says. “You allow the ICC to exist. You pay them. Make them rich. Hand them more power. People like you are nothing more than parts of a hive. It’s time to let the real people of both worlds rise and take over.” 
 
    “Get out of here!” I shout to Raven. It’s clear where she stands. 
 
    But she takes another step closer as if there’s no Railgun pointed at her. Raven won’t leave without me. 
 
    There’s one last thing I can try. 
 
    It’s desperate, but Raven is on another planet. General Willis has no way to get there. 
 
    I face The Hermit. It’s hard to turn my head with Gen_W31’s Titanium-plated arm around my neck, but I manage. I mouth three words. 
 
    “Go to her.” 
 
    The Hermit nods as if he understands. He rushes me. Gen_W31’s grip loosens as she realizes that something is happening. The Hermit reaches out. Touches my arm. A jolt runs through me as he enters my avatar, taking up his past residence in the Ancient Artifact. I break away from Gen_W31, ducking out of her grasp. The form of Master Admin346 flickers as ones and zeros dance around the NPC’s form. The black-armored warrior vanishes. 
 
    A blue line of text appears in my log. 
 
      
 
    Preparing transfer of Unknown to Gen_W31.  
 
    Progress: 42% . . . 48% . . . 52% . . .  
 
      
 
    “I didn’t give my consent for that!” I shout, elbowing Gen_W31. She staggers back and lowers her Railgun. 
 
    Raven stands feet away. I lunge at her and seize her arm, praying The Hermit can move quickly. 
 
    Another jolt runs through me. Raven bites her lip and jumps. 
 
      
 
    ERROR 
 
      
 
    Raven staggers, then raises her Sniper Rifle at Gen_W31, who is recovering from my surprise blow.  
 
    The Hermit has gone to Raven. 
 
    He’s safe. And now my danger level has increased. 
 
    Raven, as if understanding this, opens fire.  
 
    I fall back as her Sniper Rifle pops and sparks fly off Gen_W31’s Titanium Armor. The Railgun falls from her grasp as she backs away, health bar depleting with each blow, but she’s not dying. Electric blue bolts surround her armor. It’s electrified and blocking most of the damage. She’s wearing hacked armor above her level. 
 
    I charge Gen_W31, tackling her from the side. Everything flashes red as her Titanium Armor deals damage. My health bar depletes by a quarter. I may have committed suicide, but I don’t know what else to do. Raven and The Hermit need to escape. 
 
    Willis faces me. “She has The Hermit.”  
 
    They’re the four most terrifying words she can say. Willis shoves me away and equips a Green Laser Blade.  
 
    “Raven!” I shout. 
 
    She fires again, but the Electrified Armor deflects the bullet. She’s too close to Willis. Gen_W31 stands as Raven backs away. Willis’ health bar has dropped to a green sliver. 
 
    “You and I will meet again,” Gen_W31 says, brandishing the Blade. “Or Morrow will die under my watch.” 
 
    Gen_W31 swings the Green Laser Blade at me. 
 
    At the same time, Raven fires. 
 
    Sparks fly as she delivers a critical hit and Gen_W31’s health bar drops to nothing. But not before the Green Laser Blade takes up my world. My own life drops to zero and everything fades to black.  
 
      
 
    YOU HAVE FALLEN IN BATTLE! 
 
      
 
    Silence falls. The words fade as I float in limbo. More text appears from the void. My Options: I can respawn, leaving General Willis to do what she wants with my Immersion Box, or I can LOGOUT of the game.  
 
    Life or death. 
 
    Or maybe death and death. 
 
    Raven will have to meet Gen_W31 again to save my life. If I die, General Willis won’t have that bargaining chip. 
 
    But then I’ll never see Raven again. 
 
    Never help her to reach the other side. 
 
    And what if my dying breaks her? Raven must continue for the sake of two worlds. 
 
    After taking a breath of cold darkness, I turn my head and nod to LOGOUT of the game. 
 
      
 
    End of Book One 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Start reading book two: The Crossing 
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    More Titles by Harper North & David R. Bernstein 
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    Modified: Book One in the Manipulated Series 
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    Influence: Book One in the Influence Series 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading The Binding: Reaching Salvation. If you like this title, please leave a review. Reviews help authors build exposure. Plus, we love hearing from our readers! 
 
      
 
    If you want to learn more about our writing as well as find out when the next in the series comes out, please visit our websites below! 
 
    www.harpernorth.com 
 
    www.davidrbernstein.com  
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