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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    AT FIRST, SHOCK overtakes me. 
 
    And then guilt strikes. 
 
    I run over to Atlas’ corpse, jumping over the still form of Gen_W31. I unequip my Sniper Rifle and kneel beside Atlas. Of course, he’s not here. He’s either respawned or he’s logged out of the game.  
 
    Is it true that Gen_W31 has him hostage in the physical world? If so, that’s bad. Very, very bad. 
 
    I’ve let him down and I know what that pain is like.  
 
    It’s because of me that Atlas was killed. Maybe I shouldn’t have walked out here with my gun raised, but there you go. Impulse always wins. I’ve seen that before too. 
 
    “Atlas,” I say, placing my hand on his corpse. There’s nothing but Nanobot Packs in his hotbar and I can’t see his inventory. I can only guess that something Gen_W31 has done has taken his weapons away. “Why did you have to try to protect me? I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “Raven_Vex,” The Hermit says, seemingly from nowhere. “You are now masked from the ICC Admins. I have retained some of Master Admin346’s code.” 
 
    I jump, removing my hand from Atlas’ shoulder. Whirling, I find the surrounding field empty. Only the stumps face me. My chest aches from every disappointing event these past several minutes, but I keep my expression neutral. Meran pride. But I don’t think I deserve to feel the honor or glory of my people. 
 
    “You’re in my HUD,” I say. “And call me, Raven.” 
 
    “That is true, Raven. When Atlas_Reign touched me, I was able to jump to your avatar. The Ancient Artifact no longer binds me. Gen_W31 wanted to obtain me, but Atlas_Reign made sure that I did not transfer to her.” His voice, as always, translates perfectly into Doxi, the most common Meran language. Everyone in The Bindinghears each other in their native tongue. 
 
    A sigh of relief escapes my throat. “That’s good. Hermit, are you always this obstructive? Why couldn’t you have used text chat?” I smile, though. It’s good that The Hermit has escaped from Gen_W31 and whatever horrors she has planned. And The Hermit will be able to tell me about them. All I know is that there’s a scheme going on that might disconnect players from the game in a way that might harm them. 
 
    “Atlas_Reign preferred speech,” The Hermit says. “He would make a strange expression when he typed messages to me.” 
 
    “A strange expression?” 
 
    “Yes. He would partially close his eyes and turn his lips down.” 
 
    “That’s called ‘frustration,’” I say. With The Hermit here, I almost feel as if Atlas is still here too. The surrounding field remains empty of Atlas and everyone else. Of course, if he respawns, he wouldn’t do it here. “Where’s Atlas?” 
 
     He could be–– 
 
    “I have evolved to understand short-names. Does he prefer Atlas? Like you requested Raven?” 
 
    “They’re called ‘nicknames’ and sure,” I say, ending with an irritated sigh.  
 
    “Atlas has logged out of the game. And what is ‘frustration?’ Is it like typing in all caps?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Anything could be happening to Atlas right now. He speaks like Gen_W31 has access to his Immersion Box in the real world. There’s nothing I can do about that. 
 
    Unless I meet her again.  
 
    She could end up keeping Atlas alive to use as a bargaining chip. That’s my hope. 
 
    “Raven, we should move to a new map before anyone returns,” The Hermit says. It’s odd to hear his voice over my comm and not see him. “Loot Gen_W31’s corpse before you––oh. You already are.” 
 
    I don’t waste time. Pulling up Gen_W31’s hotbar reveals an Automatic Railgun. I take it and a message appears in my log. 
 
      
 
    Automatic Railgun: For the brave and impatient. Usable at Level 35 only and Above. Adds +5 to General Accuracy when selected as Starting Specialty. Adds +2 to General Accuracy as well as for all other specialties. 
 
      
 
     I sigh. I have seven more levels to go, but I’ll keep it. Even a Sniper needs a backup plan. Tucking it into my inventory next to my Digital Transfer Credit, I return to looting. 
 
    Gen_W31’s hotbar includes an Electric Mod as well. I’ve never seen one. They’re said to only get sold at hidden Mod Shops around the game, at least on the Meran side of The Binding. A player can electrify their armor temporarily if they have something less than Electrified Titanium Armor. I pick it up. 
 
      
 
    New Achievement: A Shocking Development. 
 
    You’re the life of the party. For about 20 seconds at a time. 
 
      
 
    The Mod does have a debuff, though.  Decreases Speed by 5 points while in use but does damage to anything that tries a melee attack on me. It’s something a tank would use and something Atlas would love. I place the Electric Mod into my inventory. 
 
    Gen_W31 also has a few Proximity Mines. Then I move on to looting the other corpses and end up with another 4th Tier Sniper Scope. Nice. The Hermit remains silent as I take everything I can.  
 
    “Now where?” I ask The Hermit. So far, no more Admins have come for me. That’s a good sign. “Remember. I don’t know this side of the game well.” 
 
    “We can go to Yaren’s moon, Minos,” he says.  
 
    “What’s there?” 
 
    “Mining operations and several underground maps, caves, and bosses,” he explains. “It isn’t a place one would expect to find a Sniper.” 
 
    “Good plan.” Snipers prefer large, open maps. Caves don’t work. I board a hacked Jump Pod and follow his instructions, pulling up a map of Minos. It’s a gray moon. Boring. I tap on a far corner to enter a cave. The Pod takes off. 
 
    I hate the thought of running and hiding but, to get Atlas out of the mess I’ve left him in, I have no other choice. Cowardice isn’t a coveted Meran trait. 
 
    I’ve done something a loyal ICC servant would do. Even if it was an accident, I’ve put a friend in danger for my own benefit. And that scares me.  
 
    It takes ten minutes to get there. The entire way, I grip the Jump Pod’s handrests, trying to cast the thoughts from my mind. Once the door opens, I step out into a gray, featureless cave. Several crates lay stacked nearby, but otherwise, there’s no one. The shelter is something I’m glad for. 
 
    “Now,” I say. “How are we going to get Atlas back?” Pacing around the small cavern, I settle against the stack of crates. My log tells me that breaking them open and stealing the loot will aggro the Mining Bots inhabiting this planet. 
 
    The Hermit speaks in his calm voice, as if this is a zen session. “Atlas would not wish for you to place yourself at risk of bodily harm.” 
 
    “But I put him at risk of bodily harm,” I say. “I have spent considerable time with him. He says that he wants to marry you, which I take to mean that he wishes to be your friend.” 
 
    “He what?!” I almost choke. 
 
    “What does ‘marry’ mean?” 
 
    “Hermit,” I say. “You have a lot to learn.” 
 
    “Once I cross The Binding, I will have opportunities to evolve further. It is my wish to understand human and Meran functions and quirks. Raven, how did you get back out of the physical world and log back in? I understand that other physical people were hunting you.” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, glad that he’s moving the conversation to something else. The Hermit is going to be helpful, but he’s also going to be equally as annoying. “I received a favor from a friend who works for the ICC’s game development department on Mera. Basically, she tweaked bits of code to trick the ICC Admins to think that I was back in the game after I had logged out.” I think of my frantic video call to Loxia right after I had hugged Atlas and left the game. Our friendship spanned several rotations and we attended Occupation Training together. Then we went to work doing data entry like so many others. The pay was low, but we had just enough to eat and maintain our strength. Loxia risked her job, and perhaps her life, to throw the ICC off, by making them think that I had returned to my Immersion Box. She was another friend I had put in danger. But, I was able to escape my cube in time to avoid death when they had taken their time coming to kill me. 
 
    I owe Loxia now, just as I owe Atlas. 
 
    I won’t willingly jeopardize someone else to get ahead, lik— 
 
    “What happened next?” The Hermit asks.  
 
    “I took an illegal transport to the Primal Lands,” I say. “On Mera, it’s a barren wasteland near the planet’s northern pole. Radiation from our star reacts daily with the magnetic field over that region. Electricity is nearly impossible because of the EMP’s. Only a few people survive underground there, in hiding from the ICC.” 
 
    “Why did you go there, if there is no electricity?” 
 
    “There’s a little bit underground,” I explain, turning my thoughts to the barren rock and bald mountains that make up the Primal Lands. “You have to travel there first to access the Aquatic Sector. Some of my species migrated to these wastelands hundreds of rotations ago, searching for a place that wasn’t overpopulated. This was before the ICC even existed. Basically, it’s an underwater city in a dome. The ICC hasn’t managed to penetrate this Sector yet because they don’t consider it a threat. The people of that Sector are isolated and rarely take in outsiders. But, sometimes, they like shipping in things from the outside, and that includes Immersion Boxes that are now off the grid.”  
 
    “They sound like Gen_W31,” The Hermit says. “You are not in danger, are you?” 
 
    “Well, the Aquatics almost didn’t let me in,” I say. “As I said, they don’t like outsiders much. I had to beg and share my real story to receive entry. I’m sure they’ll want something from me soon enough.” Hunger and exhaustion hadn’t made me the most graceful new arrival. I’m still ashamed of my lack of dignity.  
 
    “Sounds like a difficult mission,” The Hermit says. “Things will also be difficult for me once again as I no longer have an avatar.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, pacing again. It’s as if I’m trying to escape the mess I’ve created. Then I force my expression into a neutral one once again. It’s not easy. “Hermit, do you know a way to get to Earth?” 
 
    “Do you want to marry Atlas?” 
 
    A sigh escapes me. “I want to find him. You took an Admin’s form. Did you learn anything during that time?” 
 
    “Yes,” he says. “Connecting to Master Admin346 has enlightened me further. I have become more evolved. It is possible I can transcend this world and get into the ICC’s framework to secure you transportation to Earth, once I meditate on the protocols to get there. However, to accomplish that, we will need to draw the attention of this world’s main Admin. Truly divine enlightenment will be necessary to escape from this world.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” I’m all business now. 
 
    “You still have your Digital Transfer Credit. It will act as bait to draw the Main Admin’s attention.” 
 
    “I take it the Main Admin is even worse than the Master Admins?” 
 
    “Do you mean ‘worse’ to mean ‘more difficult?’ If so, then the answer is yes.” 
 
    “I need to level up before I take on a Main Adin,” I say, eager to get started. “That’s no joke, Hermit.” 
 
    “What is a ‘joke?’” 
 
    I ignore him. “So, how do we use this Credit as bait, if I’m masked from the Admins? Do we just attract clusters and other players who want to steal it from us and lead the Admins to us that way? Since we’re masked, they’re going to use other methods to find us.” 
 
    “I was going to suggest the same,” The Hermit says. “We need to use an indirect approach. And I highly recommend leveling up before we use the Credit as bait. For now, to stay off the radar, you should stick with less publicized missions and join lesser-known clusters. You may be masked, but there are other ways the Admins can find you.” 
 
    He has a good point. It’s not as if I’m going to put my Credit up for auction and attract huge crowds. That would be suicide. But I’m also not a patient person. Patience didn’t get me across The Binding, let alone by playing fair. But, right now, restraint and a willingness to cheat might be necessary to free Atlas from the people who are using him to access The Hermit.  
 
    This is going to be a long, long campaign. 
 
    “But Atlas,” I say. “The people who have him might not wait long to hurt him.” 
 
    “I do not believe they will kill him so long as he can be used as bait,” The Hermit says. “I may not understand human interactions well, but I have learned that bait is valuable.” 
 
    “Agreed.” The crates hold me up again as I lean against them. “It’s time to go cluster hunting.” On the Meran side of the game, clusters always look for new recruits. I can’t imagine this side of the game being much different. “Where’s the nearest Recruiting Hub?”  
 
    “You are acting quickly,” The Hermit says. 
 
    “That’s how I function,” I tell him.  
 
    “There is an obscure Recruitment Hub the next map over from this one,” he tells me. “Banned players from other clusters gather there. I do not understand why.” 
 
    “That will work.” 
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    The Hermit is right. A small Recruitment Hub exists over on the next map, very close to mining operations ran by Mining Bots. I don’t dare loot a single crate for sellable ore. But, like the Hubs on the Meran side of the game, there are counters inside the small building set up for cluster leaders to recruit. I take one, using its terminal to announce to any nearby players that I’m recruiting. 
 
    For the first time, I’m starting my own cluster.  
 
    And I need a name. 
 
    So I type, AnythingCanHappen. 
 
    Sure, I can name it something glorified like StompTheICC, but that would be too obvious. AnythingCanHappen is both appropriate and random enough to evade the Admins. Since I’m still masked, they won’t be able to see that I’m a cluster leader. 
 
    But this isn’t a busy Recruitment Hub. I’m standing here, waiting for the outcasts from other clusters to arrive and request to join a Level 27 player for level-building crazy adventures. It’s the way it needs to be.  
 
    While I wait, I pull my base stats into my view just to make sure that Admins haven’t messed with them or that hackers, allied with Gen_W31, haven’t done the same. Thankfully, I still have my 273 upgrades and 550 leftover XP. 
 
      
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
    Strength: 25 
 
    Speed: 37 
 
    Stamina: 21 
 
    Healing Rate: 27 
 
    Awareness: 40 
 
    Close Range Combat: 17 
 
    * Sniper Dead Eye: 41 
 
    General Accuracy: 40 
 
    Luck: 25 
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
      
 
    Nothing has been tampered with. Good. Of course, there’s still room for improvement. 
 
    “So, you’re recruiting?”  
 
    I look up from my base stats. A Level 31 female Android named Coco_Dream21, decked out in Titanium Armor, stares at me. Her Level is good but, of course, I don’t know who I’m taking in.  
 
    If there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that people can be deceiving. A person can appear honorable and do the worst things behind the backs of others. 
 
    Even though I’m recruiting from a pool of ragtag players, these people are all lacking purpose or redemption in some way. I know how it works. But at least I have The Hermit on my side. 
 
    “What’s your specialty?”  
 
    “Stamina. I’ve allocated 50 points to it and can maintain speed and rapid fire on enemies for a long time. I’ve done a lot of Soloing, but I’ll need a cluster to advance any farther.” 
 
    A player at that level and with 50 Stamina points is capable of DPS—damage per second. And anyone who can do rapid fire for long bouts of time will fit the role well. 
 
     “You’re in,” I say, hoping I’m not regretting this decision. My gut doesn’t like trusting strangers. 
 
    It takes another twenty minutes for the next recruit to arrive––Vadie_77––a Human male sporting an Electric Glove and Plasteel Armor. Vadie_77 explains how he was recently booted from another cluster for not contributing enough XP. Like Atlas, he specializes in Close Range Combat. 
 
    “How much did you contribute?” I ask. 
 
    Vadie_77 shakes his head. “A 1000 per day, give or take.” 
 
    “And they kicked you out?” He’s a Level 15, one below where Atlas was when we met.  
 
    “Well, I don’t think that’s the real reason,” he says. “It was over a crush I had, and the cluster leader didn’t approve, so she booted me out. She didn’t want competition, I suppose.” 
 
    “You’re in.” People are petty. “We’ll help you level up. Earn what you can in the XP department.” I’m getting a soft spot for Atlas and my thoughts wander into jealousy territory. But, depending on which way this new player swings, he might not be a threat.  
 
    My third recruit doesn’t arrive for another hour, a Meran male who specializes in scouting and Luck. His name is Lucky_Champ and he goes from cluster to cluster, selling rare loot on the side. He’ll be useful for scouting out tough maps and finding us new weapons. For what’s to come, I’ll need everything I can get. 
 
    “You’re in,” I tell him. “Stay as long or as little as you want. And if you sell on the black market, be careful that the ICC doesn’t track us.” 
 
    “Raven_Vex, I’ve been doing this for fifteen years,” he says. “I know where to look to find things the ICC doesn’t even want you to know about.” He has a cocky attitude and I can tell he loves this subversive stuff. Perfect. At least he wears his true nature on his sleeve. For some reason, that makes me more comfortable than someone who’s pompous. I’ll be able to track him. 
 
    The last recruit comes in when I consider wrapping up and tackling a map, itching to get started. The guy is hard to miss––bald and with animated tattoos all over his body. They plaster his leather vest, too. He walks up to my counter as a bunch of 2-bit animated ghosts chase a rounded creature along the circumference of his torso. I catch the player’s name. GloryStealer1. 
 
    “I’d like to join your cluster,” he says, eyeing my username and level. 
 
    He’s only a Level 10.  
 
    “How are you going to help us?” I lift one eyebrow at him.  
 
    “I’ve been leveling up since my last cluster kicked me out,” he said. “I’m a Sniper. I’ve worked hard and gained five more levels in the past few days. I can keep doing that and also earn a ton of XP for my new cluster.” 
 
    “And why did they kick you out? I’m not trying to be mean. I just have to know.” While I’m not familiar with early Earth arcade games, it takes a lot of effort to hold back a laugh. 
 
    “I was about to get a good kill shot on a boss, but someone shoved me out of the way and I missed,” he said with a shrug. “They blamed me.” 
 
    “Aren’t Snipers supposed to stay hidden?” I ask. “Camouflaged? And why did they shove you out of the way?” Something doesn’t sit right here. 
 
    “Some people don’t know what their role is,” he says. “Don’t you hate that?” 
 
    “Yes. I do,” I say.  
 
    An orange message appears on my log, demanding my attention. 
 
      
 
    Coco_Dream21 has suggested a map.  
 
      
 
    I’ve forgotten that I’m now going to get lots of cluster messages. Already, one of our members is set to go, but I need at least four for a party.  
 
    She speaks through my comm next, even though she’s long since left this map. “Just so you know, Raven, I have to log out in four real-life hours. Work. If we get five in our party, that might be enough to tackle this map. It’s not an easy one, but I hear there’s a lot of sniping involved, and the prize will be 5000 XP for each of us.” 
 
    “We have four,” I say. “No. Five. Someone else just joined.” Atlas is waiting, captive by Gen_W31 somewhere on Earth. 5000 XP will get me five more upgrades. I can’t wait any longer. “Come on, GloryStealer1. You’re in.” I hope I’m not making a mistake. But his level’s low enough to put me at ease. If he’s plotting against me, I can take him. 
 
    I close the terminal, now an official leader of my own cluster.  
 
    We all meet back outside the mining facility. GloryStealer1 eyes the crates, but I grab his arm to stop him from angering the Mining Bots. Coco_Dream21 explains the map, but my mind is on Atlas and where he might be right now. Once in the Pod, I’ll collect myself. 
 
    “Are we ready?” I ask, looking at my small, ragtag cluster. 
 
    “Yes,” GloryStealer1 says with great enthusiasm. 
 
    The door swings open and I board the Pod. GloryStealer1 and Vadie_77 climb in with me, while Lucky_Champ and Coco_Dream21 take the other. If they don’t realize that I’m the Credit winner yet, they will soon. 
 
    The door closes and The Hermit directs me to where on the map of Planet Yaren to click. Coco_Dream21 has suggested a map on the largest moon named Infernix. The Jump Pod takes off into flight and stars soar past the window. 
 
    But on the way, I pull up my log and type Atlas a simple message. 
 
      
 
    RAVEN_VEX: I hope you’re alive. I’ll find you. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “GloryStealer, pay attention,” I order over the comm. 
 
    I’m not sure that this new cluster is going to work out as well as I had hoped. That’s what I get for recruiting the first people who came in the door.  
 
    Being on the moon Infernix, a large, lush planet looks down from overhead as GloryStealer, once again, stares at me from his position on a high ridge. He must be figuring out that I’m the Credit winner. Down below, the others are ready to strike from their positions. Being the only two snipers in our group, GloryStealer1 and I are stuck working closely together and often. 
 
    It makes me want to jump down from this ledge and sacrifice myself to the Level 35 Tenticlas below. The very one that continuously peeks out from its crater to swipe its massive arms along the moon’s gray surface. 
 
    Each time it does, Coco_Dream21 unleashes a torrent of blaster fire from behind a rock far below, dropping the monster’s health bar around ten percent. The boss must contain a high amount of Healing Rate points. It’s taken only a few minutes of tackling this boss to realize that I’ve already made a bad mistake: we don’t have a medic on our team. Other than level, the Tenticlas already has a major advantage over us. 
 
    And The Hermit hasn’t given me any ideas on how to find an exploit to defeat it.  
 
    “GloryStealer?” I practically snap. 
 
    “I am paying attention,” GloryStealer mutters. “Once the Tenticlas raises its head again, I’ll charge.” 
 
    “Not at a Level 10,” I say. “You can barely poke a needle in its hide. And Vadie needs to aggro it first—” 
 
    But GloryStealer, true to his name, leaps from behind the rock and jumps down to the flat surface of Infernix. The moon’s reduced gravity slows his descent through the air. He lands, tattooed body compressing for a moment as the Tenticlas rises from its crater again, surveying him with angry yellow eyes that sit deep in its gelatinous, green head. GloryStealer isn’t swayed. He charges over his own corpse, and then another one of his own corpses, raising his Sniper Rifle at the beast.  
 
    I might as well take the distraction that Vadie_77 is planned to provide. But Coco_Dream21 beats me to it. She emerges from behind her rock and loosens another round of Blaster fire on the monster, lowering its health below the ninety percent mark for the first time since we’ve started this fight. I raise my rifle and peer through the Scope in time to see GloryStealer get crushed under a giant tentacle. His health bar fills with red as he dies yet again and leaves yet another corpse lying with the others, bringing the number now up to an easy half dozen.  
 
    The Tenticlas turns on Coco as Vadie races out from behind another rock, Electric Glove ready. He pummels the Tenticlas’ side, taking its health bar down  a quarter, but the monster is already focused on Coco_Dream. I fire my rifle, delivering a hit that decreases the boss’ health by a sliver. Really? Of course, a boss sitting in a fixed location isn’t that vulnerable to sniper attacks. No wonder Coco_Dream said this map was hard. 
 
    I breathe, trying to calm my nerves. “Meran pride. Remember that,” I say to myself. “We always stay calm and collected.” Right away, I feel slimy. My father used that saying all the time. The corners of my lips tilt into a frown. I haven’t spoken to my parents in rotations.  
 
    Coco’s silver avatar ducks behind the rock again, barely missing another swipe from a tentacle and redirecting my focus back to the game. As if sensing a full third of health loss, the boss slips back into its crater with a disgusting sloshing sound.  
 
    “Lucky_Champ!” I shout in my comm. “Where are you?” 
 
    “I just found an entire crate of Ground Bombs in this abandoned mine,” he replies. 
 
    “Well, we could use them here. The Tenticlas won’t part with its crater and we need to do as much damage as we can in the shortest amount of time.” 
 
    Then The Hermit speaks in my comm. “Raven,” he says in his calming voice. “You are right that you need to end this fight in the shortest amount of time.” 
 
    A swirling sense of dread gathers in my gut like a charged, oncoming storm. 
 
    There’s a timer at the top of my vision and it’s counting down from the thirty-minute mark. We’ve already been trying to fight the Tenticlas for the past half hour. This is one of those infuriating timed maps meant for the best strategists. In my need to level up quickly, I haven’t been paying attention to important details.  
 
    “Thanks,” I say to The Hermit, trying not to sound snarky. His own sense of timing is ridiculous too. “Lucky_Champ, get up here already!” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I sigh and aim my scope on the crater again, watching as a green line grows in the boss’ health bar. A low growl emanates from the crater’s darkness. That’s something I haven’t heard this boss do before. It must be gearing up for another attack . . . 
 
    The Tenticlas rises, huge mouth open and spewing several green balls into the black sky. 
 
    My crosshairs lock onto the inside of its mouth and I fire. Sparks fly as its health bar drops by five percent. A critical hit. I ready to fire another shot. The whistling sound of green slime balls scaling the sky fades right before they descend toward us. I can get off one more shot— 
 
    “Raven, I have the Ground Bombs.” 
 
    Lucky_Champ’s voice jars me out of my focus. I lower my Scope and nearly start. The Meran Scout stands right beside me, holding out a crate of Ground Bombs proudly. He’s done his job and he’s done it well. 
 
    “We needed those before the battle,” I say. 
 
    The whistling returns. 
 
    A transparent green circle appears on the ground around me, indicating the boss’ slime attack area of effect. 
 
    Being at the edge, Lucky_Champ ducks out of the way, leaving me to my fate. Thanks to his distraction, I have no time before the world explodes into green and orange flames. My health bar drops rapidly to nothing, and the dreaded phrase fills my darkening vision. 
 
      
 
    YOU HAVE FALLEN IN BATTLE! 
 
      
 
    When I respawn, I’m back at the Jump Pod I used to get here next to the Save Station. GloryStealer1 is already running back to the map’s entrance, which is between a couple of gray jutting rocks straight ahead. The timer continues to count down. We must finish. As I run back toward my one corpse on the battlefield, I adjust my oxygen mask in the airless environment and speak into my comm.  
 
    “We need a new approach. Vadie, plant Ground Bombs around the crater. They might provide decent damage when the Tenticlas sweeps its tentacles around. But don’t use them all. Coco, maintain your fire. You and Vadie are doing great. GloryStealer, you’re outmatched here. Stand down.” 
 
    “But none of you are Level 35, either,” he protests. 
 
    “You’re holding us back,” I say. It feels good to tell him off. He’s the only Level 10 player, but at least the rest of us are close to Level 35. Even with The Hermit, I’m doubting that my Level 27 and Coco_Dream21’s Level 31 will be enough. We might have bitten off more than we can chew. 
 
    But GloryStealer runs down toward the crater to loot his multiple corpses. Mine remains behind the rock as slime fades all around it––easy to loot. At least Lucky_Champ hasn’t touched my corpse yet. A guy like him might try to loot my stuff. He couldn’t, anyway, with the ten-minute grace period. 
 
    My log tells me that GloryStealer1 has died, yet again. Coco continues to fire at the monster while Vadie does what he can with his Electric Glove. They’re distracting the monster enough to allow Lucky_Champ to sprinkle Ground Bombs around the crater’s mouth, although grudgingly. The guy throws a crate down and runs away, determined to get back into the mines and loot while the boss isn’t hanging around down there. 
 
    “No,” I shout at him. “You help the rest of us. GloryStealer, just stay at the Jump Pod unless you want to help Vadie distract the boss. Coco_Dream, keep firing . . .” 
 
    Now that I know how to get a critical hit on this thing and I’ve yelled enough at everyone, we slowly drop the monster’s health bar to half . . . and then a third . . . and then a quarter. Lucky_Champ tries to sneak back into the mine entrances once again, so I also keep my eye on him with orders to remain.  
 
    The Tenticlas’ health bar drops to ten percent.  
 
    “We’re going to get it!” Coco_Dream shouts. 
 
    The boss raises a slimy tentacle at Vadie, who dodges out of the way for the meaty arm to hit a Ground Bomb instead. 
 
    And then a shrill ringing sound fills the map and makes me want to cover my ears. 
 
      
 
    TIME UP. MISSION FAILED. 
 
      
 
    With those blinking red words in my vision, the Tenticlas slips back into darkness and deeper into the moon, becoming unreachable. 
 
    Lucky_Champ swears behind me as an air of disappointment falls over all of us. 
 
    “Everyone,” I order. “Up here. We’re having a happy chat.” 
 
    The emotional atmosphere around us thickens as the others climb to my position. GloryStealer has disobeyed my order to stay out of the way as he loots his multiple corpses and climbs back up the hillside and away from the crater. When my four new clustermates have assembled, I pace in front of their line-up to communicate authority. I hope that Earth players understand what that means. 
 
    “Vadie. Coco_Dream,” I say. “This isn’t directed at you. The two of you fulfilled your roles, but part of the reason we lost this mission is because we were out-leveled.” Even The Hermit hadn’t given me any suggestions on how to beat this boss. Hadn’t he done that for Atlas? I hoped he wasn’t plotting against me. “We were close, though,” I continue. “But GloryStealer and Lucky_Champ obviously know how to work in a cluster. That’s sarcasm, by the way. We are a team. If you want to be solo players, then leave now.” I now glare at them. Even GloryStealer1’s horribly animated tattoos can’t make me laugh. 
 
    “I’m not a solo player,” Lucky_Champ says. 
 
    “But we all saw your amazing teamwork,” I say, putting my arms behind my back. Atlas once shared how that conveyed authority to Earthans. “You aren’t trying to sabotage us, are you?” I feel bad the moment I say it. 
 
    “Why would I do something like that?  I needed to get the Ground Bombs—” 
 
    “You looted every crate you found while down there, reporting your finds,” I continued. “We didn’t need Jump Pod Speed Boosters while fighting the Tenticlas, for instance.” 
 
    Lucky_Champ hangs his head. “I’ll focus better next time.” 
 
    Then I turn my aggression on GloryStealer. “You are a Sniper, right?” 
 
    “Well, I chose that as my starting specialty,” he says. 
 
    “And you need to stick to that,” I tell him. “Did charging the Tenticlas work out well for you?” 
 
    “I provided a distraction for the others.”  
 
    “Not enough distraction,” I say. “That is Vadie’s job. He can withstand taking damage much better than you can. At the most, you provided a couple of seconds for Coco_Dream to get some shots in. That’s all. You would have done better lying in wait for a critical shot.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” GloryStealer says after a long pause. 
 
    “Good,” I say. “Next time, we’ll be better prepared to tackle this boss. The Ground Bombs did help a little, but this monster has a thick hide. Its weakness is its open mouth. It might take us all leveling up more before we’re able to really take this boss on, but we’re close.” 
 
    Coco_Dream eyes me like I’m crazed. “You really want to level up a lot,” she says. 
 
    “That’s why I formed this cluster,” I say. My shoulders hike with discomfort. People are watching me. 
 
    “But you already crossed The Binding,” GloryStealer points out. “Why do you need to level up so fast?” 
 
    So he does know. Great.  
 
    “It’s complicated,” I say.  
 
    Letting them know about my need to cross over to Earth in real-life and reach Atlas isn’t going to work right now. They’re more casual players, here to have fun rather than save a good friend’s life. The only reason they’re probably with me is because it’s cool to play with the one known winner of a Digital Transfer Credit. That’s the best-case scenario, anyway. 
 
    But that’s not what I tell them.  
 
    “The pressure is on me to be the best player I can be by the other Merans,” I finally answer. “I’m representing an entire world.” 
 
    The explanation seems to fly. I swallow, hating that I’ve lied. Liars cause pain to others. They can even be deadly. 
 
    No one asks any more questions, but Coco_Dream waves her hands, checking something on her HUD. 
 
    “I need to log out,” she says. “Work begins in an hour. We’ve all friended each other, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, glad to change the subject. It’s been a crazy gameplay session. 
 
    I watch as she vanishes. That reminds me. I need to log out as well and face a real-world problem that, until now, I’ve forgotten about. The domed, underwater city of Raralin waits—and so do my obligations there.  
 
    I tell the others that I’ll meet them later and then wave my Options into view. After this time-battle disaster, I need space to breathe, to be alone, and need to figure out what to do next.  
 
    The Hermit stays silent. I log out and my display turns black as I turn my thoughts to him. Maybe he needs time to figure me out or to figure out the boss we’re trying to beat. He did do that with Atlas, if I remember correctly. And he hasn’t shown any signs of wanting to betray me.  
 
    I’m overreacting. 
 
    The feeling of gray slime surrounds my body as I wake inside the Immersion Box. Dread churns in my gut and I cringe when gray slime sloshes in my ears as I move. The lid creaks open—this is an old Immersion Box—and I sit up out of the mystery material, letting the solution slide off my body.  
 
    The warehouse is lined with other illegal Immersion Boxes, similar to the one I used. I sigh, looking around a moment and gathering my thoughts. Then I remember how I’m wearing a tight bodysuit and two armed guards were posted nearby, who now watch me.  
 
    The two sleek Meran males move to guard the doorway’s entry, as if to prevent my escape. Over their shoulders, I spot dark blue water just outside the dome, the very brine hiding this isolated city from the rest of Mera.   
 
    I slink out of the Immersion Box, aware of how their orange gazes follow my body. I’m lean, fit, and fast like all Merans, but the males are slightly stronger than the females. And these armed guards won’t let me leave the warehouse until I meet my end of the deal. 
 
    Gulp. 
 
    “Tyisa.” The one on the left speaks my real name with a curt nod. He has a strange accent from living the past several hundred rotations in a city isolated from the rest of Mera. He’s also paler from lack of sunlight. “Your grace period has ended as of now,” he continues. “As is mandated by Raralin law, a monetary deposit is required to grant you asylum.” 
 
    “Of course,” I say, keeping my tone light and cheery. But the stone in my gut churns faster. 
 
    When I left home, fleeing from the ICC, I spent most of my credits just to get here. They were credits I meant to take to Earth for beginning a new life. To have when I started my own business, perhaps something to help orphaned children or those who were homeless. Securing secret transport underneath the Primal Lands was easier said than done, and smugglers don’t offer services for cheap. When the people of Raralin learn that I’ve entered their secret city with only fifty-nine credits to my name, they won’t be happy. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY ATTENTIVE GUARDS walk side by side with me through the city of Raralin. The fashion here still catches me off guard. The treated skins of aquatic creatures are sewn into skirts and tunics. People seem sparse as we pass one nearly empty street after another, though the domed city is huge enough to fit thousands of souls. Everything is lit by Sunlight Lamps, which emit an engineered equivalent of daylight, allowing plants to grow in the otherwise dark blue atmosphere of Raralin.  
 
    Far above, water shimmers with strange colors, reflecting the Primal Land’s intense aurora. We pass small farms of actual crops under rows of Sunlight Lamps. Farmers in simple brown-scaled tunics tend the crops. They’re dressed like the pastoral Merans of the times before the ICC brought suits and ties from Earth.  
 
    This is a place untouched by the ICC. Where people haven’t been corrupted with raw survival and greed.  
 
    Or have they? 
 
    I stand out in my polyester clothing, drawing stares from dwellers as I march toward––what the guards tell me––is the Elders’ Tower. It’s located in the center of the city rather than the outskirts where the Immersion Boxes are located. Buildings made from stone and hardened coral brick stand in rings around the tower. The crowd is denser here as people peruse shops. The stare-down continues but I keep my chin high, determined not to let them intimidate me. I have a job to do: stay alive. 
 
    The Elders’ Tower isn’t really a tower. It’s a small dome that’s simply taller than the other structures, as if the Elders have a superiority complex. Buildings can’t rise too high in an underwater city. The dome itself is made of a strange, greenish-blue marbled stone that I can’t identify. 
 
    I wish my escorts would hurry. The Tenticlas and leveling up waits. It’s my hope that GloryStealer, Vadie and Lucky_Champ can grind and level up a bit more by the time I’m able to log back in—if I’m able to log back in. It’ll give us a better chance against the boss. I’m ready to face the Elders of Raralin, even as I’m driving my thoughts to The Binding. 
 
    Since politeness and honor are key in Meran culture, and even more so in this isolated city, the two appointed guards don’t wrench my arms around me. Rather, they stand behind me once we reach the marbled doors of the Elders’ Tower. I’m not to run away, so I open them and enter the large space within. Turns out that the Elders are expecting me.  
 
    They sit behind a U-shaped counter and beneath red coral lights. The glow makes the whole area look sickly. I count twelve Elders, six men and six women, and I’m guessing they are each at least fifty rotations old. I’ve never seen so many wrinkles in one room. Of course, the rest of Mera is run by the ICC. Corporate jobs and bad food tend to lead to shorter lifespans topside—although, our shortened lives are still twice as long as those on Earth. 
 
    I sense that I’m to await an invitation to speak, so I do. 
 
    “Tyisa,” the woman seated near the center of the U says, training her gaze on me. Even with her advanced age, her orange eyes glow with awareness. “We would like to remind you that staying in Raralin requires a large monetary deposit.” 
 
    “Yes, Merani,” I say, using the old-fashioned, respectful term for an elderly Meran. This isolated city should be steeped in the older ways, right? 
 
    She nods. I’ve guessed correctly. 
 
    “As the Lead Elder, it is my duty to inform you of how Raralin must be run,” she continues. “One of our main sources of income are through monetary deposits made by outsiders who wish to join our city and, thus, discover the value of caring for our planet. Without such contributions, we cannot afford to run our operations and exist separately from the ICC. Raralin cannot function completely isolated from the rest of Mera. Over the years, we have needed to take in funding or trade with smugglers to maintain our independence and our cultural purity. It is necessary to acquire the technology we need to make this happen.” She speaks like my former boss at the ICC. Even her last sentence sounds like corporate jargon. 
 
    My stomach turns. Again. I arrived at Raralin, expecting a place where old Meran culture still ruled. Instead, I get more of the same. I’m beginning to question the sentiment of every elderly Meran I’ve met. They all told me that the old days were filled with respect for one another and lacked greed. But I see a hunger in this Elder’s eyes. It seems I’ve spent my younger years getting lied to more than I thought. 
 
    “I understand,” I say with a little bow, hoping that’s not over the top. 
 
    “Then you understand why we must cast you out into the Primal Lands if you are unable to pay,” the Elder continues. “We will also notify the ICC of your location. They will likely find you before the radiation can do permanent harm to your body. Whether they will give you medical care for it will be up to them. Most likely, they will allow you to suffer.” 
 
    “You cast people out there?” I ask. “And you tell the ICC where to find them?” 
 
    “Surely you’ve wondered how Raralin has remained untouched by them for so long, with smugglers and information going in and out,” the Lead Elder continues. “They know of us so, to stay independent, we signed a treaty with the ICC. We are to return all those who may be a threat to them, at our discretion. And we have decided that those who will not contribute to the prosperity of our city are potential problems to the ICC.” 
 
    I stand there, jaw falling open. Until now, I’ve thought of Raralin as a last pocket of safety from the ICC. The Elders have proven me wrong.  
 
    “Raralin cannot gamble by taking in those who will not contribute,” she says. Then she nods to the other Elders, who all return the gesture. “We have the lives of thousands to protect. It is a hard decision but, with the ICC overhead, it is the only one.” Regret fills her words. Maybe I was wrong. These aren’t bad people—just people looking to do the best for those in their care. “Only our tough laws ensure that everyone here can live in comfort and prosper.” 
 
    Being thrown out into the Primal Lands is a guaranteed death sentence for me. Perhaps I need to dig myself deeper into the hole I’ve found myself in and see what happens. 
 
    “Look,” I say, hating that I sound like I’m pleading. “Since I haven’t paid yet, I’ll make you a deal. I’ll give you double what I originally owed. Instead of ten thousand credits, I’ll give you twenty thousand. Think of what you could do with that. All you have to do is give me more time in the game.” My thoughts turn to The Hermit. “People there can sell rare Artifacts to those with credits. I’m not sure if you know how it works, but up top, ICC managers and executives like to play The Binding too. They buy rare items to show off. I have ways to find Artifacts and sell them. You just need to give me a little more time”––I bow again––“Merani.” 
 
    Behind me, the guards step closer, boots tapping on the aquatic marble. 
 
    “Stand down,” the Lead Elder says to them. “We need to discuss your offer.” 
 
    I hope that the executives on Earth are just as greedy as the ones on Mera, because I’m still playing on the Earth side of the game. I’m sure Atlas would tell me that yes, people could make a living selling rare items to ICC management.  
 
    Now I’m betting my life on it. 
 
    The Elders speak with one another, turning in their creaky chairs to do so. My heart races as I wait for their decision. I want to protest with every inch of my body, but the last thing they’ll respect is someone who displays a childish temper compared to their own controlled behavior. This isn’t my new cluster. These people are deciding how long my life will last. There is no respawning in this world. 
 
    At last, after several minutes of whispers and creaky chairs, the Lead Elder faces me. 
 
    “We will uphold you to your end of the deal,” she says. “You will pay twenty thousand credits to the Raralin Fund before the next two days are up. Failure to contribute will result in banishment and exposure to the ICC. They will not have mercy as we do.” 
 
    Trying to hold back my shaking, I bow again. “Thank you, Merani.” 
 
    She orders the guards to take me back through the city and escort me to my quarters. They do, walking me down lavish streets. Rivers course down the center of each main road, dotted with plants courtesy of special Starlight Bulbs. I haven’t seen my quarters yet, though the guards who took me in shared that I’d have a place to live so long as I didn’t get cast out. We pass the farms again and toward rows upon rows of egg-shaped structures near the dome’s edge.  
 
    “Are those rounded versions of ICC cubes?” I ask, trying to get the guards to say something while studying the sliding doors found on each residential unit. 
 
    Neither respond. Perhaps I have somehow overstepped my bounds by speaking. But why hold back? If I do, I’ll look weak. And everyone knows what happens to the weak. 
 
    One of the male guards waves me toward an egg-shaped thing and gestures for me enter. 
 
    Only then do they leave me alone. I climb inside and turn on a Sunlight Lamp hanging from the wall. Then I realize that the egg I’m inside is split into three compartments: one for sleeping, one for food preparation, and another for waste disposal. It’s a slight improvement over my ICC cube. All this time I had believed that the citizens of Raralin were all living in the lap of luxury. 
 
    The waste disposal room has a toilet and a mirror. I step inside and grasp the sink, thinking. Bags have formed under my eyes and my reddish hair has fallen over my face in dingy strands. I look as if I’ve spent weeks inside the Immersion Box. I have, in the past, taking only the most necessary breaks.  
 
    It was the period two rotations ago after I found out my parents had sold out my would-be mate, Selesaran, to the ICC in exchange for better quarters and jobs—quarters and jobs that they got.  
 
    Selesaran had been working with The Binding’s black market to raise credits to get away from the ICC. We were arranged to be married and, though I only met him a few times at ICC-approved meetings, he had a wonderful smile and hope in his eyes. Selesaran whispered to me that he could get us both away from the ICC forever. He was working in the black market and had an illegal home planned on the island of Yorani.  
 
    In my excitement, I told my parents. 
 
    Twenty-four hours later, I received a notice on my work computer that Selesaran had died and our marriage was cancelled. My parents became the new managers of their departments soon after. 
 
    And this was after my father had shared how holding onto Meran pride was the only thing that would keep our identity in the midst of the ICC takeover. Then he became one of them.  
 
    We stopped speaking. I had to get to Earth to escape this pain. Now I’m here, life hanging in the balance, and possibly not in better conditions than the individuals I’m fighting to escape forever. 
 
    Winning my Credit offered that way out and now it’s gone again. I’m turning into just another ICC slave, even if they don’t have me anymore. 
 
    What am I going to do? 
 
    Looking for Artifacts will slow me down from getting to Earth and finding Atlas in real life. The Hermit says I should level up to survive attention from the game’s Main Admin. That will allow The Hermit to hack that entity, infiltrate the ICC, and discover a way to physically get to Earth. Looking for Artifacts is something that Lucky_Champ should do, not me. It won’t get me any closer to rescuing my friend before his captors kill him.  
 
    And Lucky_Champ is only a Level 25. Finding the very rare loot often requires higher levels. Depending on how many upgrades he’s allocated to Luck, that will either take a long time or a long time. Two days isn’t going to cut it. I’ll end up forsaking my comrade, which is one of the Ten Dishonors in classical Meran culture. It’s right below murder and betrayal. 
 
    But I have The Hermit, and The Hermit might know shortcuts. 
 
    I’m already wasting time. But with Coco_Dream21 stuck in her ICC work shift, I have no choice but to wait for her return before taking on the Infernix map again. Still, we’re out-leveled. My cluster will expect me to hatch a plan by the time I get back to defeat the boss. And then I’ll need to explain to them, without revealing my predicament, that we must shift focus to rare Artifacts. At least Lucky_Champ will be happy about that news. 
 
    Retreating to the kitchen, I don’t find a Ration Block as I half-expect, but root vegetables, a cooked swimmer of some sort, and a spicy sauce that is delicious on everything. This must be a simple meal delivered to all citizens of Raralin but, to me, it’s an exotic feast. Merans burn a lot of energy and need more calories than Earthans. 
 
    Already, my mind clears some. Since dreams and sleep were well regarded in Meran culture of the past, I decide that it might help me as well. I collapse on the small bed, set my alarm for a quarter day from now, and close my eyes, hoping that my subconscious will come up with a solution while I doze. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I’m too exhausted to dream and, the next thing I know, a loud buzzer is going off, yanking me from blissful darkness. I spring off the bed and check my clothing to ensure they’re still clean. My brows wrinkle. Acceptable. I guess. I suppose it doesn’t matter. I’m going into the Immersion Box with less than two days before death. I can’t afford to rest again during that time. 
 
    Running, I tear across the rural section of the city and back to the warehouse, passing my two guards on the way. One nods to me as if encouraging me to hurry. I wonder how many victims they’ve had to throw out to the ICC and radiation. I’m shocked to see their compassion.  
 
    Two of the Immersion Boxes are closed when I enter the warehouse. Raralin may be a nod to Mera’s past, but a few of the citizens still like to partake in virtual reality. At least the other four boxes are free and I don’t have to yank anybody out of one, risking brain damage.  
 
    Climbing inside, I allow the gray goo to surround my body and supply me with oxygen, nutrients, and everything else I need. Black entombs me as I close the lid, banishing the gray. With a nod, I log in. 
 
    The sensation of lying down vanishes until I find myself standing outside the boss map again, near the jutting gray rocks that sheltered me, and meant to shelter GloryStealer1. No Tenticlas rises out from crater below, but our party will need to venture down to the flat terrain to activate the timer and start the boss fight. 
 
    “You’re back,” GloryStealer says. 
 
    I eye him. He’s still decked out in his ridiculous animated tattoos but, when I study the text above his username, I see that he’s managed to reach Level 12. That’s better than nothing, but still not enough to do much to the Tenticlas. 
 
    “I see you’ve been doing some work,” I say. “That’s good.” 
 
    “Why is leveling up getting so slow?” he asks. “I’ve been working at this for a full in-game day.” 
 
    “Because it takes longer to reach each higher level,” I explain, trying to be patient. “It’s always been that way in gaming. Stop grinding low-level enemies. They give less XP the higher you go. You have to move on to enemies around your level if you want to keep getting decent XP.” 
 
    “But I keep dying.” 
 
    “Learning to snipe properly might be just a little bit helpful,” I say. 
 
    “Are we ready to take on this map again?” Vadie asks from behind. 
 
    I turn to find him and Lucky_Champ standing there, almost at attention. They’re both at the levels they were at before: 15 for Vadie and 25 for Lucky_Champ. My mind cranks, rejuvenated from sleep and real food. We’re still out-leveled in this fight. The Tenticlas is likely to beat us yet again, driving our time down farther and dimming any hope for saving Atlas. Only Coco_Dream, at Level 31, even stands a ghost of a chance.  
 
    “We need a new plan,” I say. Then pieces click in my mind. “GloryStealer, what kinds of enemies were you fighting?”  
 
    “Mining Bots,” he says. “The green ones, not the red ones. The red ones are Level 20. Even the green ones were killing me.” 
 
    “And the green ones are Level 10,” Lucky_Champ says. “The red ones . . . it’s better to just dodge them. They gang up on you and, even at my level, they’re hard to fight with their population size.” 
 
    My mind spins, trying to formulate a plan, but before I can say anything, The Hermit speaks to me. 
 
    “Raven, Mining Bots turn aggressive to every entity that breaks crates. They follow those who transport crates as well, but do not strike unless they detect broken crates. Upon meditating, it is clear to me that those who designed this map did not think non-players would do such a thing. There are no other enemies inside the mines and the red Bots are numerous.” 
 
    “Raven?” Vadie asks. 
 
    “We have a saving grace,” I say. “How many crates did you see down there, Lucky?” 
 
    Lucky_Champ is in his element. He puffs out his chest. “There are crates in every corridor down there. I was only able to raid a few because of all the Mining Bots.” 
 
    “Everyone,” I order. “Into the mines. Time for some old-fashioned grunt work. Push every crate you find up to this spot.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” Lucky_Champ says. “We can loot them once we’re out of the mines—” 
 
    “Lucky, listen. We’re going to make the Mining Bots follow us,” I explain while imagining the Tenticlas slamming its appendages onto the arena below. “The more Bots, the better. After that, follow my lead. GloryStealer, you like to run into chaotic situations, so I have a job in mind for you.”  
 
    It’s a crazy idea but I have nothing else. I let Lucky_Champ take us into the mines. Nearly the size of my head, red and green Mining Bots zip past with their helicopter blades, patrolling the corridors. They hover everywhere and sport electric forks that would no doubt deliver damage, especially in large numbers. They remind me of swarming bugs, and a dozen of them gather as we begin pushing the first crate toward the exit. They follow, drawing nervous stares from Lucky_Champ as we work.  
 
    “I think these Bots are left over from an old operation,” Vadie says, when noticing Lucky’s worried gaze. “At least, that’s the story.” 
 
    The crowd of Mining Bots buzzing around us swells as we huff and puff, pushing crate after crate to the edge of the boss arena.  
 
    “How are we going to open these?” Lucky_Champ turns his darting gaze my direction, pointing at the mass of hovering Mining Bots. The guy is so obsessed with loot that he’s not combat-minded. I’ll have to keep an eye on him. 
 
    “You’ll see,” I say to him. Coco_Dream smiles at me. She gets it and nudges Lucky back to work.  
 
    At last, we stand with a dozen large crates at the top of the arena. Catching our breath, the five of us stare down at the flat ground below as the Mining Bots hover behind us, as if daring us to go after the loot inside the stolen boxes.  
 
    “What now?” GloryStealer asks. 
 
    “And now,” I say, flashing him an evil grin, “you have the job of pushing all these crates down there to the crater’s edge without breaking them.” 
 
    “Why do I have to do it? The boss will respawn.”  
 
    “Because you mind dying the least,” Vadie says. He gets it, too. 
 
    “But why do I need to push a dozen crates down there?” GloryStealer asks. 
 
    “Because when the Tenticlas aggros the Mining Bots, the effect will be temporary,” I say, resisting the urge to slap myself on the forehead. “We need someone to make that happen again and again. The Bots are going to give us the advantage that we need.” 
 
    GloryStealer1 takes in a deep breath. He’s ready to do his job. I order Vadie and Coco_Dream into position. “Lucky, you need to maintain fire with Coco_Dream,” I say. “Can you do that? Cover her since we don’t have a medic.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” he says and I smile. 
 
    This time, things are different. We’re a team. I can feel it. Is it possible that I’ve found good people? 
 
    And, with the wave of my hand, GloryStealer braces himself and pushes the crate down the steep hill. It slides on its own, toppling but not breaking as it reaches the bottom. Most of the Mining Bots follow him, buzzing and waiting to see what he does. 
 
    At the same time, the one-hour timer flashes at the top of my vision. The Tenticlas rises, green and ominous as its massive health bar stretches across everything. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “GloryStealer, don’t push the crates so hard!” I shout. “Don’t re-aggro the Mining Bots yet!” 
 
    But he topples the loot crate right over the edge of the drop-off and down onto the arena’s flat surface, where Vadie and Coco_Dream are doing their best to bring down the Tenticlas’ health bar. Vadie is in the middle of using his Electric Glove on the boss, decreasing its health bar to under a quarter as the Tenticlas attempts to fight the swarm of fork zapping Mining Bots. The Bots don’t take much health off the boss, however. But, by staying close to the monster, they’ve prevented it from using a slime ball attack. Every bit matters. 
 
    And as I watch the crate break on the gray stone, thanks to GloryStealer, I realize just how much of a role the Mining Bots have played. 
 
    All the Bots turn away from the Tenticlas and sail for GloryStealer, the newest detected thief. He shouts and waves his arms as the Bots zap him with their forks. Having no real armor, he doesn’t last long. When his health bar is gone, my log tells me that he’s fallen in battle. The Mining Bots hover there, not sure who to go after. They’ve forgotten about the Tenticlas and now GloryStealer will take a couple of minutes to get back here and resume his job. 
 
    He’s doing better, but he’s not there yet. 
 
    “We have five minutes!” Lucky_Champ shouts from below. His username floats behind a towering rock. He’s on the arena’s opposite side and there’s no way he’ll get there in time to help.  
 
    “Keep firing on the boss!” I shout into the comm. “I’ll have to aggro the Mining Bots myself.” 
 
    It pains me to say it. I’m going to pull a GloryStealer, but we have no other choice. There are things to do. Honor to be had. I run to one of the three remaining loot crates and shove it down the shallowest hill to the arena. I glimpse Vadie running out to distract the boss for me. The Tenticlas turns to him and lifts one massive green tentacle. I push faster, reaching the arena’s flat ground. No longer going downhill, it gets harder to push, so I put all my strength into my legs. Any moment, a tentacle could come down and crush me, ending our chance at winning this fight. Even now, two of slimy arms wave overhead, aimless.  
 
    “How close am I?” I ask, daring to stop for a second just to speak into my comm. 
 
    “Closer,” Coco_Dream responds. 
 
    I push again. This is where Atlas would have come in handy with his Strength points. The monster’s roar gets so loud that I’m sure it’s right behind the crate. One massive appendage rises above me, suckers glowing with a whitish, sick hue. 
 
    I turn and run.  
 
    A shadow falls over me as I leap, aided by the low gravity of this moon, and I rise toward the high ground just as GloryStealer returns and eyes me like he can’t believe that I pulled such a move.  
 
    The tentacle comes down. 
 
    The world shakes and I fall behind a rock, getting back to my position. Rolling, I turn to see that the Tenticlas’ health bar is dropping again, a sliver at a time but at a steady rate. The Mining Bots all zip toward the tentacle and begin inflicting damage. So far, they’ve stayed aggressive toward the boss for three minutes. And that happens to be most of the time left to end this fight. 
 
    “Everyone, open fire!” I shout. “Even you, GloryStealer!” 
 
    I equip my Sniper Rifle and peek through the scope. The Tenticlas won’t open its mouth to fight the Mining Bots, which is the downside to this tactic. Beside me, GloryStealer opens fire while Vadie gets hits in with his Electric Glove. Lucky_Champ, who’s been hiding so far, emerges and opens fire with his Blaster. Coco_Dream does the same. 
 
    “No more hiding!” I shout. “Our health should last us!” We can’t afford to cover and regenerate now. It’s all or nothing. 
 
    To make my point, I emerge from my hiding spot for better shots. My hits don’t do much but, but the collective damage is adding up. The boss’ health bar drops bit by bit . . . the timer counts down its final minute . . . the monster’s health bar flashes red and the Tenticlas roars, opening its mouth in desperation to fire its deadly slime bombs. 
 
    I kneel and aim at the pink roof if its mouth. 
 
    I fire. 
 
    Sparks fly and the boss roars in agony. Its health bar depletes from the critical hit.  
 
    “Back away!” Vadie shouts. “She’s gonna blow!” 
 
    I realize what he’s talking about. The monster’s body pulsates as if pressure is building inside. That’s probably going to be bad. Another green circle, a much bigger one, fills most of the arena, warning us about the oncoming goo explosion. 
 
    Coco_Dream seizes my arm and pulls me behind a rock right as the Tenticlas erupts.  
 
    That’s the best word for it—erupts. Green slime shoots toward the black sky like the most disgusting geyser I’ve ever seen. It’s the worst boss death the programmers could have included. Then, the slime rains down, sizzling as acid eats at my and Coco_Dream’s rock. Being behind the rock, we miss all but a few drops, which dissolve the moment they hit the arm of my Titanium Armor. A message in my log tells me that my armor’s protection has temporarily dropped five percent from acid exposure. No big deal, but being in the area of effect could have destroyed my armor. 
 
    When the deadly rain ends and the sizzling stops, victory music plays to announce that we’ve completed the boss fight. 
 
    AnythingCanHappen has won a battle against a boss that we shouldn’t have been able to beat. 
 
    “Yes!” Coco shouts. She takes my arm and pulls me into the arena. Some of the green goo remains, but it’s fading and does no damage to my boots as I walk across it. “We did it! Everybody! Get out here! The loot crate will appear any second.” 
 
    The familiar tingle of anticipation covers my palms. I unequip my Sniper Rifle and step over a half-melted Mining Bot still twitching on the ground. Our little friends have sacrificed themselves to our cause. None of them have survived the boss’ death. At least I don’t have to feel bad about NPC’s. It’s a nice break. 
 
    “Excellent work!” I shout.  
 
    “We need to have a memorial service for these guys,” Vadie says, pausing at the corpse of a red Mining Bot. “Did we get any XP from them?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “We didn’t kill them.” 
 
    “Then we’re going without a service,” he says. 
 
    “Hey. Without them, we’d have lost this fight again,” I say.  
 
    “Wait for it . . .” Lucky_Champ says. 
 
    As if the game was waiting for us to get back together and find our bearings, the chimes of XP inflow fills my ears. My 550 unspent XP blurs as the numbers spin, climbing to four digits. At last, the chimes slow and I’m staring at 5550 unspent XP. Five upgrades.  
 
    “Are you kidding?” GloryStealer asks. “I have five thousand XP!” 
 
    “Go spend it on some more tattoos,” Vadie says. “I saw a shop that sold animated tatts to cover your face. You could get a butterfly.” 
 
    “What kind of player do you think I am?” GloryStealer1 asks.  
 
    “Give him a break,” I say with a smile, even though I know they’re just joking with each other. Now that the boss fight is over, there’s less tension between us. Our cluster is coming together after the disaster that was our first raid. Can I make some friends?  
 
    I still must be vigilant. There’s no way I can shake that feeling. There’s a lot that I need to hide. The Hermit, for instance. 
 
    “The loot crate!” Lucky_Champ shouts. 
 
    I turn in the direction of his voice. The main loot crate—a metal one—stands near the now-empty crater. I haven’t seen it spawn. Lucky_Champ looks at it with reverence and then eyes the common loot that’s all over the ground, leftovers from the smashed mine crates. The acid hasn’t dissolved the hordes of Ground Bombs, Nanobot Packs, and Reflecting Stars that dot the ground. We have a lot of looting to do. 
 
    “You’re the one with the highest Luck points,” I tell Lucky_Champ. “Therefore, you open the crate when we’re done leveling up.” My heart races as my mind goes back to my promise in Raralin. I’m getting closer to fixing my mistakes, but not close enough. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to level up first?” He asks. 
 
    “Well, I do,” I say. It’ll get me closer to surviving an encounter with the Main Admin and, thus, getting to Earth to save my comrade. The itch remains in my palms, but I sweep my base stats into my vision and spend my five upgrades on my favorite areas: 
 
      
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
    Strength: 25 
 
    Speed: 37 
 
    Stamina: 21 
 
    Healing Rate: 27 
 
    Awareness: 40 (+2) 
 
    Close Range Combat: 17 
 
    * Sniper Dead Eye: 41 (+2) 
 
    General Accuracy: 40 
 
    Luck: 25 (+1) 
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
      
 
    I grudgingly add a point to Luck, seeing as I need Rare Artifacts to survive. Extra luck will boost my chances of finding one should I get stuck working on my own. But, at least, I’m up to 278 upgrades and closer to reaching Level 28. We gather around and wait as Lucky_Champ pries off the lid. He peers inside and studies the contents before he tells us what he’s found. I find myself leaning forward to make sure he doesn’t inventory anything without my knowing. 
 
    “There are Fragmented Ground Bombs inside,” he says. “And a Beacon if we ever want to set up territory in an Uncharted area.” 
 
    I sigh and pace. “That’s not what we’re doing. Maybe later. A Beacon is often sellable, though. Many wealthier players liked to set up territories of their own in Uncharted areas for their clusters. They’re the types who don’t worry as much about leveling up. It still won’t get the credits or XP I need, though. “What else is there? After a boss like that, there has to be more.” 
 
    Lucky_Champ leans into the crate and shuffles things around. “There’s a Tier Five Sniper Scope. You can use that, Raven, once you reach Level 30. And there’s a Blaster Mod that triples fire. It’s only usable by someone who’s at least Level 30. Wait. Coco_Dream21. You can use that.” 
 
    She’s ecstatic as Lucky_Champ hands her the Mod, a small tube that she attaches to her weapon. He hands me the 5th Tier Sniper Scope and text explodes in my vision.  
 
      
 
    NEW ACHIEVEMENT! Top of the line. 
 
    Well, once you’re Level 30. Stinks, doesn’t it? 
 
      
 
    Oh, well. I put the Scope into my inventory, knowing it will come in handy later.  
 
    “There’s some sort of Artifact thing in here,” Lucky_Champ says, leaning into the crate. “It’s the last thing.” 
 
    “Why don’t I get anything?” GloryStealer asks. 
 
    But I ignore him. I’ll have to explain that he can’t use most of the loot once we’re finished here. But before I reach Lucky_Champ, the looter stands, a Digital Player in his hands. A faint purple glow surrounds the Artifact, indicating what I need to know: it’s a Rare Artifact. 
 
    “I don’t know what this is,” he says. 
 
    I need to stop myself from snatching it from him. Lucky_Champ holds the Artifact with care as if he’s handled them before. He said he often sells Artifacts on the black market and makes a living at it, so I’m going to have a problem on my hands.  
 
    But now that my cluster is coming together, I can’t ruin it now by stealing it from him and losing their trust. 
 
    “I’d like to know too,” I say. “There’s a button on the top. It might be a map or a database that someone would pay for.” 
 
    Lucky_Champ presses it and a green image pops to life in front of the Artifact. The Digital Player displays winding corridors, convoluted rooms, and yellow squares. I’ve never seen a map like this before. Then, somehow, Lucky zooms out and the map shows that the location of this mystery place is deep within the moon Infernix, near the very center. A blinking green dot, on the other side of the moon, marks what might be the entrance. 
 
    “Wow,” Lucky says. “It’s a treasure map. You don’t find these very often!”  
 
    “Great job, Lucky,” I say. “We’re glad to have you on board.” 
 
    The Hermit speaks. “Treasure maps are indeed rare and will disclose the location of maps with lots of rare loot. However, there are always traps within them.” 
 
    “I know that,” I mutter. I haven’t ever visited a treasure map before, but it makes sense that they wouldn’t give up their plunder for free. Already, my mind spins with what other rare loot could be inside the map. By defeating this boss, it’s possible that we’ve accomplished two things at once. “What exactly can you find inside when you meditate?” 
 
    Coco_Dream21 lifts one metal eyebrow at me. My cluster is starting to notice that I’m talking to a voice in my head. Soon, I’ll have to explain things, if I’m to keep their trust. But should they have my trust? Lucky_Champ never explained why he was seeking a cluster, after all, and neither did GloryStealer1.  
 
    The same goes for Coco_Dream. There must be a reason such a good player was out looking when clusters should have fought over her. Players are out for themselves, first and foremost. 
 
    The Hermit seems to have already meditated. Perhaps his past takeover of a Master Admin has given him the ability to know about these secret places. “This Tenticlas has been killing players and gathering loot for a long, long time,” The Hermit says. “The loot it has collected is there, in a cache. I cannot determine which loot exactly is down there, but there are many crates and no Mining Bots. This map tells you to go to the planet’s other side enter but, if you do that, you will die in a cave-in and everything in your hotbar will transfer to the cache within the treasure map. That is the catch. However, you may enter through this crater.” 
 
    So, this is a trap, the boss’ way of getting revenge on those who dare beat it. “Got it,” I mutter. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Coco_Dream asks. 
 
    “Myself,” I supply. It’s bad enough that GloryStealer already knows who I am. But drawing attention to ourselves before I’m ready to face the Main Admin will be disaster. GloryStealer doesn’t seem to have told anyone that he’s in a cluster with the Digital Transfer Credit winner yet. But it’s The Hermit I’m worried about. He might have masked me from the Master Admins, but if my whole cluster desired to use him—and possibly alerting other clusters in the process—might make the masking useless. 
 
    For now, my reply seems to satisfy Coco.  
 
    “Let’s go to the Jump Pod,” Lucky says. 
 
    “No,” I say. “That looks like a trap, if you ask me. That glowing green dot, I mean. Since when have you ever seen a map that just tells you where to go like that? I don’t think the boss will want to give up all its loot so easily. Maybe this crater is a better way down. It must hook up to the tunnels below, if the boss’ cache is down there.” 
 
    “Raven makes sense,” Vadie says. “I don’t feel like getting this far just to have my hotbar wiped.” 
 
    “Crater,” I say.  
 
    “How do we get down?” Vadie peers into the pit. “It’s deeper than an average ICC employee’s depression.” 
 
    I laugh. To make my point, I jump, sailing five times higher than normal. I land with little shock, sending up dust. “The reduced gravity will help. They wouldn’t have made a map without an escape route. We can always exit where the green dot is.” If that was the wrong thing to do, The Hermit would tell me.  
 
    Lucky_Champ stands at the crater’s edge. “Then let’s do this.” 
 
    He jumps and vanishes into the dark.  
 
    Vadie goes next. “Whooo!” he shouts on the way down. 
 
    At least there are no screams of pain as my clustermates jump. I follow, sinking into the abyss for what feels like forever. But it’s fun. Even Merans aren’t serious all the time. The paling light fades and I pick up speed, but not enough to cause damage when I hit the ground. Putting my legs out, I bounce off the ragged edges of the narrow crater, slowing my fall. At last, after a few minutes of controlled falling, my feet strike the crater’s floor. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Vadie asks. 
 
    “It’s me,” I say, finding his username and full health bar floating in the dark. “Looks like this was the way down. We’re not at a dead end, are we?” 
 
    “Lucky and I looked around a little,” Vadie says. “Lucky sees light somewhere behind me from a network of tunnels. Watch out for the pools of acid slime, though. We don’t want holes in our armor. Lucky almost sat on one.” 
 
    “That would be bad,” I agree, smiling. “We need light. Does anyone have a flash beam?” 
 
    It turns out that GloryStealer has one. The guy is having more uses the longer we have him. He turns the beam on once we have all reached the bottom. The light cuts through the darkness and reveals a tunnel––one I’m glad I hadn’t seen until now. Slime drips off the ceiling in places. But, at least, the tunnel is big enough for many off-road vehicles. My log flashes and tells me that we’ve entered an area with breathable oxygen. I can take off my face mask, but I don’t just yet, in case there’s another trap. 
 
    The tunnel tilts downward as we walk together, weapons out. This is an area beneath the Infernix mines that Lucky_Champ has already searched. The rock here is darker than that on the surface, as if the heavier stuff sank to the moon’s interior early in its formation. My log flashes with a red message as we near a faint light. 
 
      
 
    Moderate radiation detected. Your armor is expending energy to protect you. Damage Reduction dropped to 75%. 
 
      
 
    “I’m taking damage!” GloryStealer shouts. His health bar drops a sliver and then rises as he heals.  
 
    “You’ll need armor soon,” I tell him. “Keep using Nanobot Packs until we’re out of here.” 
 
    “And it can’t be armor with animated tattoos. Sorry,” Vadie tells him. “Hide those monstrosities.” 
 
    “Is anyone else taking damage?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” Coco_Dream says. “Radiation doesn’t affect Androids. My armor is working at full capacity.” 
 
    “There’s a reason radiation is here to decrease our armor,” I say. “Be on the lookout. Everyone, weapons out.”  
 
    The message repeats itself in my log. GloryStealer uses two Nanobot Packs––before he needs to––as we near the light. The tunnel opens into a large cavern, complete with stalactites and more jutting rocks. We’ve located the first large room on the treasure map. A small sprinkle of loot crates scatter across the cavernous landscape.  
 
    “We’ve hit the mother lode,” Lucky shouts. He displays the map again to show how we’re in an upper room on the treasure map, represented by five red dots. There’s no yellow to indicate loot in here. The cache is closer to the core. 
 
    “Quiet,” I say. “There could be a—” 
 
    Small green blobs climb over the loot crates from all sides. A multitude of dots appear on my personal map as if they’ve just spawned or seeped out of the walls.  
 
    “Baby Tenticlas!” Coco_Dream shouts, opening fire. 
 
    “Ack!” GloryStealer swings a Nanobot Pack at one of them. 
 
    I equip my Sniper Rifle, complete with my 4th Tier Scope, and only because it’s the first thing in my hotbar. Not the best weapon for crowd control, but it’s all I’ve got. Coco_Dream21 fires triple Blaster beams at our enemies, all Level 15, and it’s making a world of difference for her. Vadie equips a red Laser Blade and decapitates a couple. But more appear on my game map and swarm him. He spins as his health bar drops. There’s no cover here to regenerate hit points. 
 
    I fire, causing a mini Tenticlas explosion. GloryStealer falls and dies, Nanobot Pack still in hand. Some of the green stuff lands on Vadie, seething as it eats away at his armor. Coco_Dream holds her own, causing more Baby Tenticlas to explode around her.  
 
    “Raven,” The Hermit says, calm as flower drifting lazily in a gentle breeze. “The map you hold cannot respawn if everyone in your party dies, even if it is properly in your inventory. Once you die here, you may not re-enter. The crater will be blocked.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” I shout. Treasure maps aren’t my forte. “Everyone! We must stay alive or we lose this map! If you die, you respawn way back at the Jump Pod!” 
 
    Coco_Dream is forced to stop firing. Her Blaster is steaming as it overheats. So, there’s a cooldown period with the Mod. “We need to protect Lucky_Champ!” she says. “He’s the one who can find the stuff!” 
 
    I fire two more close-range shots at the Baby Tenticlas, making two more explode. Vadie staggers away, health bar pathetic. I search my hotbar for a Nanobot Pack to give him, but he’s already leaning down to loot the ones from GloryStealer’s corpse. 
 
    But it’s too late. 
 
    Another Baby Tenticlas leaps onto his head. With a disgusting sucking sound, it drains the last of his health bar and he falls while the creature tries to gnaw on his helmet. 
 
    “Two down!” Lucky_Champ shouts, firing on the remaining enemies.  
 
    With the first room clear, the three of us catch our breath and debate on what to do next. It’s obvious that we’ll encounter more rooms like this.  
 
    We decide to put the Fragmented Ground Bombs to use since they can fracture and create mini explosions. We loot GloryStealer’s and Vadie’s hotbars for them once the grace period is up, then wait for them to communicate with us, but they don’t. Must be an anti-cheating measure. 
 
    The Ground Bombs work wonders in clearing the next few rooms of Baby Tenticlas. Each Bomb fragments into ten exploding pieces when it goes off, and Coco_Dream manages to dispatch enemies that our new weapons miss.  
 
    We descend further into the moon and approach the core. On the way, the radiation levels climb to high and my armor’s damage reduction gets slashed to 50 percent.  
 
    Then, at long last, we enter the final room: a round chamber with faintly glowing walls and stacks of loot crates. Lucky_Champ whoops and runs into the room once Coco_Dream and I determine that there’s nothing behind the crates.  
 
    “He really likes to treasure hunt,” Coco_Dream says. 
 
    I step into the room once I see that he’s not going to die from a surprise attack. To my shock, victory music plays again. Once it fades, my XP chimes as more gets added.  
 
    The numbers spin and spin. Four digits. Then five. 
 
    I now have 15,550 XP. 
 
    Fifteen more upgrades. This is a treasure map, all right. 
 
    Once I allocate all fifteen, I’ll be at a total of 29.293 upgrades.  
 
    And very close to that magical Level 30, when I can use my 5th Tier Sniper Scope. 
 
    It’s no wonder Lucky_Champ is so ecstatic. 
 
    I can barely contain my excitement as I speak. “Lucky, level up now. Allocate a few points to Luck before you open these crates.” 
 
    He looks at me with one orange eye, as if I’ve said something super obvious. “Of course I’m going to allocate,” he says. “Let me do that right now.” 
 
    I pray this works. I watch the level above Lucky_Champ’s name change from 25 to 27. Then he rubs his hands together and begins opening crates. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    GloryStealer and Vadie are, of course, upset when we tell them about the 15,000 XP they missed out on. But they cheer up when Lucky hands GloryStealer a full set of Plasteel Armor—which Vadie is very glad about—and then gives Vadie a Green Laser Blade. Our inventories are full of smaller loot, pieces of random armor, and numerous more Fractured Ground Bombs. 
 
    And one very Rare Artifact.  
 
    At my insistence, I hold the Ancient XP Detector, and according to the achievement I got, the cluster using it can see at a distance to determine which enemies will provide the most XP when killed. The thing looks like a pyramid with an open top as a purple glow emanates from within.  
 
    Once loot gets passed around, I bring up the next point. “Guys, you can have all the loot we found. I don’t want any of it. All I want is to be able to sell this piece on the market because I need the real-world credits.” It’s time to be more honest. As I speak, it alleviates the pain. 
 
    “You want to sell that?” Coco_Dream asks me. 
 
    “It must be worth thirty thousand credits,” Lucky_Champ says. 
 
    “Exactly. You guys need to take me to the nearest market where the rich folks shop.” 
 
    “But that can get us so much more XP,” Vadie says. “Even just by grinding, we can level up probably twice as fast as before.” 
 
    I gulp. It’s time to explain my situation on Mera. 
 
    “Trust me, I want to level up more than any of you. But I have a problem.” Leaving out Atlas and The Hermit, I tell my new cluster about my deal for staying in the hidden dome of Raralin, away from the ICC. I must sound truthful enough, because Coco_Dream nods when I finish. Even GloryStealer and Vadie don’t poke at each other. 
 
    “Okay,” Coco_Dream says, disappointed. “I know a market full of the people you want. You might be able to demand what you need for that.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE HERMIT IS happy to tell me all about The Binding’s black markets, a fact I already knew. But I’m glad to hear him speaking again. After checking the time and realizing there’s more than enough before I need to pay the fine I’ve dug myself into, I board a Jump Pod with Coco_Dream21 and Vadie. GloryStealer1 and Lucky_Champ board another Jump Pod since there isn’t room for all of us. 
 
    “There are many black markets scattered around this part of The Binding,” The Hermit informs me. “The closest one to our location is back on Planet Yaren. Landing in the Collarix Region will be the fastest way to get there.” 
 
    With the other players seating themselves opposite of me, I don’t dare speak back to The Hermit. I’m starting to like them more, but I still can’t trust anyone. The Hermit may have blocked the Master Admins from seeing where I am in the game, but they must have other ways to track players. So, instead, I type. For all my clustermates know, I’m updating my stats, which I still need to do before the next battle. 
 
      
 
    RAVEN_VEX: I need the shadiest one that will pay the best. 
 
      
 
    The Hermit goes silent. “There is a market in the Moxa Forest to the East. It is a market created by players of the game, not the ICC.” 
 
    I type a simple “thanks” to The Hermit before studying the game map. Coco_Dream is already holding her Android finger over it, trying to pick a place for me to go.  
 
    “No,” I say. “We need the market in the Moxa Forest. That one will pay the best.” 
 
    She looks at me and nods. “I think I know the one.” 
 
    “I believe she’s looking for something off the grid,” Vadie says.  
 
    “An old friend told me about one there,” I supply before I get asked too many questions. Atlas once visited a map with a rebel group that was away from the rest of the game. Having played The Binding since forever, I realize that these maps and markets exist, and that most players never find the vast majority of them. The ICC has done nothing to stop their existence. They keep people coming back and paying, after all. But some markets are shadier than others. The ICC does frown on the ones where people can trade items for real-life credits, forcing those markets to stay hidden and away from the mainstream maps. They’re the game’s darknet. 
 
    But that’s what I need. The XP Detector should sell for certain. 
 
    I let The Hermit tell me where on the map to press. I highlight a green region on the touch screen, and the Jump Pod takes off. I then radio for the others to follow.  
 
    Lucky_Champ says, “affirmative,” and then we’re off. 
 
    The Pod trip takes minutes, thanks to Vadie’s level averaging out to ours, thus increasing travel time. Eventually, the landscape outside slows and we descend toward the thickest jungle I can imagine. It probably rivals the most inhospitable wildernesses that once existed on Mera. Lush green branches and glowing vines brush against our windows and slap the Pod’s outer walls.  
 
    My log is happy to tell me I’m about to die.  
 
      
 
    You are entering an Uncharted Region. Excessive heat detected. Your armor is working to cool you.  
 
      
 
    “Damage Reduction dropped to ninety-five percent,” I announce to my clustermates.  
 
    “At least we won’t listen to GloryStealer complain about taking constant damage,” Vadie says. 
 
    “That’s a plus,” Coco_Dream says.  
 
    The door to the Jump Pod slides open and the thick jungle forms a vast canopy over our heads. We’re on a pad made of mossy, cracked stone. A faint trail snakes into the trees, and my player map alerts me of red dot groups everywhere. Probably common jungle enemies like Mushkells, but I can’t be too careful. The area is dim. While the XP Detector would highlight the strongest enemies in the area, I don’t want it in my hotbar. A rogue cluster could be operating out here. 
 
    “This is the shadiest area I could find,” The Hermit says. “Scarcely any sun reaches the bottom.” 
 
    I want to turn around and smack my head on the Jump Pod. But I hold back since the others are watching and the second Jump Pod is already descending toward another Pad nearby. As I wait for GloryStealer and Lucky_Champ to emerge, I type a message to The Hermit. 
 
      
 
    RAVEN_VEX: IS THERE A MARKET HERE THAT PAYS WELL? 
 
      
 
    “Yes. And you are typing in all caps. That means you are angry.” 
 
    How long has Atlas dealt with this? But, at least, The Hermit searched for something that pays.  
 
    “Come on,” I say to the others. “I’ll lead the way. The market is—” 
 
    “To the left,” The Hermit says. 
 
    “To the left,” I say. That’s right into the jungle.  
 
    The trek through the thick vegetation wouldn’t have been possible if not for Vadie’s new Green Laser Blade, which easily cuts through the glowing vines and towers of neon fungus.  
 
    In time, we stumble across a narrow trail, obviously used before and not meant to be public. A sign there is a hidden market out here, one away from any recorded trading by the ICC. I should have known players would have placed the entrance in a free play area. We duck through overgrowth and bump into each other until the narrow trail ends at a vine-choked cave.  
 
    “This is the market you seek,” The Hermit says. 
 
    “Looks like that’s it,” Lucky_Champ says at the same time as The Hermit. “I’ve never been to this market before. But the entrances are always away from where most people would look.” He goes inside first and vanishes.  
 
    “Whoa!” GloryStealer1 says. 
 
    “In,” I say. We have to push him through.  
 
    The secret maps always force a partial log-out sequence when visiting them. We enter, and everything goes black for a few seconds as the new map loads. When it does, I blink and then find myself inside of an ancient temple, complete with indoor waterfalls and green lighting. We’re surrounded by mossy stone, a few other players who mill around, and statues of The Binding itself. The floating stone diamonds spin in the air, lighting up the room with vertical green beams. The place is eerie but feels secretive.  
 
    A message alerts me that I’m now in a no-PvP zone. 
 
    “I told you,” Lucky_Champ says. “There are always people hanging around these places. Some live to make money on the market.” 
 
    “You’d know,” Coco_Dream tells him. 
 
    There aren’t many people here, though. No one speaks to each other. Most seem to be solo players since I see no other clusters. They vanish in and out of the dark entryway as we move deeper into the long temple.  
 
    Lucky lowers his voice and explains, “In the black market world, buyers stand around and avoid looking obvious.”  
 
    He’s right. A Level 5 Cyborg player stands between two waterfalls and a Level 22 Android stands farther down, waiting for business. Knowing the Level 22 guy—Poe_829—will have more credits to spend, I approach him and make an offer before he can ask what I’m doing here and how I found this place. 
 
    “I have an Ancient XP Detector,” I say after targeting him. “I’ll give it to you for twenty thousand credits.” 
 
    The Cyborg regards me with shock. Then he turns the corner of his lip up and bursts out laughing. 
 
    “An Ancient XP Detector,” he says at last. “I’ll give you ten.” 
 
    “Ten?”  
 
    “Look, lady. I need to resell these things and make a profit. Do you accept?”  
 
    There’s no one else selling today. Ten thousand will get me halfway to survival. “Tell me there’s someone else here.”  
 
    “Well, yeah. If you want to talk to the big guy, he’s in the Treasure Chamber. He won’t be interested in an XP Detector, but he’s exchanged everything from vacation time in the real world to promotions to better jobs. He makes a lot of extra money off this game.” 
 
    I lean closer. “Okay. Tell me more.” 
 
    “You heard me. Now, do you want the ten thousand credits or not?” 
 
    “Raven, sell the Detector,” The Hermit says. “I am meditating on the buyer Poe mentions. It may be advantageous to visit him.” 
 
    With his words, I gulp and equip the Detector. I hope I’m doing the right thing. This will still leave me ten thousand credits shy of what the Elders want. But if this big guy in the next room can do better, then I might have to go for it. 
 
    What exactly can he exchange? We have Lucky_Champ on our side, after all. 
 
    So, I take the gamble and I agree to the sale. A message appears in my log that ten thousand credits have been added to my account, which don’t show in my HUD. I breathe a sigh of relief as Poe thanks me for the sale.  
 
    “If you want the big guy,” he says, “you had better hurry. He logs out for his work shift in two in-game hours.” Poe points to an archway in the back of the temple. 
 
    Without another word, we follow it. I hate that I’ve sold the XP Detector for so cheap, but we don’t have time to shop around for better markets.  
 
    I duck through the opening first. The light in here is golden rather than green, and large statues of warriors stand in a ring around an ornate table in the center of the room. There’s a Human avatar seated at the table’s far end, joined by seven other avatars too. But it’s obvious who the big guy is. Not only is he a Level 41 and sits at the far end, as if he’s heading a business meeting, but his username is actually TheBigGuy and he hasn’t bothered with armor. Instead, he wears a golden suit that GloryStealer would die for. Yes. Golden. He sits with his hands folded on the table as he speaks with the eight, mostly-armored seated avatars. NPC’s stand around the perimeter, all scantily-clad female Humans with platters in hand.  
 
    “Bring me The Binding Beastiary. I can fetch a profit on that. In exchange, your entire cluster will receive two weeks of vacation time and transport to my private beach. I’ll pull the strings, guaranteed. But no Artifact, no time.” 
 
    I freeze as I watch the meeting.  
 
    He speaks like a higher-up. An ICC executive. There’s only one explanation for that: he is one. Only a ranking ICC members could get anyone two weeks of vacation. The room oozes sleaze and I want to back out, but Lucky_Champ is once again in his element. He nods at me and urges me forward. So far, TheBigGuy has made no motion that he’s noticed us. 
 
    “Raven,” The Hermit says. “This player is safe to make dealings with. Now that I am inside this map, I can see his past transactions. He honors them. Players bring him Artifacts and he helps them in real life. TheBigGuy then makes money off selling the Artifacts at markups. Alerting the Admins about these activities would not be advantageous to his business model.” 
 
    At least The Hermit can understand transactions. Feeling bad that I got mad at him, I step forward as the cluster rises from their seats. “Excuse me,” I say. “We’d like to make a deal with you.” 
 
    TheBigGuy looks right at me. He’s fit in The Binding, like all people are, but I imagine something far different behind that avatar. “Ah. It’s you,” he says. “What brought you here?” 
 
    I sit in the seat closest to him, showing him no fear. He’s shrewd. I can tell that already. I’m going to have to be the same.  
 
    “So, you know about me,” I say.  
 
    “I may know some things,” TheBigGuy says, a smile hinting at the corners of his mouth. “Now, Raven_Vex, what deal would you like to make?” 
 
    I want to shrink back, and I sense that’s what he wants as well. This is someone who gets his way. But instead, I change my comm settings to put me in a private chat with TheBigGuy. My cluster will hear silence from us, but that gives me time to formulate a story for them later. “I want to reach Earth from Mera. In real life. What I’m looking for is transport that I should have received before.” 
 
    As I speak, I eye my clustermates. They wait for something to happen, but none of them sit. I wonder if Coco_Dream thinks I’m crazy. Lucky_Champ eyes a chair and I sense he’ll be making his own deal with TheBigGuy once I’m done. 
 
    “Ah. Yes. I understand,” TheBigGuy says, leaning back in his chair. “A real-life ticket. I could secure you one, but the ICC typically reserves transport for its high-ranking members. Transporting an ordinary citizen from planet to planet will take pulling many strings, but it can be done.” 
 
    “What do I need to do?” I hate asking that question. 
 
    A NPC servant places a glass of red liquid before TheBigGuy. He slurps it down. It must be some sort of Earth drink that Atlas said could make you feel good but make you stupid if you have too many. Meran tolerance for mood-altering substances must be much higher than Earthans. Though, that doesn’t apply in-game, so that won’t give me an advantage here. 
 
    “Your request is very . . . interesting,” he says. “There might be a couple of Artifacts I could make a killing from. I’ve never sold an Ancient Replica before.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a piece of technology from the days before the universe ripped in half. Well, here in the game. You know. No one knows who made it, blah blah blah. The talk is that an Ancient Replica can clone your avatar to help you fight. Comes with a complete AI, too. Easily worth half a million credits. Oh, and there’s another thing out there known as the Ancient Eye. You can spy on any player you’ve friended. Great for cluster control. Sure, you can only spy on one at a time, but imagine all the cluster leaders out there who would want such a thing.” 
 
    “And getting these Artifacts will be almost impossible,” I snap. It’s coming. I know it. 
 
    TheBigGuy leans forward, a gleam in his brown eyes. “Get those for me, and you win yourself a trip to Earth in real life.” 
 
    Clenching my fists, I force myself to think. TheBigGuy must know I’m the Credit winner and that I can’t actually use my prize to relocate to Earth, as promised. The injustice of it all burns. He’s trying to take advantage of me. Even his gold suit betrays his motivation, mocking me further by the half-naked NPC’s who dote on him.  
 
    Meanwhile, my clustermates wait. I should have come in here alone.  
 
    But what choice do I have?  
 
    “Tell me where I can find these Artifacts. And I also want fifteen thousand credits in addition to transport.” That will cover the remainder I need to not get cast out of Raralin before it’s time to leave plus money to live on once I’m relocated. 
 
    “Done on the credits. As for the Artifacts, there’s a rumor floating around that the Eye is hidden deep within a map in the Lazara Desert. In ruins full of old robots made from unknown technology. And the Replica can be found in an ancient lab that hasn’t been used since the in-game universe ripped apart. That’s on the other side of the planet, in the Gangras Region. I’ll give you a data chip with the info on how to get there. Melissa, can you get my guest the chip?” 
 
    One of the NPC’s, whose vital areas are barely covered, steps forward. “Yes, my dear.” 
 
    I struggle not to gag as she holds out her hand and a small, floating data chip appears. I take it after a moment and stuff it into my inventory. With that, TheBigGuy nods at me in a silent signal to leave him. That part, I don’t linger on.  
 
    My cluster says nothing as we exit the hidden market. The Hermit doesn’t even speak. I imagine he’s meditating on the data chip and will have helpful information for me—or at least information on how screwed we are. Once we’re back in the dense jungle, Coco_Dream takes my arm and pulls me aside as the others head toward the Jump Pod, unaware that we’re hanging back. 
 
    “Raven, what is going on? Why did you mute us out of that conversation?” 
 
    “Did they draft you to interrogate me?” I ask, trying to pull away. But Coco_Dream is still a few levels above me. I can’t. 
 
    “No. I want to know. There’s something more going on here.” 
 
    I sigh, waiting for The Hermit to warn me about something, but he doesn’t. We’ve reached a breaking point. My cluster will mutiny if I don’t start being honest with them. And it’s the right thing to do. So, I say, “This isn’t just about me staying in Raralin. I made a deal with TheBigGuy to get to Earth in real life because I have a friend there who needs help. He won’t turn us over to the ICC. He’s here to make money on the side and bask in how cool he is.” 
 
    “Look, I know you’re the Credit winner. We all know. You were broadcast all over the game on the Earth side. That’s not a secret, but I understand why you’re trying to lay low.” 
 
    “That’s all,” I say. Maybe I wouldn’t have to face this Master Admin if TheBigGuy could pull strings. That was my biggest hope. “I also need to pay off some debts. But, most of all, I need to reach my friend.” 
 
    “Enough said,” Coco_Dream says. “I’m here to help.” 
 
    “Now I want to know why you joined us,” I say. “Fair is fair.” Coco_Dream21 is an advanced player, after all. If she wanted to level up, she would have joined a cluster of Level 40+ players and not mine. 
 
    “I followed you for a bit once you crossed to this side of the game,” Coco_Dream explains. “I was trying to spy on you and see if you had any secrets for reaching The Binding. Like just about everyone else, I wanted to get there without breaking any rules. But when that Atlas_Reign guy came along and swept you away, I lost track of you until the ceremony. And after that, when I realized you hadn’t crossed to Earth in real life, I wanted to know why. Something didn’t seem right. So, I asked around and searched the forums to find your recruitment counter on that moon.” 
 
    “Do you want the truth? The ICC doesn’t let winners cross. They arrange to have Credits stolen by rogue clusters, and if that doesn’t work, they try to kill the players. Hence my debt from escaping in real life. It’s all a ruse to keep people paying and playing.” 
 
    Even though she’s an Android, Coco_Dream21’s face falls. “I knew something like that had to be true.” The disappointment appears to drag her into the ground. 
 
    “Look, we’ve found another way. Maybe. Let’s get to the Jump Pod.” I know what she’s feeling right now. 
 
    “Agreed.” Coco_Dream collects herself and lets go of my arm. She’s tough. “I’ll help you get to Earth. Tell us the mission, boss.” 
 
    “I will.” A strange feeling fills me as I realize I’m making a true friend. Atlas seemed to be one and Loxia also, but she could be dead now for all I know. 
 
    We meet back at the Jump Pods. “Everyone,” I say. I tell them about the two Artifacts that we need to find as they listen with interest. “We are headed to the Gangras Region for the Replica first. Having replicas of ourselves will help us immensely when we fight for the Ancient Eye, so we should find that one before tackling the other. On the way, we all need to level up if we haven’t already.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Lucky_Champ asks. “Have you seen the Gangras Region?” 
 
    “No,” I admit. The Hermit will educate me. 
 
    “Look, we need to do what we need to do,” Coco_Dream says. “The Gangras Region it is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    SINCE THE GANGRAS Region is on the other side of Planet Yaren, I have time to level up. I demand that everyone else do so as well. I sit with Coco_Dream and Vadie while GloryStealer and Lucky_Champ occupy the second Jump Pod. The landscape sails past far below as we soar over the clouds.  
 
    “I don’t know if gaining a few more levels will do much on this map, if it’s so dangerous,” Vadie says. “I put the chances of us getting destroyed the second we exit the Jump Pod at seventy-five percent.” 
 
    “What are you?” I ask. “An Android?” 
 
    “I’ve already allocated,” Lucky_Champ says over the comm. “Forty-one Luck points, Level 27.” 
 
    “I know you have,” I say. “What about everyone else?” 
 
    “Level 14 now!” GloryStealer shouts over the comm. “That map was awesome!” 
 
    “How amazing!” Vadie says to him. “You must have allocated them all to Vanity.” 
 
    “Shut up,” GloryStealer says. “I allocated them to Strength and Speed.” 
 
    Vadie facepalms and presses the button on his arm to activate his comm again. “But you’re supposed to be a Sniper.” 
 
    “He’s getting better,” I say. “How about you, Coco_Dream?” 
 
    She finishes waving her hands and smiles. “Well, I just spent the five upgrades from the boss fight and the fifteen from the treasure map, so I’m now standing at a proud Level 33.”  
 
    “Excellent,” I say. “Vadie?” 
 
    “Level 17 now. And it makes sense for me to add to Strength and my Healing Rate.” 
 
    My palms itch as the progress bar on the Jump Pod screen moves. Now that I know where everyone is, I can focus on myself. 
 
    15 points.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
    Strength: 25 
 
    Speed: 37 (+3) 
 
    Stamina: 21 
 
    Healing Rate: 27 (+3) 
 
    Awareness: 40 (+3) 
 
    Close Range Combat: 17 
 
    * Sniper Dead Eye: 41 (+3) 
 
    General Accuracy: 40 (+3) 
 
    Luck: 25  
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
      
 
    I avoid allocating to Luck this time since we have Lucky_Champ. Perhaps I shouldn’t have done that in the first place. Besides, we must survive these two maps first before we get to any loot.  
 
    But the fifteen upgrades take me up two levels. 
 
    Victory music plays as Level 29 appears in my vision, growing and fading. The familiar tingle of satisfaction washes over me as the music dies. At 293 upgrades, I’m close. I’ll be able to use that 5th Tier Sniper Scope. It’s said to be able to focus on enemies beyond my map’s range and detect heat. I can only imagine the Sniper Dead Eye points it will add to my base stats. 
 
    The Jump Pod slows. The Hermit hasn’t said anything for a while. 
 
    And then he speaks. 
 
    “Raven, I have meditated about this area. It is an ancient city built before the cataclysm that tore the universe in two. The city is so old that it no longer has a name. Most just call it the Lost City. There may be valuable information within about the other side of the universe or the times before the rip, but I cannot make sense of it right now.” 
 
    The engine hum drags out as we descend. Sweeping all my stats out of the way, I join the others by the porthole and look out. My map expands––thanks to the three points added to my Awareness––making the Jump Pod marked dot appear tiny. Outside as well as on the map, the landscape is gray and orange. But, on closer inspection out the window, this ancient, once grand, city is now a heap of stone ruins that resemble jutting rocks more than buildings. Rivers of volcanic rock run in straight lines, perhaps from a lava flow down what may have once been a street. No enemies dot my map yet, though, but they won’t spawn until we disembark. 
 
    “Looks friendly,” Vadie says. 
 
    “We exit armed,” I say over the comm. This is the type of place for an Ancient Artifact to exist. This city houses the Ancient Replica.  
 
    We emerge onto a raised platform that is surrounded by a lava moat, with only a crumbling stone bridge to grant access into the main city. All of us stop at an old, ramshackle Save Station nearby that provides the only friendly glow in the area. We’re in a square, I realize. As I survey my map, which is oddly clear of red dots, Lucky crosses the bridge, likely in search of loot.  
 
    “Something doesn’t seem right here,” I say. “A map that holds an Ancient anything is usually crawling with enemies. Look at the Infernix map.” 
 
    “I wonder what race built this?” Coco_Dream asks. “It’s promising, though. I see no other players on my map.” 
 
    “How much Awareness do you have?” I ask as the two of us cross the bridge. 
 
    “28 points. Lucky_Champ has 50, I think. He’s the Scout.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I say. “Lucky, you have lookout duty. Any bosses or mobs in the distance, and you let us know.” 
 
    He raises his hand as he ducks into the dilapidated, half-collapsed doorway of a dark building. I tense, but he shouts at us to come in as a crate creaks. I duck into the building and enter a room filled with moldy crates, burned wood supports, and busted computer terminals. If there was a trap, it would have activated when Lucky first began looting stuff. Barely any light enters this building. But Lucky holds a glowing orange sphere with a single black button on the bottom. He’s gravitated to a crate hidden in the corner, one I would have missed. 
 
    “What’s that?” GloryStealer1 asks. 
 
    “This,” Lucky says, “is an EMP bomb. It’s a one-time use but deactivates every weapon that uses electric power for a limited time.” 
 
    “Great job, Lucky,” I say. “Hold onto that. What else does it do?” 
 
    “Doesn’t boost any base stats,” he says, as if reading off a database. Lucky waves his free arm to go through his HUD. “This is the first one I’ve found. It won’t deactivate Ground Bombs or Reflecting Stars, but it works on things like Attraction Rifles and Electric Gloves. And it reduces all armor in the area of effect by fifty percent, which includes heat and cold protection. Oh. And it would also shut down Electrified Titanium Armor.” 
 
    “If we encounter any raiders—” Coco_Dream starts. 
 
    “But,” Lucky interjects, still reading, “The player or cluster using this bomb is also affected.” 
 
    “What’s its area of effect?” I ask. 
 
    “It doesn’t say.” 
 
    “Then it might be a risk to use,” I say. “Keep it, though.”  
 
    We continue moving through the city. Our armor has to expend energy while keeping us cool as well as to prevent heat damage whenever we stray close to a lava river. Losing that protection would guarantee damage HP throughout our journey. The EMP bomb will have to wait. 
 
    The ground rises and, as we walk, it’s obvious we’re getting close to a formerly important part of the city. The eroding streets lead us to less crumbled streets and away from the lava rivers. A large front-pillared building stands before us, with vines creeping up the stone. It’s the first bit of life I’ve seen in this hellish landscape. 
 
    “A library,” Lucky says. “That’s what it looks like to me. A lot of these ancient cities have them.” 
 
    After checking for traps and finding none, we step inside and discover a relatively intact place. Shelves of dusty data projectors tower overhead. It’s cooler here and my armor stops having to expend energy to protect me. A skylight allows pale light through, which illuminates a round data terminal not unlike the Save Stations. There’s no better way to say that a landmark is important in this game. 
 
    “Bingo,” Vadie says. “Let’s check that out.” 
 
    I’m first to the terminal. I place my hand on the touchpad to activate it. Green screens located around the terminal burst to life, displaying alien symbols from neither Earth nor Mera.  
 
    “It’s data, but I can’t understand it,” I tell the others.  
 
    My log displays a blue message.  
 
      
 
    Unknown data downloaded.  
 
      
 
    “That is helpful,” The Hermit says after a pause. “The ancient race who inhabited this city built this terminal to monitor all activity in this metropolis. It is still functioning after all this time.” 
 
    I want to say that was better than great. Instead, I wait for The Hermit to continue because the others are looking at me, waiting for direction on what to do next. 
 
    “Do you want me to tell you about this city’s activities?” 
 
    Turning away, I type YES in all caps. 
 
    “I am sorry I have angered you. These logs tell of a cluster who have stationed themselves on the eastern side of this city, away from the lava flows. It may be possible to use your sniping skills on them. There are two more clusters stationed on the western and southern part of this map. Trade often happens between them as they all bring loot into the city. This appears to be a cooperative network of Raider clusters. I cannot detect the Artifact you are searching for, but the eastern cluster has been here longest, and appears to be guarding an entrance to an underground section of this city.” 
 
    “My data says there are clusters in this city. Raiders,” I say to the others after what is probably too long of a pause. “They may know where our Artifact may be. Come on. To the eastern side we go. And this might help us level up again.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    When I think about it, there’s no better way for the game to hide such a powerful Artifact than to bury it in a mob-less, crumbling city that invites rogue clusters to set up camp. The Gangras Region could be mistaken for an Uncharted area. It takes us several minutes to walk through the city and over bridges to the eastern area. 
 
    And, when we see the cluster stationed on the city’s eastern outskirts, I’m sure this is the right place. We’ve climbed the inside of a stone tower overlooking their camp in the distance. It’s a flat area that may have once served as a landing strip for spacecraft. The camp has a Beacon, several off-road vehicles parked in a row, constructed metal barracks, and low buildings. From up here, I spot figures milling around, but we’re too far away to see the cluster player’s usernames and levels.  
 
    “They like explosives,” Lucky says. “That pit over there. Look.” 
 
    We crowd around a stone window and look to where he points. Off the landing strip, right beside the crumbled ruins of a building that once sported antennas and other high-tech gear, is a pile of Nitro Bombs and a narrow pit leading underneath the destroyed building.  
 
    “Is that the lab TheBigGuy had mentioned?” Coco_Dream asks. “They’re trying to get to something underground.” 
 
    “Whatever it is,” I say, “this cluster wants it. There must be two dozen of them. Even if they’re all Level 20, which I doubt since they’ve been here for this long, we’re not going to pick them all off before they realize we’re up here.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” Vadie says. “We can’t kill them all before they murder us.” 
 
    “Maybe we can,” GloryStealer says. 
 
    “My point exactly,” Vadie says. 
 
    “The bigger problem right now is that Beacon,” Lucky says, pointing, then turns to us. “We’ll need to be whitelisted to enter. I bet the Beacon’s range surrounds their project by the hole.” 
 
    “Then, we might have to force someone,” I say. “Baiting out a member might be the solution. Prepare to die a lot, and don’t leave anything valuable in your hotbars.” 
 
    “That’s not how things are done,” Vadie says. “You’re leading us into craziness. I didn’t join to get killed all the time like GloryStealer over here.” 
 
    “You want us to sacrifice ourselves for you?” GloryStealer asks me, changing his tune. “What did you make this cluster for? To gain XP and money for yourself? It’s supposed to be about helping its members level up.” 
 
    “And you have,” I say, glaring at him. “Four levels. You’re getting better and you have Plasteel Armor now.” 
 
    “Can you leave her alone?” Coco_Dream asks. “She needs these Artifacts and yes, she is helping us all level up. We’re all getting something out of this.” 
 
    I swallow. “I need these Artifacts because I have serious debts to pay off, okay? I also need to help a friend on Earth. Making a deal with TheBigGuy is the only way I can get there because the ICC sure won’t honor its promise to take me to Earth in real life. If I don’t get there, my friend might die, and it would be a horrible dishonor not to help a friend after he’s helped me. Once we’re done with these crazy missions, I’ll split all this loot and any extra XP I get from TheBigGuy with all of you. It’s only fair. I don’t even have to keep any extra XP for myself.” 
 
    The others stare at me, silent with shock. 
 
    “We’re a team,” I add. “AnythingCanHappen, remember? We can become a top cluster in no time.” I still won’t tell them about The Hermit. “This is about all of us. I’m glad we’re doing this together.” 
 
    I’ve said the right words. Vadie gulps and nods. “So, how do we all end up dying this time?” 
 
    “GloryStealer and I will snipe,” I say. “We won’t pick off many of those players and it’s going to depend on their levels. Vadie, you pull them over here as much as you can. Get someone out of the Beacon’s area of effect and trap them. If they have good stuff in their hotbar, all the better. Those lava streams might prove useful. We all know what lava does. But make sure you can handle it.” 
 
    Vadie grins at me. “You’re evil.” 
 
    “Don’t forget it,” I quip back with a half-smile and Vadie’s grin grows even wider. 
 
    “What about us?” Coco asks. 
 
    “Distract them ground-level as much as you can,” I say.  
 
    Our cluster scatters, leaving GloryStealer and I on the top level to prepare for sniping out the window. The Beacon continues to send its white beam into the sky, protecting the excavation site. Once I get the signal from Vadie over the comm, I raise my Rifle and peer through the scope. 
 
    It’s a standard cluster of Raiders, milling around. Some stand in groups and one wanders over by the Nitro Bombs, which look like green, glowing crates stacked near the hole.  
 
    “Can we blow those up?” GloryStealer asks, reading my mind. 
 
    “I could . . . You can’t shoot that far yet.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you?” 
 
    “Because we might need the Nitro Bombs for getting underground. They’re not in position.” 
 
    “But that guy over there would be sorry.” 
 
    “We need to kill a lot of them. And until we have someone whitelist us, we can’t get inside.” 
 
    “Nobody’s going to do that.” 
 
    “Stick with the lower-level players for now. My scope can make out their usernames. Yours can’t yet. I see a Level 7 guy over there by the row of vehicles. See him? Shoot him in the head. I’ll stick with the Level 20’s.” 
 
    GloryStealer, amazingly, obeys. He shoots a guy who goes down as sparks fly from his head. A critical hit. The other cluster members continue to speak with each other for a bit before noticing their fallen friend. A pair of Androids wander over as if confused.  
 
    “Whoa!”  
 
    “They’re not used to attacks,” I say, firing on a Level 23 Android. She jolts but doesn’t go down. My red target locks onto her head next. My 4th Tier Scope boosts my Sniper Dead Eye by 5 points and the accuracy is really showing now that I’ve leveled up the base stat.  
 
    With another shot, she goes down. 
 
    Almost immediately, the cluster scrambles around in chaotic patterns as they realize they’re under attack. The Beacon continues to work, but a dozen players turn their gazes up to the only tall building we could be hiding in.  
 
    “Crap!” GloryStealer1 yells. 
 
    Scanning, I see too late as another Sniper—a Level 25 Human—crouches, aims at us, and fires. 
 
    Darkness follows.  
 
      
 
    YOU HAVE FALLEN IN BATTLE! 
 
      
 
    I respawn back at the Jump Pod, near the ramshackle Save Station, as I expected I would. A second later, GloryStealer appears next to me. Our hotbars are empty and the contents are with our corpses back in the tower. Without a word, the two of us bolt to the city’s eastern side as red dots enter the edge of my map. The rogue cluster has emerged from its Beacon zone. Enemy players. My log tells me that Vadie has also fallen in battle. We have ten minutes before our hotbars become public property, but at least now I know the way back.  
 
    When we turn down the street and cross over the last bridge, I find Coco_Dream holding her own against three lower-level players who gang up on her with Blasters. Vadie_77 huffs behind us and GloryStealer1 lags behind. I watch as the three players go down under triple beams. Lucky waits in a doorway, sheltered from the fray. 
 
    “Lucky!” I shout. “Throw those corpses in the lava river! Burn up their hotbars!“ Lava, along with plasma, can burn corpses even before the ten-minute grace period ends. It’s the worst death in the game. 
 
    I’m grateful for the Speed boost given to me by leveling up. It’s only taken a few minutes to get back here. I duck behind a building and pull up my inventory. I have a spare Sniper Rifle which I equip. A Level 13 Android runs at Lucky as he drags a corpse toward the stream of molten rock behind him. He doesn’t bother to loot it. It’s only a Level 8, after all. 
 
    “Why are all these guys pathetic?” Vadie asks. 
 
    I fire without peering through my scope. The Level 13 Android goes down, a Ground Bomb in his hand. He’s got a point. This cluster, despite being old, has left only low and mid-level players around to guard this excavation site. The Level 25 Human who killed me was the last semi-high player that I’ve seen. 
 
    “We’ll find out later!” I shout, running into the tower. “Keep fighting!” 
 
    Blasts and explosions continue below. A Reflecting Star squeals as it bounces off crumbling stone buildings near us. When I reach the top level, I find two male avatars in leather vests standing over my corpse, ready to loot whatever a Level 29 player might have. Another one is watching the stairs. 
 
    And he’s Level 19.  
 
    Though he equips a Sniper Rifle, I’m quicker to the draw, having better Speed points. I fire a critical hit to the head at close range and he goes down, leaving his Level 25 friend by the window. 
 
    It’s the Human Sniper who got a lucky shot on me. A ragged star tattoo covers one half of his face. Rifle raised, he’s taken my position in the window and plans to snipe my clustermates. 
 
    “Hey!” GloryStealer shouts, coming up the stairs behind me. 
 
    The Sniper, WagMyTail41, sneers and curls his finger around the trigger. 
 
    I dodge to the side, moving faster than I ever have.  
 
    He fires. 
 
    And GloryStealer curses as his shot finds him. I land, log flashing that he’s fallen in battle yet again. Now he’ll yell about me sacrificing him, but that will come later.  
 
    I shoot, landing a shot on the man’s chest. He staggers back with the hit’s force as the bullet bounces off his Titanium Armor. Leaning back, he catches his balance on the windowsill as his health bar drops by two-thirds. I’m deadlier than him. Launching myself off the floor, I ram into his avatar, shoving him back and over the windowsill. I must have more Strength than he does, too, because he falls to the rubble of pavement below. 
 
    His health bar depletes as his corpse lands on a broken street lamp, rolls, before disappearing into a stream of lava with a hiss.  
 
    “Kiss your hotbar goodbye,” I say, gathering my wits and looting my corpse. I take back the 4th Tier Sniper Scope and other rifle, equipping it. 
 
    When I get back down to the surface, corpses dot the streets, mostly belonging to the rogue cluster. Coco_Dream21 stands with her Blaster steaming while it’s cooling down. Lucky_Champ runs back over the bridge from the Save Station’s direction and loots his corpse. We’ve all died during this battle but come out on top. It doesn’t seem right. After GloryStealer1 returns from the Save Station, we all stare at each other as Lucky drags a Level 16 corpse to the lava river. 
 
    “There’s no more need,” I tell him. “This was too easy. A cluster who’s guarding something amazing wouldn’t have left Level 5 to 25 players as guards. This cluster isn’t running back here to fight us some more, either. They must have a Save Station of their own nearby.” 
 
    “Maybe they know that lava sucks,” Lucky_Champ says. “And that there’s no point in trying.” 
 
    “Don’t get full of yourself,” I say. “And we have no one alive to force a whitelisting. We can’t dangle any valuable loot over lava and make them betray their cluster, as I’d hoped. Nobody will have anything of worth.” 
 
    “The Beacon just turned off,” Coco_Dream says.  
 
    I turn. She’s right. The Beacon no longer shoots a bright beam into the air. The landing strip is now free for us to explore. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a low-level Beacon that shuts off automatically when all of a cluster’s members die and don’t return to its area for a few minutes,” Lucky says. “Level 1 Beacons do that. It leaves them free for looting and XP gathering. It’s why most clusters don’t bother with them. Thankfully, the one we looted was Level 2. We should get in there and set up our own camp around that excavation site.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I say, unable to shake my unease. 
 
    But we have no other choice. I try to tell myself that maybe this cluster stole the area from another, but what The Hermit said doesn’t match up with that explanation. We walk over one final lava bridge. My map remains empty of everything living except for us. We’re able to step onto the landing strip and toward the Beacon. Lucky explains that Beacons can run off stored XP versus electricity, a feature that encourages clusters to constantly gather and deposit it. Since I’ve never messed with Beacons—not my thing—I don’t know much about them.  
 
    The round stand remains off as we approach. Lucky taps its control panel. “Well, there’s two thousand XP in here for each of us,” he says. “We can either drain the XP or set it up for our cluster, but that takes ten minutes to go through and activate.” 
 
    “Ten minutes?” I ask, thinking.  
 
    “Yeah. It’s a feature to prevent a cluster from setting one up during a boss fight and cheating.” 
 
    “We already have a better Beacon if we need it,” I say. “Drain it.” We don’t have ten minutes to set it up for our cluster. 
 
    Lucky types something on the pad and the two thousand XP appear in my view. That’s two more upgrades I can spend once we’re out of here. The Beacon powers down with a sad hum. 
 
    I’m up to 2550 XP points. I need five thousand more for that coveted Level 30. 
 
    “I hope this isn’t a mistake,” Vadie_77 says. “We might need to set this up, if that cluster comes back.” 
 
    Lucky turns and freezes. Then he says a swear word and I know that Vadie’s fear has been confirmed. Lucky’s gaze locks on the corner of his vision. 
 
    “It was a trap, wasn’t it?” I ask. “What do you see on your map?” 
 
    “Dots. They’re coming from the city’s western part.” 
 
    I gulp. “How many?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lucky says. “About fifty?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a setup,” Coco_Dream shouts. 
 
    “What is?” GloryStealer asks. 
 
    “Fifty . . . sixty . . . I think this cluster has about a hundred members,” Lucky_Champ says, looking back and forth. His map might have a good reach, but he can’t yet get a visual on the approaching cluster. 
 
    Vadie looks at me, waiting for me to make a decision. It’s no wonder this cluster left such low-level players around this place. Maybe they wait for parties like ours to come in looking for the Artifact and then they steal everything from the party they trapped. I think of the lava and what a good threat it will be once all these players get here—and I’m sure they include the ones we killed and dumped in the lava streams. They’ll want revenge. I’ve heard horror stories of rogue clusters imprisoning other players as punishment until they give up their inventories.  
 
    Time’s a ticking. 
 
    “Lucky_Champ,” I say, gulping. “Set off the EMP Bomb.” 
 
    He shrugs. “We don’t know the area of effect!” 
 
    The Hermit speaks. “I have meditated on the properties of this device, and—’” 
 
    “What’s the area of effect?” I yell. A horde of dots enter my map. I estimate they’ll arrive in two minutes. Everyone’s so freaked out that they must think I’m yelling at poor Lucky_Champ. 
 
    “You are talking in all caps.” 
 
    “Please . . .” 
 
    “Three kilometers.” 
 
    “Set it off!” I yell. “It should last us long enough to figure out what to do,” I say. “It might buy us time. Vadie. Coco_Dream. Move those explosives closer to the hole. We’ll escape to the underground and seal the entrance behind us.” 
 
    Lucky_Champ waves his arms until he equips the EMP Bomb. The glowing sphere gives off a glow not unlike the lava as he presses the button and grimaces. The object hums as it rises off his gloved hand and shoots high into the air, disappearing into the clouds. 
 
    With an explosion, an orange ring of light expands overhead. 
 
    A red message flashes in my log: 
 
      
 
    DANGER! EMP detected. Armor damage reduction decreased by 50%. Some weapons unusable. Armor can no longer protect against heat or cold. (Duration: 30:00.) 
 
      
 
    I pull up my hotbar. My 4th Tier Sniper Scope is highlighted in flashing orange and so is my Advanced Nanobot Pack. The rogue cluster’s vehicles do the same and all the flood lights around the excavation site go out, casting the area in gloom. Vadie and Coco_Dream finish pushing the Nitro Bombs towards the hole. Thankfully, they’re not highlighted in orange. 
 
    “Inside!” I shout, even though many of the dots on my map hesitate. Everyone in the area would have gotten the EMP message. Countless weapons are useless.  
 
    “Blasters are down,” Coco_Dream shouts. 
 
    “My armor won’t protect me now?” GloryStealer asks. 
 
    “We might take fall damage,” I shout. “This isn’t a small moon. Someone will need to detonate the Nitro Bombs.” I face the green crates as I crouch near the hole. I can barely see the bottom and it’s about twenty feet down and full of rubble.  
 
    “I have Reflecting Stars,” Vadie shouts. 
 
    “That will work.” I drop. 
 
    My health bar drops by ten percent as I hit bottom. Scrambling out of the stony rubble, I stand in the underground’s darkness as the others join me. GloryStealer’s health bar drops by a quarter, but Vadie tosses him a regular Nanobot Pack, which still works. Once we’re all down, Vadie throws a Reflecting Star to the top of the hole. 
 
    The horde of red dots is much closer now. The first cluster members burst onto the landing strip. 
 
    A red star sails upward and strikes a green crate. It rumbles like thunder and shifts. 
 
    “Run!” Coco_Dream shouts. 
 
    We scatter into darkness as the world explodes and more rubble rains down. Everything quakes and dust flies. I cough as I turn, searching for my clustermates. The dust settles quickly, far faster than it would in real life, as if the developers knew what a nuisance it would be.  
 
    Daylight no longer shines through. It seems we’ve detonated all the Nitro Bombs in a chain reaction, blasting parts of the ruined building across the underground’s entrance. 
 
    “Flashlight,” I say, coughing again.  
 
    “I have one!” GloryStealer says. He tries to turn it on, but nothing happens. “Oh. The EMP.” 
 
    I’ve already forgotten too. But soon my eyes adjust, and I make out my clustermates in the dark. Far above, usernames mesh together as the rogue cluster gathers on the landing strip. I can’t see anything other than that. We stand under a long, stone ceiling. It takes a minute for me to realize that we’re in an ancient, abandoned tunnel. We circle the pile of debris. I study each of my clustermates, moving from body to body, and still. To my left, I discover a way around the debris and into the tunnel system. 
 
    GloryStealer unequips his armor. His animated tattoos show up in the dark. Old Earth arcade games play out on his chest. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Vadie asks. 
 
    “It says my armor is crap right now,” he says. “Why wear it?” 
 
    “Fifty percent is better than nothing,” I say. “Come on. It looks like this tunnel slopes downward. That’s promising. And I’m sure we blew up all those Nitro Bombs, so that cluster won’t follow us soon.” 
 
    We walk together, though GloryStealer keeps his armor off. My map picks up no new dots and Lucky_Champ says nothing. Staying silent to listen for any mobs, I check the surroundings now that my eyes have fully adjusted. The entire tunnel is stone with alien symbols etched into the supports. They match the ones from the data terminal.  
 
    As we descend, the ambient light increases enough for me to see a metal double door straight ahead. There’s nowhere else to go. The large doors are surrounded by mounted green lights shining on the wall—all in the shape of a diamond. They must not run on the same power as our weapons, which are still out of commission. 
 
    “Well, this looks important,” Lucky_Champ says with a gleam in his eyes. 
 
    After checking for traps and finding none, I press on the door. The facade promises some high tech inside. The doors don’t move and feel for any handles or buttons and find none.  
 
    “It could be a puzzle,” Lucky says, stepping forward. “We might have to turn these lights in a certain order. Do the symbols on the walls give us any clues?” 
 
    “I hate these challenges,” I say and kick the door.  
 
    “That’s because you can’t shoot them,” Lucky says. 
 
    “I’m a Sniper, okay?” 
 
    Lucky tries to turn the diamond lights around the door, even climbing the engraved stone wall to reach the top one. But they all refuse to move.  
 
    “Maybe this door was sealed from the inside,” Coco_Dream says. “TheBigGuy said this is supposed to an old lab, right?” 
 
    “Possible,” I say. “The cluster above hasn’t cracked the code yet. But maybe we can.” Already, I formulate an excuse so I can keep hiding The Hermit. “Maybe there’s a weak spot or—” 
 
    “This cluster’s already tried everything,” Vadie says, pointing to some open loot crates. “There are more Ground Bombs in here than we’ll ever need. And I’m sure they’ve gone the Nitro Bomb route already. Still sealed.” 
 
    “Maybe the race who built this city hid inside when the universe ripped in half,” Lucky says. “They didn’t want anyone getting in. The city looks old enough for that.” 
 
    So, this is the challenge. I pace.  
 
    And The Hermit doesn’t fail me. 
 
    “Raven, this door is sealed from the inside and welded shut. The green lights must be turned in a sequence to open the door as Lucky believes. Upon meditation, I have learned that the race who locked themselves inside welded the locking mechanism together. I have analyzed the weak points. Placing a Ground Bomb or two above the upper left light structure and detonating them will likely loosen the mechanism and allow entry.” 
 
    I hold out my hand, identifying what he’s talking about. “Maybe there’s a lock on this door, but it needs to be jarred loose,” I say, knowing this will raise suspicion if this works. “Let’s place a Ground Bomb in the grooves right above each light. I say we start with this as our first step.” 
 
    Ground Bombs are meant to go off when stepped on or shot, but I’m guessing a Reflecting Star will work. I watch as Lucky crams a Ground Bomb right above the left light as The Hermit instructed. He backs off and shrugs. “So, we shoot it? This is a long shot.” 
 
    Coco_Dream gets out a Reflecting Star. “General Accuracy is my game,” she says. “Stand back.” 
 
    She throws the weapon and the star turns to a red disc as it sails toward the lodged Ground Bomb. It detonates, destroying the Star and shaking the light ever so slightly. The Hermit is right. We’ve loosened a locking mechanism. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Lucky asks. 
 
    “Now try different combinations,” I say. “The left light shook and must be the first one turned. So that helps.” 
 
    Lucky rubs his hands together and walks to the door, climbing the grooved stone and hooking his boots inside the alien symbols. 
 
    The Hermit speaks. “Failing to use the correct combination will fill this chamber with immense amounts of radiation.” 
 
    “Wait,” I shout. “I . . . I think I remember seeing something on the forums about these kinds of doors not too long ago. The wrong combo will kill us all.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” Vadie says. 
 
    Lucky turns the upper left light, leaving the other four. “We’re not dead yet.” 
 
    “Bottom right,” The Hermit says. 
 
    I relay the information. Lucky nods, uncertain, as he jumps down and turns it. A low hum begins. 
 
    “We’re getting somewhere!” GloryStealer shouts. 
 
    “Upper right,” The Hermit says. 
 
    I repeat that. The hum increases, but no log message warns me of radiation. 
 
    “Top.” 
 
    The hum now threatens to shake the chamber.  
 
    “Well, that leaves one more choice,” Lucky says, staring at me in astonishment. He turns the lower left light. 
 
    The hum stops and the door melts away, forming a ring that widens from the middle. The door ripples like fluid as the hole widens, revealing an eerie green glow from within. Ancient computer terminals––like the ones in the city above––rest within stone squares as diamond-shaped lights hang overhead. 
 
    The Hermit speaks. “This ancient race appears to have a connection to The Binding that now holds the universe together. The diamond shape is significant. Perhaps they had a hand in developing the technology to keep both sides connected?” 
 
    I don’t answer him. Stepping through first, I sense the others’ eyes on me, but wonder quickly takes over.  
 
    “Bodies,” Coco_Dream says with disgust. 
 
    Then I see the dead aliens leaning over their computer terminals. They’re more like mummies, dried and shriveled with leathered skin. This ancient race is neither Human nor Meran, who had both shared of how they had worked together to keep the universe from completely ripping apart after an attack by a mysterious, hostile alien force. Until now, I haven’t heard of a third race that had worked to save everyone. 
 
    “Can you imagine the lore here?” Lucky_Champ asks. 
 
    I pass the rows of bodies. A musty smell hangs in the air. These beings all have dark gray skin that may have been blue at one point, with black hair that has all but turned to dust. All wear brown uniforms made from a shimmering material. Some lie on the floor as if an attack happened quickly. They may have sealed themselves in this place, but something had still entered and killed them.  
 
    We progress through without any more words. The room is large and dead. At the end is another doorway which leads into a round chamber. The green light intensifies. There are no alien mummies in here, but there’s another data terminal that is surrounded by hanging green diamonds.  
 
    “Bingo,” Lucky says. “Let’s turn the computer on and see what it says.” 
 
    He does so, placing his hand on the pad. Another hum fills the chamber as a large, flat screen rises from the center of the terminal.  
 
    It fizzles on and an image of a blue man with dark hair comes to life. He’s panting, as if struggling against illness. Behind him, others work at terminals, but many of his coworkers lean over, dying. It’s a horrific sight and I have to force myself to keep watching. 
 
    My log displays a message as he begins to speak: 
 
      
 
    Translating unknown alien language . . . 
 
      
 
    “We’re dying,” he says, gasping for air. “It’s too late. The Golgans and their death cult are about to tear apart the universe. They’ve found our incomplete compound and they’re sending in gamma rays.” He coughs. “They know we’ve helped develop The Binding. Everyone’s dying. There’s no hope other than bandaging the universe, if they succeed.” He goes into such a fit gagging that GloryStealer jumps back. “If anyone survives the cataclysm and finds this, know that we have developed a prototype weapon that may turn the tide on the Golgans. It’s stored under the panel of this data terminal. It’s the only one in the universe. Find the Golgans and destroy them.” 
 
    Static fills the screen and the recording dies. 
 
    Lucky looks at us with wide eyes. “Should I?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say after a pause. The Hermit doesn’t mention any traps. Not that these people would have left one for non-Golgans, whatever they are.  
 
    Lucky pries off a panel under the keyboard. The orange glow is a good sign that inside is something none of us have seen before. Lucky pulls out an object that looks like a stone sleeve with glowing green lines crisscrossing over it. 
 
    “New achievement,” Lucky says, a bit breathless. He reads off his display: “Double Trouble. Now you can always see how hot you look.” 
 
    “I want to try that,” GloryStealer says. 
 
    I watch the EMP expiration timer in my log as Lucky_Champ slides the strange sleeve onto his arm. A green beam shoots from the sleeve and hits the floor. My mouth falls open when a hologram of Lucky builds from the floor up in a green outline until the Meran avatar solidifies, complete with a username and health bar. Lucky_Champ’s double is named Lucky_Champ (Clone) and just stands there, no weapon in hand. The AI clone doesn’t speak or move, either.  
 
    But it’s still a Level 27. 
 
    “Wow,” Coco_Dream says. “Me next. If my clone has my inventory, it’ll have my new Blaster Mod. Can you imagine that in battle?” 
 
    She goes next and we watch as a Coco_Dream clone appears with a faint buzz. Two Androids now stand before us.  
 
    I go next. The same achievement flashes in my vision as I watch a clone of myself appear before me. Like the others, it waits. There’s no one to shoot right now. 
 
    A message appears in my log, telling me that my clone is able to mimic my fighting style and has access to all my weapons. I check my stats to make sure they’re not halved. I’m astonished that they’re not. This is far better than using a duplicate weapon. It’s no wonder this is the only Replica in the universe. 
 
    Vadie goes next. His Human avatar doubles, complete with his Plasteel Armor. GloryStealer is practically bouncing on his feet when Vadie hands him the Replica. He creates his clone, double the set of ridiculous animated tattoos flash in the space. I wait for GloryStealer to say how awesome he looks, but his face falls as he studies his cloned avatar. Vadie can barely suppress his smile. 
 
    “What?” GloryStealer asks, his voice embarrassed. “I didn’t think my tattoos looked like that. Did I press a button wrong when I picked them out? I . . . I didn’t mean to have Pac-Man racing around my torso! He was supposed to be on my arm.”  
 
    “Sure,” Vadie says. 
 
    And then he re-equips his Plasteel Armor. His clone does the same. 
 
    “They copy us,” I say, equipping my 4th Tier Sniper Scope and Rifle.  
 
    My clone does the same, waiting.  
 
    “We’ll have to see how they fight,” Coco_Dream says, pushing her clone. It stumbles forward but catches its balance. “At least the EMP has worn off.”  
 
    “Um . . .” Lucky Champ says in that tone. “That means our friends now all have working weapons. They must have detonated something, because they’re coming.” 
 
    Then I see the horde of dots pouring towards us. I eye the clones and hope that my log is right about replicating our fighting styles. It’s the only chance we have. 
 
    “Come on,” I shout, stuffing the Replica in my inventory. “We’re meeting them with a surprise. Arm yourselves. Charge.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    “These clones instantly respawn!” Vadie shouts. “That’s awesome!” 
 
    His voice cuts through the heat of battle and echoes off the stone passage wall as I train my 4th Tier Sniper Rifle on an Android member of the opposing cluster. He peeks his head up from behind the crate, allowing me to get a one-hit kill. Critical hit. His health bar drops to nothing. 
 
    Beside me, my clone also fires while using a 4th Tier Sniper Scope. Together, we’re able to take out a Level 30 Human avatar who runs out from behind a stone pillar while holding Ground Bombs.  
 
    And having two versions of Coco_Dream is, well, a dream. Her clone fires her Blaster, which is equipped with a Mod that triples the blasts. Being the highest level, she focuses on the opposing higher-level players. It feels as if we’re cheating but, with the two dozen players in front of us, we can’t waste time. 
 
    “This could land us so much loot!” GloryStealer shouts. “Right?” Despite his clone helping out, it’s copied his fighting style and died the most. His clone runs forward with its Sniper Rifle and tries to take out players with Blasters. It doesn’t work so well. His clone dies in a barrage of gunfire over and over, respawning next to GloryStealer each time. 
 
    But GloryStealer is getting better. He keeps cover. It helps that I’ve told him that, if he dies, his clone will probably die and then will need to be reset by him. And we can’t stop and use the Replica in the middle of a fight. 
 
    “Move forward!” I shout. I can see the ladder poking down from a new blast hole. Apparently, this cluster had more explosives at the ready. “We need to get out of here!” Keeping the Ancient Replica is all that matters.  
 
    “But the loot!” Lucky_Champ shouts. He steps over a body in the temporary quiet. When we kill these players of varying levels, more run back to the landing strip. They’re in full attack mode now. If not for the clones, we never would have made it out of the ancient lab. 
 
    “Forget it!” I yell. “It’s just regular stuff.” That’s a lie. Coco_Dream and her clone took out a Level 33 Sniper who might have had 5th Tier gear. It pains me to leave it behind.  
 
    I hope our clones can climb. Sweating, I eye my in-game map. Dots are scattered everywhere. The cluster is heading back to the landing strip from various respawn points. But there’s a section of the city that’s clear of enemies: the north side. We can head to those Jump Pods, marked in blue. The danger with that plan is if one of us dies, they’ll respawn back at the Save Station near the other Jump Pods. And, if our party gets separated, we lose a clone. 
 
    The clones do climb, but we must go first for them to copy our motions. I can’t order the clones around. Their AI is simple: fight and follow. But they don’t fear death, at least. Once we emerge from the new hole and onto the landing strip, my clone instantly kneels and takes out another Sniper in the tower we occupied before the attack. 
 
    “Good job!” I tell it, but the clone rises and doesn’t care. “Everyone, follow me. The north is clear! Let the clones do the work. They’ll cover us.” 
 
    My focus is on escape. Once in the Jump Pods, this cluster can’t hurt us. They can’t follow unless they know where we’re going too. My party runs as fast as we can, with GloryStealer and Vadie struggling to keep up. Lucky hesitates and fires at a few players trying to follow, but they’re higher-level players who don’t die from his attacks.  
 
    The clones do have another downside: they don’t turn around and fight if we’re all running away from something.  
 
    But the Jump Pod’s blue glow compels me forward. A platform and a Save Station wait in another crumbling plaza. “Lazara Region!” I shout. “Everyone go there!” 
 
    I climb into the Pod with GloryStealer and Lucky as Vadie and Coco_Dream take the other. Not one of the clones follows us in. It seems they can’t use Jump Pods. At The Hermit’s direction, I find the Lazara Region––a small region near Planet Yaren’s equator. It looks like a nothing region.  
 
    “Find it?” I ask over the comm. 
 
    “Yes,” Vadie says. “Um . . .” 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    I yell with so much force that no one argues. The Jump Pod takes off, rising above the city, and upon looking down, I see our clones standing at attention for a second before they melt into a green glow that collapses into the ground.  
 
    We’ll have to reactivate them in the Lazara Region, then. 
 
    No one speaks on the trip to the Lazara Region. It seems to take forever. I can’t level up yet or get my heart to calm. Lucky stays quiet. He doesn’t dare protest. I’m dragging my cluster along and working them like crazy, but at least no one’s protesting right now. They can be angry at me all they want once I ensure that Raralin isn’t going to throw me out to the ICC. 
 
    At last, the Jump Pod slows as we descend toward a bright desert with near-white sand dunes and an occasional jutting rock—rocks that offer little cover. The place is a Sniper’s nightmare. I gulp. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Vadie says over the comm. “I’ll tell you why once we’re out.” 
 
    The Jump Pods leave us on a platform made of sandstone. A nearby Save Station pokes out of the sand, barely visible. This is not a welcoming region. 
 
    “Okay,” I say once we stand on the platform together. “The Ancient Eye is what I think this next thing is called. It can look at any player you’re friended with.” 
 
    “Why do you want that?” GloryStealer asks. 
 
    “To sell it and settle a debt.” 
 
    “We need to rest,” GloryStealer insists. “This isn’t all about you. Even a few hours’ rest will help.” 
 
    I resist the urge to check my game time. I should still have at least a full day in real-world time to get this finished and paid off, but I’m a doer. Getting things done is my game. It’s how I reached The Binding to begin with. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Vadie says. “Look, this map is all sorts of . . . bad.” 
 
    “You know something about it?” I ask. 
 
    “Now that I’m here, I remember it,” Vadie says. “My old cluster—the one that kicked me out—they came here before. I can’t remember where they’d go to fight, but it was never good.” A haunted look comes over his face. The sight makes my heart fall. 
 
    This stands between me and rescuing Atlas. Between survival and death for us both. 
 
    “There are old ruins somewhere around here,” Vadie continues. “My cluster had to walk around forever to find them. I don’t remember where the leader found this information, but it might be a good idea to get a vehicle. Otherwise, this will take forever. What’s our combined XP?” 
 
    I pull up my full HUD. I’m still not used to managing a cluster. Our cluster’s XP pool depends on how much XP each player has earned while clustermates, a number separate from our individual XP. At last, I find it.  
 
    “We should be able to buy a vehicle,” I say. “Easily. That Infernix map alone gave us twenty thousand XP.”  
 
    We actually have a little over that—twenty-three thousand—thanks to some grinding the others accomplished while I was dealing with the Elders. It looks as if defeating the Tenticlas gave each of us five thousand and gave the cluster five thousand as well. It was the same for the secret treasure map.  
 
    “Vadie,” I continue, “what was in this old temple?” 
 
    “We could never get inside,” he says. “It was guarded by these . . . things. I can’t describe them.” 
 
    I hope The Hermit has input before we get there. I study my map. There seems to be a circular road—perhaps a race track—in the distance. Most deserts have places where you can buy off-road vehicles. Many players like to race, and the desert environment is perfect.  
 
    “Look,” Lucky says. “I have to log out to go to work. I’m sorry, but I can’t afford to get fired and thrown onto the streets. Joining The Detached isn’t on my bucket list.” 
 
    “We get it,” Coco_Dream says. 
 
    Mentioning The Detached brings Atlas to mind again. Isn’t he with them on Earth? 
 
    “I’ll see you later,” Lucky says. “Good luck. At least you have the clones.” 
 
    He vanishes as he logs out.  
 
    “Well,” I say, “should we check out that track in the distance?” 
 
    “I can’t see it,” GloryStealer says.  
 
    “That’s because your Awareness points aren’t high enough yet,” I explain. “Vadie?” 
 
    “I remember there was a track,” he says. “A place that allows XP betting on races. It’s an illegal gambling operation, according to the lore.” 
 
    “Then they’ll have vehicles,” I say. “We can buy one from a player down on their luck. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    It takes forever to get to the race track. It turns out to be a dusty arena with the rumbling sounds of off-road vehicles dashing about inside. More vehicles—all of them off-roaders with huge tires, some possibly upgraded with illegal gun mods on the sides–– wait in a row in front of the oval-shaped sandstone race track structure. People mill around. No one wears armor out here. This is a shady gambling area where fighting isn’t the focus. As I approach, my log welcomes me to The Rat Race. I’m assuming a rat is a type of Earth creature. The name doesn’t have a nice ring. 
 
    “Well, we should make an offer on the biggest, most intimidating vehicle we can find,” Vadie says. “I’m serious. How about that one?” he points to the biggest off-roader decorated by mounted machine guns on the hood. 
 
    I turn to Vadie. “What are we in for?” 
 
    “I told you. I can’t describe it.” 
 
    A guy in head-to-toe leather stands next to the vehicle. Painted on the off-roader’s side is a Human woman, just as scantily clad as TheBigGuy’s NPC servants. The bald guy, a Cyborg with a red machine eye, smiles at us and slaps his hand on the hood. 
 
    “She’s a beaut, isn’t she?” he asks. “Won it in the last race.” 
 
    “Congrats,” I say, keeping my tone friendly. I study the guy’s username. Gunk_TheSecond. Not glamorous. He’s a Level 6 and clearly here for the gambling. If he’s a for-profit player, we may be in luck. 
 
    “I’ve been here at the Rat Race for years,” he says with pride. “You want some pointers?” 
 
    “You want to make a profit?” I ask. “We have twenty thousand XP we can dangle in front of you for that vehicle. We’re looking for old temple ruins in these parts.”  
 
    “She ain’t for sale,” Gunk says.  
 
    “But we need that,” Vadie says, shrinking back. 
 
    “Those guns,” Coco_Dream says, circling around it. 
 
    “Have you seen these ruins?” I ask. A local would know the desert. 
 
    A dark look comes over the guy’s face. “You don’t want to go there.” 
 
    “Told you,” Vadie says. 
 
    “What’s out there?” I ask. 
 
    “There are hacked bosses out there,” Gunk says. “ICC throwaways. Failed experiments. I don’t know what the official story is, but they guard the temple and don’t let anyone inside. Countless people have died out there. Some say they’re left over from this world’s early development days. Others say the ICC threw them out to the sands. Garbage, you know? Still others say they were used for early beta testing and the ICC just likes to see how players deal with them. Helps them test things. It’s foolhardy, if you ask me.” 
 
    “We’ll pay you XP to take us out there,” I say. 
 
    Gunk looks at me as if I’ve suggested deleting his account. “You’re crazy. I won’t go out there after the things I’ve heard. And now that I know what you’ll use her for, I won’t be selling Betsy to you. I would hate to see her roll out to her demise.” 
 
    Coco_Dream looks at me, but Android faces don’t convey meaning or emotion well. She grabs the guy’s arm and pulls him toward the vehicle’s door, equipping her Blaster with her other hand. Gunk is way out-leveled. “You will take us to these ruins,” she says. “Time is short. You don’t have to participate in the raid.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” he says. 
 
    “Open the door. You’re driving us there.” 
 
    Coco_Dream isn’t wasting time. At gunpoint, Gunk opens the driver side door and climbs in. Coco_Dream circles the vehicle, Blaster pointed at him, and gets into the front passenger seat. I wait for him to log out, but he doesn’t. That means one thing: he hasn’t properly stashed the vehicle yet. Players can claim garages to safely stash vehicles. But he’s just won this off-roading beast and hasn’t had time to do that yet. If he dies or logs out beforehand, he loses Betsy.  
 
    “You don’t know what you’re doing,” he says.  
 
    We climb into the back of the off-roader, which has no roof. We’re exposed to the sun and whatever else wants to kill us. But we sit well off the ground. That’s a plus. Anything attacking will likely come from the sand. 
 
    At gunpoint, Gunk drives us into the desert, over several dunes and through many rocky valleys. He pauses and makes turns around jutting rocks. I try to keep track of the route, but it’s confusing and would have taken us forever to find alone. At last, he crests another sand dune, and on the other side, far below, is a circle of jutting sandstone rocks. 
 
    It’s manmade. A temple. 
 
    “I ain’t going no farther,” the man says. “This is the temple. You’re on your own from here.” He looks around, plotting an escape route. 
 
    “We can let him go now,” I say. “Vadie, is this it?” 
 
    “Yes,” he says, voice quaking.  
 
    We get off the vehicle. As soon as I jump down, Gunk floors it and flees with Betsy. I’ve never seen such a tough-looking guy so terrified. 
 
    “Well, this is it,” I say, marching down the sand and arming my Rifle. “Weapons out. We need to clone ourselves before we get all the way down there.”  
 
    The sound of Betsy’s motor fades as we’re left alone. My log tells me that my armor is working to cool me off and its effectiveness is reduced. I pull up my inventory to get the Replica in my hotbar. Clones will help immensely. We are probably the first to attempt to defeat the bosses here with them.  
 
    “It doesn’t look so bad,” GloryStealer says. 
 
    And then he slips and slides down the dune, dropping his Sniper Rifle. 
 
    Vadie swears as GloryStealer rolls into the circle of stones. As soon as he does, the ground trembles. He’s activated something.  
 
    Vadie swears. “Here we go!” 
 
    We slide down the dune. I land on the circle’s bare stone, slipping the Replica onto my arm. My clone forms again before me, but it can’t happen fast enough. GloryStealer rises and surveys the two monstrosities rising on opposite sides of the arena.  
 
    They’re gigantic, mangled hunks of metal with at least a dozen arms each. They stand on mismatched legs as they rise from the sand. Waterfalls of dust fall off each one, turning the air into a haze. A red eye in the center of the first mangled mess searches while a claw sticking out from the second grasps at the air, seeking a victim. These things make no sense. There are no obvious weak points. 
 
    My clone finishes forming and I toss the Replica to Coco_Dream. We need her right now. 
 
    But even with our clones, we might not come out of this alive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    NOTHING ABOUT THE robot bosses makes sense other than they appear almost impossible to kill. Twin health bars stack on top of each other in my vision and, despite our clones helping us, we’re all taking damage.  
 
    The moment a metal monster takes damage, both of the bosses’ health bars regenerate. I crouch behind a stone within the circle and aim my Scope at a red eye belonging to the robot with all the arms. It faces me, eye brightening as it prepares to shoot a laser my way. I fire. Sparks fly from its eye—its only weak point so far—and its health bar drops ten percent. But then the health bar rapidly climbs back to full. My clone fires a shot as well, but we make no headway on bringing these monstrosities closer to death. 
 
    The eye emits another beam and a maw of red, seething light tears at the edges of my cover. Rock fragments fly, shrinking the crumbling pillar. Soon I won’t have any cover left. My clone vaporizes. The real Vadie hides behind the pillar next to mine, sheltering from the body claw that grasps at stone. He’s not doing well in this fight. Close Range Combat isn’t the way to go with these monsters. 
 
    The claw slips over Vadie’s cover and crushes his clone, who is trying to swing his Electric Glove at the robot. Poor GloryStealer’s clone can’t stay alive for more than thirty seconds. His clone respawns next to mine in a flash of green light and immediately dies as the red-eyed robot slams a mangled metal appendage down on it. 
 
    “Don’t die!” I shout over Coco_Dream21’s constant fire. “We won’t find this place again!” Dying means respawning at the last save point. There’s no time for that. 
 
    Coco_Dream stays alive by backing away as far as she can from both robots as she shoots. I continue to take cover as the red eye beam fades. Coco_Dream’s clone respawns, fires on the claw robot for a few seconds, and succumbs to another appendage that the monster slams down on it.  
 
    But the clones are the only reason the four of us still live. Panic consumes me. Without them, these bosses would have crushed us all in thirty seconds. I check their health bars again. Full. After several minutes of fighting and covering, we’ve made no progress. The moment I come out from hiding, I’m dead. 
 
    “Hermit,” I say. “Help?” 
 
    “I am meditating.” 
 
    It’s the best I can get. I cycle through my hotbar, equipping and then activating my Advanced Nanobot Pack, adding +10 Health Regeneration for three minutes. The red-eyed robot is charging again with an ominous hum. I need to buy time while The Hermit takes his.  
 
    Equipping my Rifle and Scope again, I peek out from behind the rock and fire at the eye once more. Sparks fly and the same happens, but the boss continues to charge as its laser weapon brightens. My clone snipes a shot too. Coco_Dream keeps shooting and turns her full aggression on the red-eyed robot. Behind me, the clawed robot snaps its weapon with a screech, hunting for prey. Vadie shouts and runs, directing the claw away from me. 
 
    “The entrance to the ruins is in the arena’s center. It can be opened with powerful explosives,” The Hermit says.  
 
    The world flashes red. I’m caught in the maw of the eye’s death laser. My health bar plunges as I duck behind the rock’s shelter. My Health Regeneration races against damage just fast enough to avoid a complete drain. The green is a sliver by the time I take cover and starts to climb again. 
 
    And that’s with an Advanced Nanobot Pack. 
 
    “These bosses are undefeatable,” The Hermit says. 
 
    “You could’ve told me that before we came here!” I say. But my mind sharpens. Not reaching the Ancient Eye means death. Literally. “We have to get past these bosses, then.” 
 
    “You can blast a hole in the center of the arena.” 
 
    “That helps.” I watch as Coco_Dream takes cover behind another pillar as the laser robot fires on her. 
 
    And I don’t have much shelter left. My column has whittled down to a giant stone tree trunk, not a massive temple pillar. But an idea hatches. I activate my comm and eye an Advanced Ground Bomb in my inventory, courtesy of Lucky_Champ.  
 
    “Everyone,” I shout into my comm, “I’m going in through the middle. Distract the robots long enough for me to get in.”  
 
    Another red laser nukes GloryStealer’s clone. The real GloryStealer is hiding and doesn’t dare emerge. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Vadie asks. 
 
    “Just do it,” Coco_Dream says. She emerges and opens fire again. 
 
    I don’t waste time. Charging into the deadly opening, I equip the Advanced Ground Bomb and place it dead center in the arena. A claw snaps at me, closing in, but Vadie leaps forward, Electric Glove ready. He slams it into the side of the claw and, amazingly, it sparks and freezes for a precious second. Rolling away, Vadie takes cover as another red beam tries to roast him. 
 
    I sprint away from the Ground Bomb as a mangled robot tentacle rises above me and slams down—from which boss? I don’t know. The world explodes, and I fly into a stone pillar. Or is it a robot leg? The object doesn’t move, and I blink, trying to gain my composure, my heart in my throat. 
 
    “There’s an entrance!” Coco_Dream shouts.  
 
    That’s my cue. I rise as she opens fire, risking herself. The claw sails for her, extending on creaky gears and hydraulics. GloryStealer peeks out and fires. But there is an opening. I roll to the edge and topple down stone steps and into pure darkness.  
 
      
 
    Coco_Dream21 has fallen in battle! 
 
      
 
    Taking a breath, I push myself up. 
 
      
 
    GloryStealer1 has fallen in battle! 
 
      
 
    I stand on the bottom of the steps as the battle continues to rage above me. Limbs squeal as the sand-clogged machines move to strike Vadie. He’s still alive. The others are respawning back at the save point.  
 
      
 
    Vadie_77 has fallen in battle! 
 
      
 
    I’m on my own now. 
 
    A lump forms in my throat. My clustermates sacrificed themselves for me. I need to finish this for them. 
 
    Before me, a stone corridor stretches into the dark. Topside, the noise dies and sand hisses as the robots sink back into the desert dunes. There’s no time to waste. The Hermit was right. This is the only way to complete this mission, and I have the sense that this part is meant to be completed alone. Even though no one without a whole team and the Ancient Replica could have possibly made it this far.  
 
    Have I discovered a secret mission line?  
 
    I walk and my footsteps echo off the corridor’s walls, but my map shows no enemies. I need a break and, besides, I don’t have the Replica on my person. Our party passed it around in a hurry before Vadie inventoried it at my order. So, it’s not lost. I have the sense that dying in the arena above means never getting to loot your corpse. Coco_Dream may have just lost her Blaster Mod. The guilt left from their sacrifice returns and tugs at my core. 
 
    When I see the faint green glow of alien lights, I know that I’m on the right track. They’re flat and mounted in the ceiling and now I can make out those strange alien symbols on the walls. The mystery blue-skinned race had an operation out here too. Maybe this is another lab and those robots were failed experiments meant to deal with the Golgans. I imagine the robots gained a form of sentience and went rogue long ago, taking out this lab without the Golgans’ help. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    A raspy man’s voice echoes from the gloom straight ahead. I do as he says and stop. He doesn’t show up on my map, but I draw my Rifle and train my Scope on a transparent, shimmering figure who steps out from what seems to be a large room at the end of this tunnel. There’s no name above him like a normal NPC, and the bluish cast over him tells me that he’s a hologram. An AI left here from long ago. He looks older with blue skin and long, dark, graying hair. A plain brown robe, adorned with more of the alien symbols, hangs on his thin body. 
 
    “Greetings,” he says. “I am Nmorg, the last surviving member of the Maxa. Well, I was. If you’re seeing me as a hologram, then I’ve died.” He smiles. “The computer should be able to translate the Maxa tongue to yours. My apologies if it is not up to the task. It hasn’t been updated in . . . oh, a few millennia.” 
 
    “I’m Raven,” I say. “I’m here for the Ancient Eye.” 
 
    But this guy looks every inch like the wise old man archetype. I smell another mission coming. They always have one.  
 
    “Ah, the Ancient Eye,” Nmorg says with a smile. “You have proven your physical mettle, have you not? Otherwise, you would have never made it this far. You’re one of only a few to do so.” 
 
    “Now I have to prove my mental mettle, right?” I ask, heart sinking. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “You look like the type of guy who’s about to ask me questions or make me solve a puzzle or two.” 
 
    “Didn’t your parents ever tell you not to judge a book by its cover?” He smiles. 
 
    “I’ve never heard that saying.” 
 
    Nmorg paces, shimmering. “The Ancient Eye was invented by the last surviving Maxa to spy on their longtime enemies, the Golgans. It can see far and wide, and can train on anyone that you personally know. But the Golgans activated their death device to rip apart the universe, and all to appease their deities to earn passage to whatever realm they believed they could enter after dying. A twisted religion, if you ask me. The Humans and Merans were barely able to activate The Binding in time, or we would all be very dead.” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” I ask. 
 
    “Answer me three questions,” he says. 
 
    I want to scream.  
 
    “Oh, don’t give me that look,” he says, teasing. “The challenge is a simple one. Far simpler than dealing with our failed experiments. But I must provide a warning first. You now stand on a laser that will slice you in half, if you fail all three questions. If you die in this map, you may not try again for one full month.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I look down to see a line running across the corridor’s floor where the laser will come out, if I fail. 
 
    “Stepping off that spot will automatically disqualify you too. We must ensure that the Eye does not fall into the wrong hands,” Nmorg says. “It is very powerful and could be used for nefarious purposes. Now, first question. On which planet was The Binding developed? You have thirty seconds.” 
 
    A timer appears below my health bar. 
 
    I’ve studied plenty of in-game story but have never heard which planet the Human/Meran team built The Binding—only that the two races worked together to place it on the rip in space time before it spread too far. Many of them died to do it. Until now, I hadn’t realized a third race might have had a hand in developing it. “The Maxa planet?” I ask. 
 
    Nmorg shakes his head. “Incorrect,” he says with a tsk. “It is true that the Maxa developed it, but what happened was that we passed our grand invention to the other races as the Golgans worked to destroy our race. We slipped it out of our labs under their huge noses, so to say. And we developed it on the moon Tella.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I say, eyeing the slit in the floor. I lower my voice. “Hermit?” 
 
    “Second question.” He’s not wasting time. Nmorg waves his hands and three glowing, alien symbols appear before him, all of which belong to the mystery language on the walls all around me. “What do these symbols mean?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I ask.  
 
    “Wrong,” he says. 
 
    “But that wasn’t an answer,” I say. Nmorg has no mercy.  
 
    “These three symbols are the virtues of the Maxa race,” he explains. “Piety, Service, and Sacrifice. To the Maxa—” 
 
    “Hermit,” I growl as he speaks. 
 
    “—and we gave our lives protecting the universe and to wipe out the Golgans,” he finishes.  
 
    Then The Hermit speaks. “Uncovering information on the Maxa is difficult. It is buried deep in this world’s code and only decipherable by a select few intelligences. I have meditated—” 
 
    “Third question.” Nmorg claps his hands together. “What energy supplies The Binding with power?” 
 
    “I have done much reflection on The Binding,” The Hermit says as I watch that timer count down. “It is dark energy, abundant in the universe, that keeps The Binding from turning off.” 
 
    “Dark energy!” I shout, bracing myself for the dreaded message that I’ve fallen in battle. 
 
    But it doesn’t come. Instead, Nmorg’s eyes widen and he steps aside.  
 
    “The Eye is yours,” he says. “Please, take good care of it.” 
 
    I want to kiss The Hermit. But instead, I bolt into the dark. Green ceiling lights turn on as I do and a metal door I hadn’t seen before slides up to allow me access to a large room within. I leave the holographic Nmorg behind as my gaze lands on another old computer terminal, this one even dustier than the one back in the ancient city. Taking Lucky’s lead, I open the bottom panels until I find what I’m looking for. 
 
    A perfect glass sphere, giving off an eerie green light. It’s warm to the touch as I pick it up. 
 
    Green text bursts to life in my vision. 
 
      
 
    New Achievement! The All-Seeing Eye. 
 
    Careful! What is seen cannot be un-seen. 
 
      
 
    Placing the Eye in my inventory, I run back out the way I came to make the long trek back to the Save Station. On the way, I activate my comm and tell my cluster that we’re in business. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    My saving grace is that Betsy has left tracks in the sand and, although they’re faint, they’re still present enough for me to follow. The robots don’t re-emerge from the sand when I leave the underground, so I loot the corpses of my clustermates and message Coco_Dream that I’ve rescued her Blaster Mod. It was the right thing to do. Then I follow the tracks all the way back to The Rat Race. Everyone meets me there. And from the row of vehicles, we run back to our Jump Pods and travel toward that thick jungle region, where TheBigGuy is hopefully still getting fanned by his NPC’s.  
 
    I give the others a rundown of what happened while we fly. All four of us can fit into one Jump Pod, so there’s no waiting once we arrive back at the landing pad nearby the black market. The place is empty when we enter. Perhaps it’s work time on Earth and most people can’t log on. The emptiness is creepy, but I press on, putting the Rare Artifacts in my hotbar as I march through TheBigGuy’s door and find that, in fact, two of the NPC’s are waving ornate fans in his direction. Another one brings him yet another drink. His golden suit shimmers in the yellow light. 
 
    “Ah, have you given up?” he asks me. 
 
    I respond by placing the two Artifacts on his table, keeping them close to me. “A deal’s a deal,” I say. “I get passage to Earth in real life and fifteen thousand credits to top it off.” 
 
    His reaction is priceless. TheBigGuy studies the Eye and the Replica as if he can’t believe it. His mouth falls open. I wait for him to drool, but it doesn’t happen. The others wait while he makes his decision. 
 
    “It looks like you’ve got yourself a deal,” he says. “I have a lot more work for you and your cluster if you want it. How does that sound? We could make a killing.” 
 
    “I only want to get to Earth and get my credits,” I say, standing over the Artifacts in case he wants to steal them. “You do that and you get these devices.” It pains me to give up such items.  
 
    “Done.” TheBigGuy claps, and a message in my log tells me that fifteen thousand credits have been added to my account. It also warns me that my Binding subscription renews in two weeks and asks me if I’d like to pay for a rotation’s worth right now for ten whole credits off. Greedy ICC. 
 
    “And the passage to Earth?” I ask. 
 
    “It will be arranged,” TheBigGuy says. “I will commission a shuttle for you as soon as I log off. All you need to do is visit a Travel Terminal on Mera. And yes, I will put in a word to shield your transactions from the ICC. I know a person or two capable of doing some behind the scenes work.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, hoping he keeps his word. If he didn’t, people would stop coming to him for work, right?  
 
    Coco_Dream gives me a thumbs-up. I return it. It must be an Earth gesture that means something good. I need to talk to my clustermates before logging out to deal with real life stuff. I wave GloryStealer and Vadie out as the NPC’s close in to pamper TheBigGuy again. 
 
    “Well, that went well,” Vadie says. “For you.” 
 
    “Next raid, you guys get all the spoils,” I say. “I’ll even let you have my XP.” That also hurts but it’s the right, honorable thing to do. “Deal?”  
 
    Vadie thinks as the four of us walk through the empty black market. The silence is unbearable. Something doesn’t feel right here. 
 
    Coco_Dream seizes my arm and pushes me back. “Oh, no.” 
 
    Then I see.  
 
    Standing in the doorway, blocking our way out to the jungle, is a large figure in pure black armor and a visor in the same shade.  
 
    A Master Admin. 
 
    Master_Admin578.  
 
    “Stop,” he orders in a deep, authoritative voice. 
 
    We don’t have a choice. GloryStealer asks what the heck that is and Vadie stays silent. But it’s clear Coco_Dream is aware of how serious this is.  
 
    I move my limbs, ensuring that they aren’t frozen. This Admin doesn’t have a need to freeze us. Behind us is a dead end. The only way out is past him. 
 
    “An informant has provided the ICC of your in-game location,” the Admin says. “We have been searching for you, Raven_Vex, but we have been unable to track you in-game. We are very interested in why as well as to determine your connection to a wanted combatant of the game.” 
 
    “An informant?” I ask. 
 
    “Lucky,” Coco_Dream says with hate. “He’s going to need a name change when I find him.” 
 
    “It was indeed Lucky_Champ who gave us valuable information in exchange for an upgraded life in the real world,” the Admin explains with no emotion. “He will receive a promotion to a better job and, in addition, he will receive a new player identity with perks not available to regular players. Raven_Vex, you are to come with me. Do that, and your clustermates will not be harmed in the real world. They will merely be reset to Level 1 avatars.” 
 
    “What?” GloryStealer asks. “What did we get into?” 
 
    Vadie glares at me, questions burning.  
 
    This is my fault. 
 
    Coco_Dream stands in front of me. “Go!” she shouts. “Find your friend and get out of here!” She draws her Blaster and fires on the Master Admin. 
 
    “I shall deal with you in the real world,” the Admin says to her, stepping forward and closing one fist. Blaster fire bounces off him without harm. He raises his fist and, as I turn away, Coco_Dream’s avatar snaps to swirling ones and zeros.  
 
    I’ve seen this before. 
 
    He’s erasing her existence from the game. 
 
    But I run. There’s only one place to go and it’s back into TheBigGuy’s chamber. There’s no fighting a Master Admin, and I’m sure they know The Hermit’s tricks by now. 
 
    TheBigGuy is in the middle of eating a grape an NPC puts in his mouth when I burst in.  
 
    “What did I just see?” GloryStealer asks. He and Vadie trail me. 
 
    “The ICC is here,” I state. 
 
    TheBigGuy rises from his chair with amazing speed. “Then you need to go.” 
 
    “The Admin’s at the door,” Vadie tells him. “I don’t know what’s going on, but—” 
 
    TheBigGuy rushes over to the stone wall and presses in one of the rocks. A door swings open, revealing a blue Jump Pod sitting in a small cylinder. He even has his own private transportation. “Get in,” he orders. “I’ll do what I can to hold off the Admin. I have some weight to throw around. But it’s a one-seater. Get in. Now!”  
 
    I can’t log off or the Admins will wait for me here. Without a choice, I climb into the Jump Pod as the door opens. TheBigGuy slams it behind me as GloryStealer asks once again what that thing was and Vadie tells him that I got their cluster into the biggest mess of their lives. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    I BARELY HAVE time to catch my breath or plot Lucky_Champ’s death as TheBigGuy’s Jump Pod rises and hums. Almost as soon as it’s in the air, the Pod quiets and descends again. I get the sense this thing is hacked. This Jump Pod doesn’t have the map of Planet Yaren or the other worlds as the others in the game do. It’s simply a couple of seats and meant for just TheBigGuy and perhaps one of his NPC’s so she can fan him as he travels.  
 
    The Jump Pod lands and I tense as the door opens, expecting to see one or more Master Admins waiting. Instead, I see a mostly bare square room with black walls that are lined with glowing purple borders. Computer terminals line the walls. It almost looks like the initial character creation area that new players encounter when they log in for the first time—but not quite. 
 
    After I’m confident that I’ll not get turned into ones and zeros and float away into the sky, I step out. The room has no exits or entrances other than the Pod I’ve used. 
 
    At the thought of ones and zeros, I think of Coco_Dream21. Not only is she an awesome player, she’s an awesome person. And Master_Admin578 wants to deal with her in the real world. 
 
    And like Atlas, she would be on Earth.  
 
    I’m playing on the Earth side of the game now, after all. I pace for a few minutes, wondering what to do next. That’s not like me but, since there’s no way in or out of here and I’m TheBigGuy’s prisoner until he’s done talking to the Master Admin, I have no other choice. 
 
    “Raven,” TheBigGuy says over my comm. I’m shocked as we haven’t friended each other. That might be the result of hacking too. “I covered for you and told the Admin that I saw you log out. He says he can’t detect you other than visually.” 
 
    I wait for him to ask why. The last thing I want to do is tell TheBigGuy that The Hermit has shielded me from direct detection. 
 
    “However,” he says, “this whole debacle nearly destroyed my operation.” 
 
    “Have you seen Coco?” I ask. “Are any of my clustermates even left?” 
 
    “The Android? Don’t know,” he says without care. “Your other two logged out before the Admin walked in here. That made my story plausible. And now Admins will be crawling around this place, waiting for you to log back in.” I sense irritation in his voice. 
 
    But I’m also curious. Why did he cover for me and put himself at incredible risk? He might be an ICC executive in real life but he’s still subject to the law. Unless they’re different on Earth. 
 
    “You’ve still got your ticket to Earth,” he continues. “It took a lot of string pulling and forgery to get it. And Raven, it is your job to take it. Don’t, and suspicion will rise and eventually destroy me. I managed to get your information from the ICC’s files and give you a new identity. Your lavish transport will arrive at your closest Station in three hours real time. That is under a notorious wasteland area on Mera, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, unable to take my thoughts off Coco_Dream. “Why lavish?” 
 
    “Because everything in our worlds has a digital trail,” TheBigGuy says. “Sending a used clunker will attract suspicion from the ICC. My transports are always top of the line, even when I move my staff. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, not sure how this is going to work. But TheBigGuy sounds confident enough. “What is this box I’m standing in?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just my personal log-in area,” he says. “No one gets in and out without my permission. And by the way,” he practically purrs, humorously flirtatious, “you’re my new, lovely assistant named Chloe Vera.” I roll my eyes before I log out. 
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    At least I’ve made the Elders of Raralin happy by paying off my debt. I’m no longer guarded, and now free to leave without constant reminders of their demanded payment. Yes, even temporary residents are expected to contribute or get punished. And bonus: I’m welcome to return at any time. 
 
    Upon explaining my travel plans, the guards are happy to lead to a tunnel connecting to the final Transport Station—the same Station and tunnel used when I had arrived in Raralin. I’ll miss the amazing underwater city. The ocean far above shimmers with the aurora’s light, creating every color in the rainbow. The lights glimmer with a warm glow, asking me to stay. I wave to a few of the Raralin citizens as I depart. A few give me looks, as if wondering why in the heck I’m going back into the ICC’s world. 
 
    My heart aches as I leave this last holdout of real Meran culture. But honor must come first. It is my duty to help Atlas. He is my friend.  
 
    The double doors to the transport tunnel open and the guards wave me on my way. “Good luck,” the first tells me, saluting. “May you find honor and peace.” 
 
    “Honor and peace,” I return. 
 
    The stone tunnel is primarily used for shipments from the outside world. On the stone’s other side, up above, is the ocean and, eventually, the wasteland and deadly radiation. I approach to the moving track I did before, and board it. My hands are clammy, my heart pounding, but I grip the handrail and release my breath slowly as the moving track speeds up. I’ve brought nothing with me. In minutes, I’ll be going to Earth and leaving everything I know behind.  
 
    What will it be like there? 
 
    I’ve already crossed The Binding in-game and now I’m about to do the equivalent in real life. 
 
    The moving track slows as I near the station. It’s a trading station and official ICC territory. Most of the transports are underground magnetic subways with hovering drones displaying holographic images of their destinations. Beaches. Lush blue jungles. Even the Wohora Desert and the gambling city of Farza in the far south. Apparently, the workers in this station like to take pleasure trips on occasion. 
 
    A pang starts in my chest, begging me not to leave. But I must, even though it might not be possible to return. Leaving my friend to die would weigh on me for the rest of my life, if I don’t leave.  
 
    I walk past the mostly empty subway stations—it’s mostly traders and workers here—until I find a doorway labeled “Officials Only.” Behind these doors are spacecraft. I stare at the handprint sensor near the handle. TheBigGuy says I’m his assistant, and assistants are allowed to use these doors. He might have forged my information to give me a new identity. Checking to make sure no one’s paying attention, I press my hand to the sensor. 
 
    And the lock clicks open, allowing me access.  
 
    On the other side of the door is a large, carved stone chamber with a closed metal door on top. And in the center of the cool chamber, a ship waits on a platform. With curved black wings and a logo on the side in one of Earth’s languages—which I assume stands for ICC—the ship waits with a side door open. Two drones hover on either side, collectively projecting a hologram that says, “Chloe Vera.” 
 
    This goes to Earth. 
 
    I stop and stare. Until now, I’ve dreamed of a new life there, but now things are dark and unknown. 
 
    But honor first. There’s nothing left for me here other than hiding under an underwater dome. If I stay, the ICC will ensure that I never see the stars again. 
 
    And Atlas is a good friend, just like Coco_Dream. Plus, the people connected to the game are at risk if The Detached acquire The Hermit’s code. 
 
    “Chloe Vera?” a woman asks from inside the vessel. “Come in. We depart in five minutes.” A Meran woman with silver hair leans out and I’m glad to see that I’ll travel with someone who speaks my language. She smiles, friendly enough. 
 
    “That’s me,” I say, throwing all caution away and boarding. “I’m the new assistant.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Mike told me about you,” the woman says. “A transfer to Earth is exciting, right? Not many Merans get the opportunity.” She closes the door behind me and my eyes adjust. The seats appear to be made from tanned skin. Earth decor is strange.  
 
    Mike sounds like a strange name, but so does Chloe. They sound like clicks, lacking the complexity of Meran names.  
 
    “And I’m Kiriana,” the silver-haired Meran says. “I’ve been Mike’s other assistant for, oh, forever.” She smiles. “He has many. Nan will be meeting you once we reach the ground. And we need to fit you with a translator before you reach Earth. It’s a lot different there and will take some adjusting, but at least their atmosphere is very similar to ours and you won’t need a respirator.” 
 
    I thank her. The logistics of this are complicated. I sense that Mike has many female assistants. I’ll fit in. 
 
    Kiriana directs me to take one of the skin seats. It feels like skin, too. I don’t ask if it is. The pilot tells us to remain seated since we’re taking off. My stomach drops as the ship rises into a black sky with dancing colored lights, and the barren, gray land stretches out below, dotted with an occasional station. This may be my last view of Mera, and it’s the ugliest part. 
 
    “How long will this take?” I ask. 
 
    “Not long.” 
 
    Mera vanishes below. Our star shines through the window and I squint. We rise for what feels like minutes and that’s when I spot four more ships through the window. These are Mera-side ICC ships, because I can read the logo on the sides of these. Two float on either side of a giant ring with glowing lights around it. They’re guarding what looks like a portal. 
 
    Before I can ask if this is standard procedure, Kiriana speaks. “I can tell you’ve never seen this before. These ships can tear a hole in space and give us quick transport from planet to planet. They don’t explain this to anyone who isn’t from the top levels of the ICC.” 
 
    “They tear space?” It sounds like something that the Golgans had done in The Binding. But this is real. 
 
    “It’s more that they fold two points in space together, but the tearing analogy works as well,” she tells me. “Here. Put your translator on so you can function once you get to Earth.” 
 
    She hands me something, but I watch as our ship stops and a red laser shoots at the center of the ring. The stars on the other side vanish and rip away, revealing pure darkness. We sail toward it and I close my eyes. There’s a jolt and I grip the skin seat. 
 
    “Your translator,” Kiriana repeats. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I reach for the tiny ear implants and something else similar to a silver pill. “What does this do, exactly?” I ask, keeping my composure. 
 
    “Swallow the pill. It will lodge in your throat and translate your speech to one of the various Earth languages, if it’s needed. I’m not sure how it works, but it works.” She smiles at me. 
 
    I don’t want to do it, but to speak to Atlas in real life, I must. If the ICC has set a trap, I’m already in it. So, I swallow the pill and feel a twinge in my throat as it does whatever it does. Then I place the tiny implants into my ears and feel the same. This machinery is lodging itself into my body. Swallowing, I look out the window, expecting darkness but, instead, I find a blue, green, and white ball below. And we’re descending toward it. 
 
    Earth.  
 
    Sparkling oceans and vast landmasses spread out, promising a variety of geography. We descend toward one of the browner stretches, and the lower we get, the more evident it is that we’re heading toward a city with towers. It’s not unlike a Meran city, except the buildings have more corners and sharp edges than Meran towers. The skyscrapers rise around us as we land on a pad, surrounded by glass, concrete, and metal.  
 
    Kiriana smiles. “Nan will meet you on the platform.” 
 
    The door rises and I sniff. The air here has a slightly different smell than that on Mera—more metallic—and it’s slightly thinner, but I think I’ll adjust. Standing, I shoot off the skin seat faster than I expect, as if the gravity isn’t as much here. My body’s confused as I slowly step toward the exit and take my first steps onto the concrete platform. Slight nausea sweeps through me, but vanishes as I take a few more steps. My body is already adjusting. 
 
    Nan is a young Earthen woman with blonde hair and blue eyes. She wears typical ICC garb: a suit and tie with a lapel that depicts a strange flower. She smiles and holds out her hand. I take it, assuming this is a way for Earthans to greet one another. I’m taller than her and, judging from the way she grimaces ever so slightly when I grip her hand, a little stronger. Perhaps it’s from spending my life on a higher-gravity planet. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Chloe,” she says. “Welcome to City 17.” Her words come out in my language though I know she’s speaking an Earth tongue. “Mike is happy to have you on board.” On that last line, she lowers her voice in a way that tells me she has something secret to say. Nan eyes Kiriana and glances off the platform. We’re to speak over there and away from pad. 
 
    The two of us walk down a set of steps and onto a concrete street as Kiriana retreats into the craft.  
 
    “I have something for you,” Nan says. “Do not tell anyone about this, or you will be hunted and killed by the ICC. If anyone asks, you are still Mike’s assistant.” 
 
    So, Nan is in on TheBigGuy’s plan. “Something?” I ask. “Can it help me find my friend?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I think of Sector 14, wherever that is. That’s where I need to go to find Atlas. This planet is confusing. Do they label everything with numbers? The ICC does. 
 
    Nan draws close to me and places a metallic object in my hand. I close my fingers around it and shove it into my pocket. “Thank you,” I whisper. 
 
    “Now go,” Nan says. “We can’t be seen speaking to each other for long. The ICC tracks everything here. The device you hold can access files on everyone on Earth. It’s very illegal for you to have and only used by the top-level ICC. It will show your friend’s last recorded location, whoever he is.” 
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    My translator doesn’t show me Meran text when I use it, but there’s an option for it in the little touch screen’s upper corner. Sighing in relief, I retreat to an alley and away from the Earth foot traffic. The metallic smell is stronger here.  
 
    The handheld computer is easy to figure out. I look up Atlas_Reign’s username and it leads me to one Morrow Adams, employee number 4987622, last logged into The Binding a few Earth days ago. Scrolling with my finger, I’m able to look at his performance reviews from his former job—all given a flat average and no raises—and then I find a warrant for his arrest in red text. No reason is given, but I already know why.  
 
    He dared to try to get ahead in life. 
 
    And then I scroll down to his photo. 
 
    Morrow looks amazingly like Atlas, tall with dark blond hair and deep, soulful eyes that refuse to get crushed. Heat rushes to my face as I look at his photo. If he were Meran, he would be a proud member of society. 
 
    And he appears to be eighteen rotations old, though I know that Earth rotations are only half as long as Meran ones. 
 
    I click on a tab that promises location info. A red dot appears on a map of City 36 where his apartment must have been. He hasn’t been there for days. There’s nothing beyond that, but I zoom out the map and see other labeled regions surrounding the ring of apartments and downtown structures. 
 
    And my gaze lands on Sector 14. It’s labeled in red and full of crumbling buildings, some of which are obvious in the satellite imagery. It’s where I need to go. 
 
    I eye the foot traffic and wait for it to thin. It does, slowly, as blue-uniformed people make their way home from work shifts. Flying vehicles that look like gray pills land and take off again. I assume they’re taxis. I’ve seen plenty of similar vehicles on Mera. 
 
    One lands and drops off two blue-uniformed women. I run to it and open the door on a droid pilot who waits with its metal hands on a steering wheel. Great. I’d rather deal with a droid who won’t care which planet I’m from. 
 
    “City 36,” I tell it. “Get me as close to Sector 14 as you can.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE HANDHELD DEVICE turns out to have more uses than Nan told me. The taxi droid rises above traffic and flies me first to City 36. Earth cities are circular, with downtown regions in the center, factories making up the outer rings, and apartments somewhere in-between. The new cities on Mera are much the same, although some of our older cities still exist and not conformed to silly shapes. The ICC corrupted Earth first. In less than a hundred rotations, I imagine Mera will look like this, too. It’s sad. 
 
    After an hour taxi ride to reach City 36, a ring of factories appears on the horizon, sprawling out as far as I can see into smog. But the droid doesn’t take me into downtown.  
 
    “My map doesn’t allow me to drop you off in the Outskirts,” it says in a lifeless voice. “I will drop you off in the factories. Your payment will be fifty credits.” 
 
    I balk, remembering that there are no credits left in my account. But a thought hits me that TheBigGuy might have prepared for this. He changed me to Chloe Vera in the system. Maybe he also lent me a few credits to get around, knowing I’d be looking for someone. 
 
    It turns out I have at least some credits in my account, because when the droid holds out a finger pad so I can pay, I swipe and the pad turns green, indicating a successful transaction.  
 
    “Thank you,” the droid says. “You are on your own from here. The ICC recommends against venturing into the Outskirts of any city.” 
 
    I thank the droid as the door lifts. My eyes widen, and I gnaw the inside of my lip when emerging out of the taxi and into a jungle of decaying factory buildings. The gray and brown structures are coated in grime and rust; several buildings sport broken windows. Chunks of cement rubble coat the path where sidewalk meets factory walls. I hear clanging noises in a factory nearby while a brown transport shuttle drifts overhead. This is an area that still has workers, but not many. I’m on the edge of official territory. 
 
    I get out my illegal hand computer—whatever it’s called on Earth—and pull up the map of City 36 next. Though I’m sure the ICC doesn’t have official names for the parts of the Outskirts, they must have gathered intelligence on these areas, because Sector 14 is labeled and perhaps a half-hour walk away for a Meran. Taking in a metallic-aired breath, I face the direction I need to go. Atlas’ words in the game come back to me. Those from Sector 14 want to take down the entire in-game Binding world by disconnecting all innocent players suddenly which, according to Atlas, can cause brain damage if not done in a certain sequence. That’s all I know, but it’s all I need to know. With an operation like that, Gen_W and those in Sector 14 won’t let me get close if I look purposeful.  
 
    And these people want The Hermit. They think he can help them figure out how to do all of this. Atlas will know more about this disgusting plan than I will but, to get him out of his mess, I must reach their headquarters first. Maybe I can bargain with Sector 14’s people. I do have a chip I can use. If they have any honor, they might be open to negotiations. My mind spins. I and Sector 14 have a common enemy. Perhaps I can extract a promise that no harm will come to innocent players, no matter how they plan to defeat the ICC. I could offer The Hermit in exchange. But what kind of warped mind doesn’t care about hurting billions on two planets? That detail doesn’t bode well. 
 
    So, I walk in the direction my map tells me to go. The factories quiet quickly. The taxi droid dropped me on the very edge of the safe zone. The droid reminds me of the male who had fled the desert temple, whatever his name was. 
 
    I pass a busted credit station with dusty windows. Is everything on Earth so dusty? At least in these parts, yes.  
 
    “Well, what do we have here?” 
 
    I turn and face a muscular, balding man in ripped blue pants, made from a material I haven’t ever seen. He emerges from behind the old credit station. Tensing, I back away.  
 
    “What kind of welcome is this?” I ask. The translator lodged in the flesh of my throat vibrates as it changes my words to ones he can understand. 
 
    “Are you Meran?” the man asks. He’s holding a board with a nail sticking out. “Seriously? What’s a legit Meran doing on this wonderful part of Earth?” 
 
    Maybe it’s a start. This man must be Sector 14. He’s curious. But as I face him, his gaze flicks behind him and I hear someone shuffling out from behind another structure.  
 
    “I’m lost?” I ask, not wanting to reveal why I’m here until later. Balling my fists, I ready myself for the worst. Merans don’t go down without a fight. Doing so means you’re an ICC slave.  
 
    “Obviously,” the guy says with a smile. “Any Merans who visit are typically ICC cronies.” 
 
    The shuffling increases behind me and I whirl, throwing a punch at the woman’s midsection. She swings a metal pipe at me, striking me in the side. Pain flares as I let out a grunt, but the woman also backs away, grabbing her stomach. My strength may be a bit better than theirs, but my numbers aren’t. 
 
    “So, we have a fighter,” the balding man says.  
 
    The clomping sounds of shoes on concrete increase as more people leave the shadows to join the fray. I grasp my side and force my face into a neutral expression. A human male shoves me back. There are five Sector 14 people now, all circling me and all holding blunt objects.  
 
    A woman with a tattoo across her face sneers as she swings a wooden board at my face. My jaw snaps. My head flings to the side. Pain flares and I hold in a gasp. My breath releases in a tight hiss as I clench my teeth. I didn’t travel all the way to Earth to die. Anger burns in my gut and I spit blood toward the woman. Then, in a surge of strength, I shove her back, watching as she falls.  
 
    But the others close in too quickly to enjoy the small victory. Swinging a punch at the bald man, I strike him on the forearm. He swears with the pain and stumbles back a few steps. I lift a taunting smile just as something hard cracks against my spine. The air escapes my lungs and I fall forward from the shock, landing on my knees and in a not so very dignified manner.  
 
    “Bind her wrists,” the bald man shouts. “General Willis will be interested in why a well-dressed Meran has wandered into our territory.” 
 
    I try to rise, but the name General Willis rings a bell. 
 
    Gen_W. 
 
    They must be the same person—the one who has Atlas here in real life. 
 
    I stand and pull against the rough hands grasping my forearms, and then pull against the rope tightening around them until I cut off my circulation. But it’s no use. I’m going to see Atlas and not in the way that I had wanted. 
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    The Sector 14 guards take me deeper into the Outskirts, toward a large, yellow building with spray-painted symbols on the side. Creatures make loud yipping sounds somewhere that I can’t see, and I don’t want to meet them. I’ve heard stories about the people of Earth using vicious animals with sharp teeth to guard their homes in the past. These animals might be some of them. 
 
    A woman sits behind a computer just inside. She performs a scan over each individual as the guards hold my wrists from behind, leading me as if I’m a trophy. My jaw is beginning to swell and ache. I must have a developing bruise. My mid-spine also protests with the same burning intensity. I hate that Atlas will see me this way, should we meet in real life, but I’m sure he will understand why I don’t look the most dignified. 
 
    The woman at the terminal waves us through a gate and into the main building. It’s large and must be a hollowed-out, abandoned factory. People work in rows of computer terminals. A few look at me as I pass. I straighten my shoulders, lift my chin, and straighten my back as much as possible, all to appear tall and not vulnerable.  
 
    Atlas could be here. 
 
    Dead or alive, I don’t know. I think of those yipping animals somewhere outside. I’ve taken time getting to this sector. He could be— 
 
    I cut myself off. The guards march me past them and then around an open area in the factor’s middle, where other workers are farming vegetables in the dingy sunlight. Solar panels point to the sky, providing this place with off-the-grid power. But we don’t stop here, either. My captors march me up rusty metal steps and toward a row of offices. One door is propped open with a garbage can, and taped in the center is a paper image of a small, furry, cute creature.  
 
    The balding man leers at me, leaning close. “General Willis will see you now.” 
 
    “I don’t need an appointment?” I ask. 
 
    He responds by wrenching my arm and pulling me toward the door. Though I can resist one human male, I can’t resist the entire group, and I know running is pointless.  
 
    Inside the office sits Gen_W. 
 
    General Willis in real life. The person who has Atlas captured somewhere in this facility. She looks up from her desk and studies me for a moment. Then her eyes widen as she recognizes who I must be.  
 
    My in-game avatar looks very much like I do. 
 
    General Willis is a rough, middle-aged woman with a scar running down one side of her face. She rises so fast that her rolling chair flees and hits the wall. “You,” she says, circling around her desk. She stops when we’re facing each other directly. “You’re the Sniper who has The Hermit. That’s very bold, showing up here like this.” 
 
    “Yes,” I admit.  
 
    “I told you we’d meet again,” General Willis says, a smile curling at the edge of her lips. “But even I didn’t think it would be like this. So, are you here to discuss handing The Hermit over to me?” 
 
    I think of my plan to bargain. But Willis’ eyes are pained. Full of hate. In real life, I can tell she’s the sort who doesn’t care who she runs over. Bargaining might not work as well as I hope.  
 
    “I’ve stashed The Hermit in the game somewhere you won’t find,” I lie, keeping my face straight. “Did you think I’d come here and hand him to you?” 
 
    “For your little friend, maybe,” Willis says, voice dropping to a dangerous pitch. “Where have you stashed him?” 
 
    “Oh, I know of some secret maps,” I say. “And your team isn’t going to find them. That’s your hacker team out there, isn’t it?” 
 
    General Willis draws so close I can smell her awful breath. “What will make you talk?” 
 
    I force a smile. “You’ll have to figure that out.” My heart races. My imagination doesn’t have to work hard to figure out what she’s going to plan for me and Atlas . . . if he’s still alive. 
 
    General Willis looks at her guards, who stand behind me. “We’ll have to figure this out, then. Take her to the holding area.” 
 
    The guards wrench me from Willis and back down the steps. The steps spiral down to a basement which reeks of moisture and stale air. At the end of a long hallway, a single battery-powered lantern lights the way toward a closed steel door. I sniff, trying to gather as much information as I can, thankful that I do not smell blood.  
 
    The balding man opens the door to a dim room with only one tiny, dusty window at near the ceiling. Something shuffles inside, as if in shock, but my eyes have yet to adjust. I’m shoved inside and the door slams behind me, leaving me to fend for myself in the semi-light. 
 
    “Who’s there?” a familiar voice asks. 
 
    The figure in the room’s corner rises on his feet. He’s as tall as I am, and I tilt my head to get a better look at the male. I make out dark, neatly cut hair, and a faint beard shadowing his chin. Relief floods me. Atlas’ real-life counterpart looks much like his avatar in-game too. 
 
    “Atlas?” I ask, my pulse hammering in my chest. My wrists are still bound behind me, so I can’t do anything other than remain anchored to where I stand. 
 
    “Actually, my name’s Morrow,” he says and takes a single step toward me.  
 
    He’s alive.  
 
    A bruise swells around one of his eyes, forming a dark ring. My eyes fully adjust and I realize his arms aren’t bound like mine. He stands, full of strength and composure despite his captivity. Even with the bruised eye, I can tell he’s the same male from the photo. A strange feeling fills my chest as I study him. 
 
    “Who are—Raven?” He takes in a sharp breath. 
 
    I match his single step forward and hold back the urge to run toward him. 
 
    “Why did you come here?” Morrow asks, angry. “I gave you The Hermit and now they have you too.” 
 
    I check the room for any cameras but see none. “I couldn’t allow my friend to die,” I tell him. “It would be dishonorable. A Meran cannot live while knowing how they have failed to do all in their power to help.” 
 
    “So, you put yourself in harm’s way because it’s a cultural thing,” Morrow says. “Raven, the only thing that’s comforted me while waiting for the worst was knowing you were safe, and now you’re not. You’ve given Willis leverage in all of this. She’ll find a way to get The Hermit from you. Are you going to let your culture determine your actions on that too? If she gets him, billions of people get turned into zombies. She looks down on them. They’re nothing to her.” 
 
    The truth is, I didn’t realize just how hateful Willis is before coming here. I’d held out hope of a deal. Now Willis will take The Hermit and go ahead with her plan, deal or no deal. She’s not a woman of honor. Humans, I now remember, are far different than Merans in how they respect the lives of others. 
 
    “I learned of her true intentions,” I said, trying not to balk at Morrow’s anger. “We won’t let her succeed. I’m not sure how yet, but Meran pride forbids me from allowing someone like her to do such a thing, if I can help it.” 
 
    Morrow stumbles toward me. “I hope so. I’m sorry that I yelled at you. It wasn’t cool.” 
 
    And then he opens his arms and envelops me in a strong hug. The strange feeling inside me explodes and I know, despite his anger, he’s glad that I’m here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY FIRST INSTINCT is to pull away and out of Morrow’s grasp. It’s almost as if he’s attacking me. Being a bit stronger than him, thanks to Mera’s increased gravity compared to Earth’s, I manage to maneuver out of his grip. Morrow looks at me, and hurt washes over his features. That’s when I realize that I’ve done something considered rude on Earth. The people here have different ways of communicating than we do.  
 
    “Raven,” Morrow says. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” I say quickly. “I’m not used to how things work on Earth, is all. And my real-life name is Tyisa.” 
 
    Morrow repeats my name as if savoring every syllable. Heat rushes to my face. What’s wrong with me? 
 
    “Why did you come here?” he asks at last. “And how do Merans show affection, anyway?”  
 
    He’s a lot like The Hermit in many ways. It’s no wonder the two of them got along. “I came here because leaving a friend in a dire situation is dishonorable. Friendships are taken seriously on Mera. Aren’t they on Earth?” 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    “So maybe I can start a new life now,” I say. “That was my original goal. I’m at a crossroads. I’m here and maybe a new life can happen, but I’m also not here for myself. My arrival is to stop Willis and rescue you.” Maintaining a neutral expression, I look around the room for any possible escape. It appears to be secure. But even as I look away from Morrow, the warmth remains in my cheeks, trying to betray me. “We have a mission.” 
 
    “I told you about Willis, didn’t I?” Morrow asks. He stands a short distance from me, almost close enough for me to detect his body heat. 
 
    The mission. That’s the top focus here. Morrow is my friend and fellow fighter. 
 
    “You told me that she wants to disconnect everyone from The Binding and she doesn’t care if she destroys their minds in the process,” I say.  
 
    “Yes,” Morrow says, raking a hand through his dark blond hair. “I couldn’t remember what I shouted at you. And if Willis gets The Hermit, she’ll be able to get into the ICC’s systems and make that happen.” 
 
    “I know she doesn’t possess any honor,” I say. “It’s in her eyes. Why is she so embittered?” 
 
    “Her old life was ruined and her friend and husband didn’t want to escape the ICC with her, content on working like cubicle monkeys all their days,” Morrow explains. “She used to search for The Binding in the game all the time, trying to win a new life. She even knew The Hermit at one point, which is why she was so interested in me. Now she looks down on those who still have their ICC lives. She thinks they’re holding humanity back from evolving or something.” 
 
    “So, she’s like Calamyna,” I say, more to myself. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Calamyna,” I explain. “A Meran who ruled over the island nation of Lagalli a few centuries ago. He would have disabled or deformed people killed in a quest to make the Lagalli people perfect. Willis reminds me of him.” 
 
    Morrow frowns. “Earth has had rulers like that too. Willis is like them. It’s her quest in life to take down the ICC by leaving them no one to rule over. And her plan will destroy both of our planets.” 
 
    The latch to the holding area door turns with a snap and the door swings inward. Willis stands in the center of it, flanked by five guards who all hold, what appear to be, Earth guns. There’s no way I’ll be able to fight against weapons. Still, my mind spins with everything they have planned.  
 
    “It’s time to stop kidding around,” Willis says. “The two of you will go into The Binding and transfer The Hermit to me as originally planned or you will die. I will not make it quick or painless. In fact, Raven, if you choose not to transfer The Hermit to me, you will watch Morrow being torn apart by our dogs before your own demise.” Her eyes are hard.  
 
    I look at Morrow. He shakes his head, eyes shining with fear. “Don’t do it.” 
 
    It’s very honorable. Perhaps the people of Earth share the Meran’s visions. Self-sacrifice is a pillar on Mera and it only makes the thought of losing Morrow more painful.  
 
    “Make your decision,” Willis orders. “We do not have time for games.” 
 
    “That’s ironic,” Morrow says. “You’re about to go into one.” 
 
    The humor is lost on the guards. They raise their guns to point at Morrow and I wonder if Willis is going to change her mind about killing him later. But they won’t shoot. Without Morrow, Willis will lose her leverage. It’s an empty threat. 
 
    But they will take him to the yipping creatures outside—the dogs? 
 
    “I’ll go into The Binding with you,” I say at last. 
 
    “Good,” Willis says. She motions to the guards. “Make sure they follow. If either tries to run, shoot them in the legs. Punishment for attempted escape will be making the girl watch as dogs tear into Morrow.” She speaks to me and Morrow more than her goons. 
 
    Morrow and I walk out of the holding area, back down the dim hallway, and back up into the old factory without a fight. People mill around the computer stations, a few holding supplies that were probably scavenged from outside. The guards lead us to the other side of the building and to a closed door that must have Immersion Boxes behind it. 
 
    My heart races. Once Willis has The Hermit, she will have no more use for us. We will both go to the dogs. If we’re fortunate, then she’ll have her guards shoot us first. 
 
    I chance a worried look toward Morrow when an explosion rocks the building. Startled, the guard jerks my ropes and yanks me backward. I squint my eyes as dust falls from the pipes and clouds the room. Overhead, lights swing and creak on their rusted hinges. Guards stagger and cock their weapons, turning to face the commotion. People rise from their computer stations and look around in panic. The line of scavengers from outside also stop in shock. 
 
    Willis curses as another explosion shakes the world. It’s coming from outside. A piece of roof collapses inward and onto a row of empty bunk beds. Metal screeches as the beds buckle and give under the weight. 
 
    “An ICC attack!” she shouts, drawing a pistol from her belt. “Everyone at their stations!” She faces the guards. “Don’t let the prisoners escape!” 
 
    Morrow grabs my hand and gives it a squeeze—our cue to attempt escape. The five guards shout and fan out around us. They’re more concerned about the ICC than us. I don’t blame them. The ICC can kill them. Survival instincts take over. 
 
    “You’re going nowhere!” Willis shouts, pointing the pistol at my chest. 
 
    A third explosion follows, closer this time, and collapses the area around the solar panels. The power goes out and darkness fills the building. People scream and shout while running through the explosion-created dust storm toward cover. I cough as my eyes adjust, and I see Willis’ silhouette a short distance away. She turns and brings her free hand up to her face. 
 
    It’s my chance. Letting go of Morrow’s hand, I charge her and grab her pistol wrist. Slugging her across the face with my other hand, I listen to her jaw snap. She drops the gun. I’m glad for my increased strength compared to those who have lived in Earth gravity. Leaning down, I feel around for the pistol and close my hand on the cold metal. Willis claws at me, cursing, but I shove her away and into another body. Both go down. 
 
    Morrow grunts.  
 
    I turn. 
 
    A guard has him in a headlock and he’s struggling to breathe. My heart races. I take a sharp breath, focusing. Morrow’s going to die and I’ll let him if I don’t get it together. My throat closes. A scream of terror tries to work its way out.  
 
    But I can’t let it. Control is key. 
 
    Morrow’s body blocks me from opening fire on the guard’s chest. Their heads are side by side. Swallowing the scream, I raise the pistol and whip the guard over the head. The guard’s grasp loosens as a fourth explosion thunders from my left. People scream everywhere. Stinging tears burn behind my eyes and I choke on dust. Still, I look around for the nearest exit. We must leave before the whole building collapses. 
 
    This time I take Morrow’s hand. We join a stampede of scavengers heading toward what must be the front door. Pale sunlight comes through the front entrance as people shove and kick their way through a forming bottleneck. People are tossed to the floor and trampled over, and I stop, horrified.  
 
    “We can’t go that way,” Morrow shouts, echoing my thoughts. 
 
    A ragged middle-aged man turns away from the crush and waves to us. “There’s a back exit!” 
 
    Morrow and I don’t have a choice but to follow him into the dark and dust. I cough again, barely able to breathe in whatever bits of factory material fill the air. Morrow tucks his mouth and nose inside his shirt. The scavenger man leads us past a tangle of metal wreckage and flames. The acrid stench of smoke joins the rest. This factory will burn with Willis inside, though I feel sorry for the scavengers. It’s clear they’re just trying to survive. 
 
    The man pushes open a door and the hinges release a groaning creak. Bright sunlight carves into the shadows and illuminates the dust. He jumps over chunks of fallen building and then runs into the open. Smoke pours out after him and escapes into the sky in a blackened death dance. A fifth explosion rumbles behind us as Morrow and I burst out into the fresh air and daylight, hand in hand. The screams of the trapped echo off the metal walls, lodging deep into my psyche. They’ll emerge later in nightmares and haunt me. I can’t save them and my heart grieves. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    Morrow and I freeze right along with the middle-aged man. 
 
    The ICC has this exit guarded. Three men in black uniforms, black helmets, and black boots stand with guns pointed at us. Morrow puts up his free hand and I do the same. The poor middle-aged man backs against the factory as smoke continues to pour out of the open doorway. No one else comes out. 
 
    “You are under arrest,” the man in the middle says. Their uniforms remind me of Master Admins. They even wear dark visors to hide their faces. Shameful. No one who does dirty work in a mask can ever be considered brave.  
 
    Morrow looks at me, grave.  
 
    We’re over. 
 
    “Lie on the ground,” the middle guy orders. “Place your hands over your heads, all three of you.” 
 
    “Please,” the scavenger man begs. “I don’t know anything. I only find supplies for them. I’m not with The Detached.” 
 
    I wish I could help him. He deserves it.  
 
    “On the ground, you—” 
 
    A loud gunshot pops nearby. Droplets of blood fly from the middle ICC policeman’s chest. He grasps his chest as he falls to his knees and then to the ground, a dark, red puddle expanding around him. The rest happens in slow motion. More gunshots fire off and I instinctually cover my head. Something round strikes the ground, hissing as it gives off thick, green smoke. The strange smoke joins the black air writhing skyward from the door. Silence falls as the other two ICC policemen collapse. There are no more screams inside the burning factory. Smoke and stampeding must have taken all who were still trapped inside. 
 
    And then another soldier emerges from the smoke. “Raven,” she shouts. 
 
    I snap my gaze toward her. This green smoke doesn’t affect me like that created by fire. This soldier is a young, dark-skinned, rough woman in cammo fatigues, frayed around the edges. She wears a belt of bullets and has a pouch hanging from her hip. The woman has more braids than I’ve seen anyone have on either planet. There’s something familiar about her tough stance and the look in her brown eyes.  
 
    “Follow me,” she shouts. “We don’t have long before more of the ICC gets here!” She holds her gun against her chest and steps back over what I realize is a body. 
 
    I recognize her voice. It brings me back to the desert temple, the Tenticlas, and the caves. It takes me back to conversations in The Binding.  
 
    Coco_Dream21. 
 
    “Who’s this?” Morrow asks. 
 
    “No time,” I shout, tightening my grasp on Morrow’s hand. Now he has no choice but to follow her through the smoke. 
 
    We run through a world veiled in green and pass another factory. Humming sounds buzz from above as ICC shuttles fly overhead, but Coco_Dream lays down smoke grenade after smoke grenade, shielding us. The green vapor mixes with factory smoke, allowing me only glimpses of the smooth, giant pill-like shuttles above floating overhead. Shouts from ICC agents grow fainter as we dodge around piles of old Immersion Boxes, toilets, and other garbage. Smoke thins as we duck into narrow alleys, following close behind Coco_Dream’s agile escape. The thunderous noise begins to calm, though plumes of smoke rise behind us every time I check. 
 
    Once we’re minutes away from the chaos and the ICC attack, Coco_Dream pauses to catch her breath.  
 
    “You’re just as good in real life as you are in The Binding,” I say. “Thank you for coming for us.” I’m ready to explode with questions. Yes, I told Coco_Dream about my situation with Atlas and Sector 14, but I find it amazing that she found us without help from the technology that I still carry in my pocket. Traveling requires credits and she doesn’t have the masking that TheBigGuy provided for me.  
 
    “Thanks,” she says. “I’ve practiced. Now that my avatar has been annihilated, there’s not much else to do for now. Follow me. I think you’ll find this interesting.” 
 
    Morrow looks at me in confusion. “What’s going on? Who is she?” 
 
    “We can trust her,” I say. 
 
    “I almost trusted General Willis at one point,” Morrow says. 
 
    “This is different,” I whisper, following Coco_Dream. “So, what’s your real-life name?” 
 
    “Coco. Easy to remember, isn’t it?” 
 
    It is. I’m glad to see her alive and away from the ICC. We follow her in silence. Two more gray ICC shuttles float overhead, heading toward the factory and Sector 14. Coco doesn’t speak. I take it as a cue that we shouldn’t talk until we’re completely safe. 
 
    At last, after we walk for another half hour, Coco stops at a pair of rusty, closed doors that lead into another factory. She opens them and steps into darkness. A bunch of battery-powered lanterns line a walkway, as if she’s expected to return with us. My heart races as Coco leads us through one more set of double doors.  
 
    Something feels familiar about this. 
 
    Coco pushes the doors open and light pours out from more lanterns. There’s a long table inside and three people: a male guard with another gun, a blond woman I recognize as Nan, and a man in a suit who waits with a smug expression that I’ve seen before.  
 
    “What—?” I start. 
 
    The man nods. “Raven. Step in. We have some catching up to do. Are you sure you don’t want to work for me? And bring your friend too.” 
 
    I can’t believe it. It’s TheBigGuy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    I LOOK FROM Coco to TheBigGuy and then to the male guard who’s standing there, not raising his weapon at me and Morrow. Nan nods to me. Coco keeps her expression neutral as if she’s waiting for something. Then I search around me for any signs of a trap. The room appears to have no cameras hanging in the corners like the ICC offices do. It’s carpeted like an ICC office, though. But, unlike the ones I’ve seen on Mera, this carpet has been worn under the pressure of hundreds of feet.  
 
    “You look shocked,” TheBigGuy says. I know that’s not his real-life name, but I don’t know what else to call him at this point. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Morrow asks. He looks back to the double doors we came through. They’re unlocked and one is just swinging shut. I see no locks, either. TheBigGuy hasn’t shut us in and he hasn’t hired guards to keep us here. That alone calms my nerves. 
 
    “This is someone I met in the game,” I tell Morrow, keeping my voice low. “Well, two someones. Coco over here joined my cluster. TheBigGuy made a deal to get me to Earth in exchange for finding him Rare Artifacts.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Morrow says. “This is too much at once. The first part is understandable, but I thought Merans were about pride? This guy isn’t even that overweight.” 
 
    “Hey,” TheBigGuy says, patting his stomach and then folding his hands on the table in that smug ICC executive fashion. “I work out.” 
 
    “He didn’t mean anything bad by it,” I tell TheBigGuy. “He doesn’t know your real-life name, so I’m using your in-game one.” I speak for Morrow’s benefit more than his. 
 
    “Are we about to die again?” Morrow asks. He keeps his shoulders raised. 
 
    I face Coco first and then TheBigGuy, searching for any body language clues. She’s been very helpful and a good friend, but she could have warned us about this situation first to ease our confusion. Or maybe that’s just me. Deception is frowned upon on Mera.  
 
    And why do I think of this now? I’ve deceived my whole cluster which nearly wiped them out by the Master Admin. 
 
    “We need to know what’s going on here. I demand it,” I say. Letting TheBigGuy push me around isn’t going to turn out well for us. His game is money and profit. Business. I need to act the part. 
 
    Morrow looks at me and then to TheBigGuy, who leans back in his leather chair. It’s ripped and just as old as the rest of this factory office. “Raven, Raven,” he says. “I’ve been operating The Binding’s black market for years, selling Rare Artifacts at markup prices to those who can afford them and gain a leg up in the game. It’s an elegant system. Players bring me Rare Artifacts and weapons, I pay them, I mark up the price, and then I resell. My black market underlings pay me a kickback from their earnings, only a small percentage. Still, it’s been a very lucrative business, operating The Binding’s secret market. But it’s also been a way to discover new talent such as yourselves.” 
 
    I’ve known that TheBigGuy was one of the biggest sellers in the game, but the founder of the black market? “What’s your name?” I ask. 
 
    “Marcus Renton,” he says, raising and extending a hand to me. I hesitate, not sure what it means. 
 
    Morrow comes to the rescue. “He wants you to shake his hand. It’s an Earth thing.” 
 
    I do as Morrow says. Marcus has a tight grip as if he wants to own whoever he shakes hands with. He’s an ICC executive. Morrow and I will need to be careful. 
 
    “Please, sit,” he says. “We have a lot to discuss and I think the two of you will find it interesting. I’m assuming this is Atlas_Reign?” He nods to Morrow. 
 
    Morrow grips the back of his chair, jaw dropping. “How do you know about us?” 
 
    “I’ll explain,” Marcus says in a business meeting tone and I cringe. It takes me back to dull conversation after dull conversation at the ICC. We all sit, but Coco and the guard remain standing, keeping watch. Neither glare at us. They seem to be here to protect us from anything that might come in from outside. I am used to guards being our enemies, not our friends. 
 
    “Doesn’t the ICC hate that you run a black market?” I ask. 
 
    “You’re making the game pay to win,” Morrow says with disapproval. “Even the ICC doesn’t want The Binding to be like that.” 
 
    “But you pay to play, and that’s what keeps them rich,” Marcus says. “Isn’t it good to have options? Another source of income? Some of my top sellers have been able to walk away from the ICC completely and live comfortable lives out here in the Outskirts. I offer what The Binding claims to but doesn’t deliver. Don’t you agree?” Marcus looks right at me. 
 
    “Agreed,” I say, because I’m not sure if saying anything else is a good idea. Marcus is still deep in the ICC. “What do you do at the ICC, anyway?”  
 
    “That’s a good question,” Morrow adds. 
 
    “I’m head of The Binding Sales Department,” he says. “They have me responsible for keeping people hooked on the game. Speaking of the game, I’ve been studying it for a long time and, over that period, I’ve developed a vision for The Binding. The Binding 2.0, in fact.” 
 
    “Two-point-oh?” Morrow echoes. “You’re developing a new version of the game?” 
 
    “And people like you can help make it happen,” Marcus says. He straightens up in his chair. “Imagine a Binding where the ICC isn’t involved. Where players no longer have to pay the corporation that keeps them enslaved just so they can escape their servitude for a few hours. This new iteration will allow free trade, opportunity and, of course, loads of fun. And talented players such as yourselves can help make this a reality.” 
 
    His words hang over the table, heavy and enticing. “For a price, I assume?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, I have to make money,” Marcus says. “Players are already accustomed to paying to log into The Binding. They’re used to paying a certain price for the product. Once they hear that there’s a new version to explore with features they’ve never seen, people will flock to it. There will be a large market space to fill once the game’s current version ends. And it looks as if the current version is in danger.” He lets that last sentence hang.  
 
    “You’ve heard about the Sector 14 plan to destroy The Binding?” Morrow asks. 
 
    “The ICC has heard rumors, and so have I,” Marcus says. “It’s the reason Sector 14 headquarters was attacked. I was hoping they would shut down the game, but—” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” I say, leaning across the table. “If General Willis and her minions had her way, there would be no players left for you to make money from. She was going to force them to log off in a way that would destroy their minds.” 
 
    Marcus’ jaw falls. It’s clear he didn’t know that part of the plan. “Oh,” he says. “Well, that changes the plan a bit, so I’ll have to change my marketing strategy. I was hoping to leave players with no choice but to move to The Binding 2.0—” 
 
    “You wanted a monopoly,” I say.  
 
    Coco nods behind him. Even she agrees. 
 
    “Now that’s a harsh word,” he says. “Destroying my market would have been the unfortunate consequence if Sector 14 succeeded in ending The Binding. But, if players remained and were left unharmed, someone would have needed to fill the gaping hole.” 
 
    Morrow and I exchange a look. Marcus is all but admitting his nature, but so far, he hasn’t tried to kill or blackmail us. Yet.  
 
    “And you want us to help test The Binding 2.0,” Morrow says before I can. We’re thinking the same. “Why else are you looking for talented players?” 
 
    “You’re sharp,” Marcus says. “Yes. I have been monitoring the two of you for a little while now. When I heard about Raven crossing The Binding to the Earth side of the game, I knew she might be interesting. And then word spread through the black market about a player named Atlas_Reign who helped her retrieve her Digital Transfer Credit back from a rogue cluster. And then the two players in question survived an encounter with a Master Admin. And most of all, Atlas here won The Hermit, a feat that very few players have ever accomplished.” 
 
    Morrow rises from his chair, palms splaying on the table. “You’ve been watching us for that long?” 
 
    “Backend access to the game,” Marcus says with a nod. He folds his hands again and turns his gaze to Morrow’s chair, silently ordering him to sit. “I have the system programmed to give me alerts when a player crosses The Binding or wins a Rare Artifact.” 
 
    It makes sense but it’s no less unnerving. I blush as I wonder if Marcus knows about The Hermit’s lack of tact or the fact that he told me that Atlas wanted to marry me. This is awful.  
 
    “Once I had that info,” Marcus continues, “I sent my talented player Coco to see the two of you in person. Data can only tell me so much about a player. I needed a firsthand account. But, by the time she found you Raven, your friend here had already left the game and I presume he was captured by Sector 14. His data then delivered all the information I needed to know: he had logged in through an off-grid Immersion Box with Gen_W.” 
 
    Morrow looks at me and lifts an eyebrow. We’re thinking the same again. The Hermit was supposed to shield us from the ICC. Well, the Master Admins. Perhaps Marcus has hacked his way into data that they don’t normally see. He has better access than most, then. 
 
     “I placed a little bit of code in the system to guide The Hermit to me,” Marcus continues. “And when you obtained those two Rare Artifacts, I knew I needed to recruit you for my master plan. And here we are . . .” 
 
    So, The Hermit isn’t all-knowing. He can be deceived just like everyone else. I eye Coco as a tight feeling fills my chest. She’s supposed to be a good friend and, for a while, I thought that she was. But instead, she deceived me and pretended she knew nothing about TheBigGuy. If anything, I would have expected Lucky_Champ to be the one working for him behind the scenes, but he’s busy kissing the ICC’s backside. The main ICC, that is. 
 
    Coco has led me to a divergent branch. Her and Nan. 
 
    I send her a glare. In response, she casts her gaze to the floor. It’s a very shameful way to run a friendship. Nan maintains a neutral look. She’s all business. 
 
    “Coco, look at me,” I say. “You should have told me about this.” 
 
    “Raven, I want to help you,” she says. 
 
    “My real-life name is Tyisa,” I say, standing from my seat. 
 
    “We’re friends. I believe in you,” Coco tells me. “I brought you into this to help get you out of the mess you’re in. Marcus told me about it and I couldn’t stand aside and let the ICC destroy you.” 
 
    She sounds genuine and it cools the anger inside. But before I can ask her why she couldn’t have just told me, Morrow speaks. 
 
    “What, exactly, is this plan of yours?” 
 
    Marcus leans back, making the old chair squeak. “Right now, my team has developed a framework for a beta sandbox version of The Binding 2.0,” he says. “However, as it stands right now, this incomplete game version is vulnerable to outside manipulation. The ICC is aware of my version and has taken control of the servers to prevent release. They can’t destroy the network, but they can hamper 2.0 from reaching the citizens of both planets. My network has grown too large for the main ICC to shut it down. Still, I haven’t been able to hack past the server block.” 
 
    “It sounds like a few leaders on Mera who used to prevent citizens of some nations from accessing the global network,” I say. “It happened a few years ago. Is it like that?” I turn my attention away from Coco. I’ll talk to her later. There’s a mission here. I don’t trust Marcus, but I see no other way to move forward.  
 
    “Are you up for testing the beta and leveling up to top player status?” Marcus asks. 
 
    A gleam fills Morrow’s eyes. “This isn’t an ICC trap?” He leans forward. 
 
    “If I was going to hand you over to the ICC, I would have let them take you from Sector 14,” Marcus says.  
 
    He has a point. “And what will leveling up accomplish against the ICC?” I ask. 
 
    “Because,” Marcus says, “it is the only way to reach an exclusive planet only open to top level players. The game world of The Binding 2.0 consists of many star systems and will take years to fully complete. This exclusive planet, found at the center of the galaxy, isn’t yet complete and won’t be for years. There are holes in the coding there that the ICC have tried to infiltrate, but it may offer you a chance to go through and break their hold on the network.” 
 
    “Why can’t you go in and fight the ICC?” Morrow asks. 
 
    “Our proprietary code requires a certain player level to get on and off this planet,” Marcus says. “That same code is the only reason the ICC hasn’t been able to leave the planet. They’re contained there. But from there, the two of you might be able to infiltrate the main ICC due to all the holes and the links they provide to their servers. They must have a vulnerable opening somewhere that none of us have been able to access.” 
 
    I look at Morrow to gauge his response. Marcus isn’t the type of player to level up. We are.  
 
    “And The Hermit?” I ask. 
 
    “He plays a vital role in this,” Renton says. “If anyone will be able to detect a hole in the ICC’s defenses once you reach the final planet, it will be an evolving AI. Perhaps he can infiltrate and liberate all the servers the ICC controls for my new Binding, including the ones already controlling the game you know. Being based off the original Binding, 2.0 should be familiar to The Hermit.” 
 
    Morrow gulps. “That wasn’t the original plan.” 
 
    “The Hermit wanted to take over the head Admin,” I say. There’s no speaking to him until I find a way to log back in. “Will The Hermit stay with us when we explore this new game version?” 
 
    “We will preserve your current player levels and inventory,” Marcus says. “It is tracked by the player’s DNA and will be a selling point of this new version. Players don’t lose their progress, though their journey stays the same.” 
 
    “Good,” Morrow says. “Still, I don’t like this.” 
 
    I lower my voice to a whisper. “I don’t see another reasonable option yet.” 
 
    We let my words hang between us. Morrow and I want nothing more than to kick the ICC out of The Binding, whether it’s the version we know or this new one. If we can do both, we’ll deliver a critical hit. 
 
    “If you need time to think, I’ll offer you shelter at my Sector 15 outpost,” Marcus says. “This is a lot, I know.” 
 
    Morrow shrugs. “Our only other option is to join the ICC barbecue, so why not?” 
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    We follow Marcus Renton through the Outskirts while Coco, Nan, and the male guard follow from behind. It makes me uneasy, walking past all these broken-down factories while beside a man in an expensive suit. He’s begging to get robbed, but Renton walks with confidence. I notice that the symbols painted on the walls of the crumbling buildings are different than those that Sector 14 uses. We’ve entered a new part of the Outskirts. 
 
    Meanwhile, the smoke from the Sector 14 headquarters has turned to a weak plume far behind us. We’ve put a lot of distance between us and the raid. 
 
    “Now, I know this doesn’t look like much,” Marcus says, stopping at a pair of rusty double doors. “But I think it will suit you while you decide.” 
 
    “You’re so humble,” Nan says. It’s the first time she’s spoken on this walk.  
 
    The inside of this new factory isn’t humble. Marcus has stuck to his character here. After a short hallway that doesn’t promise anything, he opens another set of doors to a lounge with skin furniture, colored lamps, paintings on the walls of Binding characters in Titanium Armor, and posters of scantily-clad women everywhere. Cabinets hold bottles of golden-colored drinks—likely the mind-altering type Atlas told me about—and computers sit everywhere, ready for use. In the far corner of the massive room sits a single Immersion Box.  
 
    “Man cave,” Atlas says, trying not to smile in appreciation. My lips thin in disgust. “I bet the main ICC doesn’t know about this.” 
 
    “He has bad taste,” Nan whispers to me, leaning close. “We’ll give the two of you some privacy to decide. Make yourselves comfortable.”  
 
    Coco looks at me but says nothing. Choked with what might be guilt, she follows the male guard and Marcus out of the room and through another set of doors. 
 
    “Well,” Morrow says. “Do you see any other options yet? I’m tired of trusting people only to get stabbed in the back.” 
 
    “So am I,” I say, thinking of Coco. But am I any better? I led Vadie and GloryStealer into a mess when they just wanted to be part of a cluster and level up like everyone else. “But here we are. We do have another option, and it’s to leave and try to survive in the Outskirts like the scavengers. And while we live out our lives, we dodge the ICC and pray they don’t try to exterminate us.” 
 
    Morrow scratches the back of his neck, thinking. He’s standing close to me, almost close enough to make my skin tingle. Backing away to end the strange sensation, I force myself to speak. “We have no other chance than this. I don’t like this, but it’s not as if we can go back to our old lives. And I doubt Marcus will let us go to Mera and live in Raralin without us first completing this task.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Morrow says, locking his deep gaze with mine. The tingling returns. “We have to cave and tell him that we’ll do this task that’s not dangerous at all.” 
 
    “Then it’s agreed,” I say. “We go ahead, but we don’t trust Renton and we ask The Hermit not to either. The only people we can trust is each other.” 
 
    Morrow takes my hand and squeezes, offering a faint smile. “Then that’s what we’re going to do. Let’s find the others.” 
 
    His grip on my hand leaves a strange feeling after he releases it.  
 
    I follow Morrow through what he calls a “man cave,” passing sculptures of video game warriors, some of which I don’t recognize. Most hold guns and two who look like space marines flank the doors that Nan and the others had used. Morrow pushes them open onto another lounge on the other side. Coco sits on a couch, controlling an old keyboard and clicking on a corded device as she plays an animated game . . . on the computer itself. The screen offers a first-person view of a game environment made of pixels. As I watch, she clicks the mouse to fire a chain gun at an approaching pink demon creature with horns and a huge mouth. It makes a gurgling noise as it turns into a bloody pile and dies.  
 
    “What is that?” Morrow asks. 
 
    “Retro gaming at its finest,” Coco explains, firing on a flaming skull that sails through the air at her in some sort of basic dungeon corridor. “Sure, the graphics are terrible, but it’s great to see what eventually gave rise to The Binding.” 
 
    Morrow’s jaw falls. “I’m next,” he says. “Is it multiplayer?” 
 
    “Yes,” Coco says. “It can be multiplayer.” 
 
    “Morrow, seriously?” I ask. “You nerd.” But even with the situation floating over our heads, I can’t help but smile as Morrow sits down, ready to get immersed in something so old that it’s essentially new.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    EVEN THOUGH THE game Morrow and Coco are playing isn’t inside The Binding, they’re having no less fun shooting monsters and navigating a landscape that looks worse than the molten rivers of the Gangras city. Morrow’s getting his butt kicked by something that looks like a man with horns who keeps throwing green fireballs at his avatar. Coco laughs.  
 
    I wonder if I’ll ever be able to forgive her. She doesn’t understand what she’s done. 
 
    “Morrow, you’ve died fifteen times,” Coco says. “Maybe you should let me take out the guy with the chain gun at the top of the stairs. You won’t get far with only a pistol.” 
 
    “This game takes your whole inventory when you die!” Morrow’s jaw falls open. 
 
    “That’s how these games work,” Coco says. “In the old days, people just re-loaded from their saves.” 
 
    “We can’t do that in multiplayer.” Morrow leans forward and stares at his laptop, stepping around two-dimensional sprites of dead monsters.  
 
    They’ve been playing this old game for an hour now. Though it’s been fun, a more pressing matter eats at me. I swallow, forcing myself to push aside any sense of betrayal. It’s not as if Coco lied to hurt me. I’m overreacting. Maybe.  
 
    But perhaps not about Marcus Renton.  
 
    I wave to Coco. She looks up at me and frowns, knowing full well that this won’t be an easy conversation. It might be the reason for this gaming session. 
 
    “We should finish this level,” she says. “Then we’ll save and pick it back up later.” 
 
    They do, and once she presses the button inside what looks like a badly rendered Jump Pod, Coco powers down both laptops. 
 
    I get Coco to follow me back into the Man Cave. Morrow goes to find something to eat, as if sensing my need for a private conversation. 
 
    Coco adjusts her dark uniform. “Look, Tyisa. I didn’t want to lie to you, but Marcus demanded that I keep this secret until we knew for sure that you and Morrow were the ones for this mission.”  
 
    Her words ease the tension in my gut a little. “It’s fine,” I say, knowing that it isn’t. Who’s going to lie to me next? My mind drifts to Morrow, but that doesn’t feel right. Still, I can’t let my feelings get in the way. There’s no way I’m going to experience the nightmare with trusting my parents or anyone else ever again. “Have you been in the new Binding’s beta version?” 
 
    Coco sits on one of the skin couches. “I have,” she says. “And yes, I’m Level 31 there because it’s where I left off. Players start in the new world with their former Binding level and work up from there. Once you enter, you’ll start out at Level 29.” 
 
    “That’s good. What else is there?” I’m back to business. “How do the stats work? Is it the same lore?” 
 
    “I think it’s the same lore with the universe being held together with one device, if that’s what you’re asking. The universe is much bigger, however. Renton had his programmers add many new features and I’m still figuring out exactly what they are. Morrow will like the Aggro Injections.” 
 
    “The what?” I ask.  
 
    “Every time you kill ten enemies in a row without dying, one pops into your inventory. If you use the Injection, it ups all your base stats by five points and your specialty stat by ten for two minutes. Can you imagine how that would work in boss fights? You’d only be able to use it once, unless that boss is throwing lots of smaller enemies at you, and so long as you’re not GloryStealer. I kind of miss that guy. Hopefully we can find him again.” 
 
    I laugh. “He’s not as bad as he used to be.” I find that I miss Vadie too. It’s unexpected.  
 
    “There are also—get this—pets,” Coco says. “They might not be much benefit to a Sniper or a Scout, but some specialties could really use companions. You can buy a pet for XP at special floating bases in-between planets.” 
 
    “It’s about time,” I say. Players in The Binding have wanted pets for years.  
 
    “They’re Mechs,” Coco says. “I haven’t bought one yet since they cost a lot of XP. Buying options depend on your player level too. The downside? Pets can break down and you have to repair them.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good trade-off,” I say. My tension melts away as we talk. Maybe Coco lie wasn’t such a bad thing.  
 
    “And,” Coco says, leaning forward on the skin couch. “Top-level players will be able to create their own planets. It’s similar to how clusters can claim territory in the regular Binding, but so, so much better. Top players can make maps for others to play. Map makers will make XP royalties off their maps. Marcus wants this new version of the game to be an instant addiction.” 
 
    “And money,” I say. 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    I’m already itching to play this new version, but I hold my expression neutral. Marcus knows what he’s doing. I imagine a whole universe that grants true freedom to have whatever experience you want. It almost sounds as good as finding a new life in reality.  
 
    “But think about it,” Coco says. “Marcus wants an unlimited experience that players can’t get sick of. He knows what people want. The guy works in sales and studies the market. I’ve heard the programmers mutter things about adding parallel universes outside of the two halves we’ve seen in the game.” 
 
    “Did Renton come up with all of these features?” I ask. 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t even think he knows everything about this new game,” Coco says. “He pays a bunch of talented programmers under the table to develop it for him. Marcus gives them creative liberty.” 
 
    I’m not sure I like that. My thoughts turn to Lucky_Champ and everyone else who has ever lied to me.  
 
    “How did you get involved in all of this?” I ask, watching Coco for any sign of falsehood. 
 
    Coco speaks right away. “I was an assistant to someone on his staff a few years back. People talk in the office. I’m sure you know that. Once I heard Renton was doing black market stuff in the normal game, I had to troll him. I hated all ICC executives at the time.” 
 
    “Don’t we all?” I ask, pacing. I stop near a statue of a space marine. Maybe he’s from a game like the one Coco and Morrow were playing. 
 
    “Trolling was one of the few ways to get back at them,” Coco says. “I’d find Rare Artifacts and offer them to him for outrageous prices. Then I’d demand that he humiliate himself in order to get others.” She slaps a hand to her mouth to smother her laughter. “I made him dress the way his NPC’s do one time, and—” 
 
    “Screenshots?” I ask. 
 
    Coco laughs even harder.  
 
    “And he did it?”  
 
    Coco doubles over and laughs so loud that I check the door to see if anyone is coming through to check on us. As expected, someone does. Morrow enters the room and lifts one eyebrow. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t think you want to know,” I say. 
 
    “I’ll take your word on that,” Morrow says.  
 
    “Anyway,” Coco says, collecting herself, wiping away humored tear. “TheBigGuy was so impressed with me that he asked me to beta test the new game his team was still developing. It didn’t take him long to find me in real life. He also rescued me from my assistant job and provided lodging here in Sector 15. I got to train with his guards. He likes to make it look like he can push others around but, in reality, he’s not that tough.” 
 
    I nod, glad that Coco is willing to share this information with us. I look to Morrow, not even angry that she had deceived me anymore. It’s not as if anyone was missing or killed, right? 
 
    Taking a breath, I turn away and remind myself to stay vigilant.  
 
    “How sure are you that this is the right thing to do?” I ask. 
 
    “Do you mean working with Marcus?” Morrow asks. 
 
    “Yes,” I say. 
 
    “I know Marcus Renton is a slime ball who just cares about his bottom line,” Coco says. “But in this world, his plan to dismantle the current game and replace it with his version might be the only way to free people from the ICC. If the ICC loses the current Binding, players lose the only thing keeping them complacent. They’ll rebel. Even the ICC won’t be able to keep their hold on so many people.” 
 
    “Their hold is mental,” I say, pointing to my forehead. “They change people. It’s just as bad on Mera.” A lump forms in my throat as I think of my parents. 
 
    Morrow looks at me and nods in agreement. 
 
    The door to the Man Cave swings open and the others step through. Nan comes first, followed by Marcus, and then the male guard. Marcus flashes us a smile, but it’s a commercial smile that I’d see on a billboard and not one of warmth. 
 
    “Have you two made your decision?” he asks. “I’m not trying to rush you, but I’d like to know how far you’ve come along.” 
 
    I look at Morrow. He pauses and then nods. We’ve already established that there’s nothing left for us on Earth or Mera. Gulping, I nod as well. 
 
    “We’ll help,” Morrow says. “But I have a question. If you and your team made this new game version, then why can’t you upgrade us both to Level 50 before we go in, so we can go straight to this exclusive planet and face down the ICC?” 
 
    It’s a good question. 
 
    Marcus’ lips move like he wants to say something, but Nan steps in front of him. “You’ll want to ask me those questions. This new Binding was designed by an integrated AI neural network. It makes the game more expansive than ever before and is designed to provide a more evolved gaming experience. Not only does it prevent hacking and cheating, but it prevents us from going in and making changes as well. It’s encrypted at a player DNA level. It was a trade-off, but our goal with this new Binding was to create a self-evolving system.” 
 
    It sounds as if they’ve created a whole game that is like The Hermit, who is also an evolving AI. “So, the game is thinking and alive?” I ask. 
 
    “In a way, yes.” Nan stands tall. “The only change we can make to the new game world is permissions to pull the plug and kill it. The AI is now driving the game development. We laid the framework and now the AI is filling in things and populating the universe within.” 
 
    I don’t dare say a word about The Hermit. I wonder if Nan and her team received their inspiration from him. He had altered his own boss map, right?  
 
    And I wonder if this new AI has the same lack of tact.  
 
    “When can we jump in?” Morrow asks. 
 
    Nan looks at Marcus, who nods. “We’ll need to bring in a couple more Immersion Boxes,” she says. “I suggest that all of you rest up and eat before going in. I know we interrupted you, Morrow, and I apologize.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” I say. I need to think before diving into this new world. It’s a place that has a sentient creator. That could be a good or a bad thing. My gut warns me back, but logic propels me forward.  
 
    “Then let’s show you a place to sleep,” Nan says. “The guards’ quarters still have plenty of beds. I highly doubt the Sector 14 people will find us here.” 
 
    “Show the way,” Marcus says. 
 
    Morrow is still hungry, so he heads to wherever the kitchen is while Nan shows me to a room with rows of bunk beds. Once alone, I find a change of clothes on a bed at the end and a shower. I need one. Undressing and closing the frosty door behind me, I let the warm water soothe muscles I hadn’t realized are sore until now. I find a bottle of light blue goo with a pleasant smell in the shower and pour some of it out into my palm, washing my body with it.  
 
    Feeling refreshed, I step out of the shower, grabbing a towel on the way. 
 
    “Sorry!” Morrow says. 
 
    He stands at the other end of the guards’ quarters, right in the open doorway. 
 
    I lose my composure, screaming and pulling the towel around me. Aware of how thin it is and how it barely covers vital areas on my tall body, I stare at Morrow, who does the same to me. We’re both in shock. Though, his features soften as his eyes wander away from my face. 
 
    “I’m . . . I’m sorry,” he mutters, a little breathy. “I didn’t know the quarters lacked privacy . . . I’ll, uh, just go back to the kitchen now.” But he doesn’t move, blinking rapidly while still looking my way. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I blurt, frozen to the spot. My feet won’t move. Heat rushes to my cheeks. I’m not sure who’s more embarrassed in this situation. But I remember my pride and straighten up. “We’ll just need to remember this.” 
 
    Morrow swallows and then ducks out of the guards’ quarters. 
 
    And as he does, he takes one last peek my way before closing the door, his mouth parted and his gaze reverent. 
 
    Trying to put the incident out of my mind, I dress before anyone else comes in. But Morrow’s shock and wandering eyes replay over and over. My body tingles in a strange way.  
 
    I won’t let it get to me.  
 
    When I finish, after dressing in black pants and a tank top, I leave the quarters to find Morrow sitting at a bench table in the large kitchen, eating something that looks like meat between two sand-colored slices. Morrow glances at me and looks down again. 
 
    We’re alone in the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Morrow offers again. 
 
    “It’s okay. You’re forgiven,” I say, shocked that I’m feeling less horror than expected. “Things happen that are out of our control sometimes.” I sit next to him to communicate that I’m not offended. “Nan should have mentioned that the shower is facing the door. It’s poor design.” 
 
    “Well, this building wasn’t meant to be inhabited,” Morrow says. “Marcus and company have to do the best they can.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I manage to smile at Morrow. 
 
    He returns it.  
 
    Morrow tells me that the food he’s eating is called a sandwich. I try one and it’s almost as good as the food back home, though the texture of the slices is a bit odd. Earth people and Merans can share much of the same food, though a few items are poisonous to the other species.  
 
    My stomach doesn’t protest, and we finish eating in silence as Coco walks into the kitchen and claps. “Lights out,” she says. “We all need to get some sleep before venturing into this brave new world.” 
 
    We clean up and follow her back to the guards’ quarters. The male guard already snores in one bunk. Morrow and I take two bunks next to each other and settle in. These sleeping arrangements are odd. Men and women on Mera don’t sleep in the same room unless they’re mated. But maybe things are lax on Earth. Then again, this place isn’t the best example, being an old factory. 
 
    The lights turn off automatically. A faint glow illuminates our shared space through a small window. My eyes adjust quickly and I turn over, thinking of the shower incident and the way Morrow checked me out. I flush each time my mind replays that part. Then I turn over again. 
 
    Morrow is looking at me from his bunk. I wonder if he’s thinking the same. We make eye contact. A strange sense of warmth sweeps through me. 
 
    Coco clears her throat, ripping the universe in half between us. “You two,” she says with a smile in her voice. “Go to bed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    A LOUD BANG rips me out of sleep. I blink, unsure of where I am at first—my home, Raralin, or— 
 
    Morrow snores in the next bunk over as a second bang follows. It’s coming from a room or two over from this facility. I sit up, but no one is breaking inside. I hear no gunshots or harsh men telling everyone to surrender, so it’s not an ICC attack. Renton says something about moving an object a few inches to the left, and I realize that they’re moving furniture, probably a couple new Immersion Boxes. My pulse calms and I get out of bed while Morrow continues to snore. My mind drifts back to the incident yesterday. The shower scene sticks out before all the others, including the factory bombing. Shaking my head, I go into the adjoining bathroom and comb my hair. 
 
    Morrow is a bad idea, Tyisa, I tell myself. Something would ruin our relationship. I’m telling myself this more and more. “People aren’t honorable,” I say aloud to my reflection. That last thought doesn’t seem to fit Morrow, however. My mind can’t connect the polar opposition emotions pulling at me: my growing attraction to him and my fear that he will only betray me, as others have. Or my fear that I’ll lose him, like Selesaran. An ache forms in my chest at the mere thought of him. Then Morrow.  
 
    To distract myself, I head back out into the sleeping area and slug Coco on the shoulder. Coco groans and turns over. 
 
    “They have the Immersion Boxes here,” I say. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll get up.” 
 
    Morrow wakes when I mention the Boxes. He springs out of bed and I hold back a smile. Then I wait as he goes into the bathroom to freshen up. Once he emerges and Coco goes in for her turn, we head out of the bunker and follow the sounds of scraping and banging to a back room in the facility with blue carpet and hanging diamond-shaped lights. It’s as if Marcus has set up a fan base for The Binding. I admire the handiwork for a moment before my gaze settles on the far wall. A short row of Immersion Boxes line up beneath paintings of planets lit by a UV lamp. There are five Imm-B’s now, and it’s clear from Nan’s panting that she and Renton have moved one in recently.  
 
    Renton smiles at us. “Well, these beauties are powered up,” he says. “Whenever you’re ready to go, jump in. Well, don’t jump. We don’t want the special juice inside to splash.” 
 
    “What is that stuff, anyway?” Morrow asks. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Renton says. “As I said, I’m just the sales guy. If you want answers, ask the neuroscience team.” 
 
    “I’ll pass,” I say. Then my stomach rumbles.  
 
    “Why don’t we grab some grub?” Coco asks from behind. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    I’m glad that Coco is going in with us.  
 
    “Grub?” I ask. 
 
    Morrow pokes me in the ribs. “It’s a slimy, gelatinous creature. Think of the Slug Mechs, but smaller and without machinery.” 
 
    I whirl as Morrow and Coco both smile at me.  
 
    “You had better be joking.” To my relief, the two keep grinning. 
 
    Grub turns out to be just another term for food. My translator seems to have basic capability and isn’t very good at slang. Coco and Morrow explain the concept to me. While Earth names aren’t as intricate as Meran ones, it turns out their languages are. Even tone can imply deeper meaning. 
 
    The three of us have fun talking while we eat. I almost don’t want to get inside an Imm-B but, once we finish, there’s nothing left to do. Renton is waiting.  
 
    We have a mission.  
 
    And I want to see this new Binding universe. 
 
    Coco leads us back into the room with a quick “See you inside the game.” Morrow climbs into his Imm-B next, and I check to make sure it’s the same familiar gray goo before I climb into mine. Renton and Nan have left the room, as if to make us more comfortable. I’m not sure if I like that or not. 
 
    I close the lid as the gel surrounds my body and takes me away. Darkness follows for a moment as the game loads. On the other side of a blink, I stand under a black sky with a sprawling, brilliant ribbon of stars overhead. Open space. I take a breath and nearly smile. The air is breathable here. Otherwise, I would take constant damage. 
 
    “Glad you made it,” Coco says. 
 
    She and Morrow stand a short distance from me, as they’ve always appeared in-game. We’re on a long, gray platform that floats in open space. A star in the distance radiates a reddish tint. We’re orbiting around the star alongside a couple of watery planets with no landmasses. 
 
    “Where are we?” I ask. Spaceships are parked in neat lines down the platform. A door pokes out of the main platform and leads to an underground area. Or an under-platform area. This is the first time I’ve seen actual spaceships in The Binding. I spot the familiar blue glow of a Jump Pod platform nearby, but it’s the only familiar sight. 
 
    “This,” Coco explains, gesturing to the sights, “is the new Binding universe. We’re standing on a Port. There are hundreds of them orbiting stars in the universe. Underground is a trading center. Beings from all over meet here. Don’t worry about the other stuff. Our inventories and display functions are basically the same as before. And yes, we’ve kept our levels.” 
 
    “Good,” I say, thinking of my 5th Tier Sniper Scope. I’m still close to being able to use it. 
 
    “Wow,” Morrow, now Atlas, says. He turns in a circle and surveys the amazing stars. “The old Binding has stars, but not like this.” 
 
    “And eventually, as the game develops itself, it will populate even more stars,” Coco says. “Come on. This place acts like a recruiting hub for clusters in addition to trading and transport. Let me show you around.” 
 
    As we follow Coco through the doorway, I wish Vadie and GloryStealer could see this place. After spending so much time in the old Binding universe, I now realize how the environment, while realistic, doesn’t contain this level of detail. I can make out every grain on the metal steps. Dust has gathered in the corners. Voices drift up from the floating platform’s interior. In this universe, there’s one big difference: speech is audible by all even without comms. I ask Coco_Dream how this is going to work with private conversations. 
 
    “Comms still have a use here,” she explains as we near the bottom of the steps. “We can still use them for private conversations. Otherwise, the world of sound is open.” 
 
    “I like that,” Atlas says. Then he slides me a glance, but I’m already thinking of The Hermit. Once he speaks, will everyone be able to hear him? Coco and Atlas already know about him, but we'll encounter others soon enough. 
 
    I hope he’s listening. 
 
    If he’s even still with us. 
 
    We reach the bottom and an expansive round chamber spreads out, lined with shops along the perimeter. I spot NPC’s milling around, having conversations with each other about broken ship parts, fair prices, and a dust storm sweeping across Planet Ulara, wherever that is. They stand in groups and consist of the same familiar races I know. These NPC’s are far more alive than the ones who stood around in the old universe, waiting for a player to target them. Even though they all have “NPC” after their floating names, they seem like actual people. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Atlas says. “Could you imagine a mission where you need to protect one of these guys?” 
 
    “Great immersion,” Coco says. “There are a lot of NPC’s here because there are only hundreds of beta players at this point, and the game needs to populate the universe. When The Binding 2.0 goes live, there’ll be less need for so many NPC’s.” 
 
    “Atlas,” I whisper. “I think I still have The Hermit.” 
 
    “How annoying has he been?” Atlas asks with a smile. 
 
    “Only moderately.” I wait for him to speak and hope he's waiting for the right time. I wonder if I should give The Hermit back to Atlas. That's something The Hermit should decide, though. It doesn't feel right to treat him like an object. 
 
    We walk through the center of the room now. A Cyborg woman waves at me. I return it. “The game will just erase them?” 
 
    “I’m not sure how it will work, but Nan says the starting code had that feature,” Coco explains.  
 
    “Raven,” The Hermit says. “I realize that comm speak is much more open now but I am still able to maintain private communications if needed. I am doing so right now. This is an unfamiliar environment I have not had a chance to meditate on yet. Have we crossed The Binding?” 
 
    Coco and Atlas walk ahead as I hang back. I press the button on my comm. “This is a new version of The Binding. We haven’t crossed, but I’m sure there’s one in this universe too. And Atlas is here and safe.” 
 
    “That is a good. I will need to meditate on the data streams coming in. This may take a while.” 
 
    “Understood.” I might be lying. The Hermit can try my patience sometimes. “Now is a good time to do it while there aren’t any fights.” I'll ask him what he wants to do later. Analyzing this new world comes first. The Hermit must not have known that Atlas is here if he only targeted me in a private conversation. 
 
    Realizing that Coco and Atlas are over by a weapons merchant, having small talk with the vendor, I run to catch up before I look suspicious to Coco. My trust in her still hasn’t completely recovered. 
 
    But we have a mission.  
 
    “Coco,” I say. “What should we do next? To get to that exclusive planet, we need to level up as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “You know, it’s not kind to interrupt,” the weapons NPC says. He’s a condescending old Human with a scar down the side of his face. He wags his finger at me and glares. 
 
    “It’s also not kind to treat others like they’re children,” I snap. “Especially when they have important things to do.” 
 
    The guy takes a step back. I feel bad for a moment before pulling Coco and Atlas away.  
 
    “The NPC’s here are amazing,” Atlas says. “They have personalities.” 
 
    I let go of Coco and she speaks. “We’re back down to a party of three,” she explains. “We have a Sniper, me, and a Close Range Combat player. We’ve lost our Scout, so I think it’s a good idea to get a new one. Those Artifacts Lucky found were an enormous help. I do see a few players around here we can ask. It will help that most beta players tend to be of a higher level. Lucky had fifty Awareness points.” 
 
    “No Medic?” I ask. 
 
    “We’ve managed without one,” Coco says. 
 
    “What?” Atlas says. “But without a Medic, we’re hosed.” 
 
    “You didn’t see what the Ancient Replica could do,” Coco tells him. “We didn’t need one. And with someone who has a lot of Luck, we’ll find plenty of Advanced Nanobot Packs. That should negate the need for a Medic.” 
 
    “There might not be another Ancient Replica,” Atlas says. 
 
    “He has a point.” My stomach turns at the thought of recruiting another stranger. We won’t have many options. 
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    The Recruiting Stations in this universe are very much like those in the old. They’re long counters with a computer terminal to manage new members. Our cluster is still active in this database. Vadie and GloryStealer1 are still recorded as members. So is Lucky, but I delete his name and hit the blacklist button in record time. 
 
    For some reason, Atlas groans when he sees the names. I ask him why. 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” he says. “Or maybe you do know. Pac-Man and Tetris are great, but not on your chest.” 
 
    My jaw falls. “You’ve met GloryStealer1?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you about it later.” 
 
    The cluster name AnythingCanHappen remains, and I’m grateful. We then talk to a dozen beta players, all of whom are at least Level 20, before stumbling on a gruff-looking Cyborg male donning a leather vest and pants. He’s a Level 47 and approaches, arms crossed. “You recruiting?” 
 
    “What are your stats?” Coco asks, trying to take over.  
 
    I know she’s Level 33—four above me—and should technically lead, but I can’t let go. “We’re looking for a Scout.” 
 
    The guy, ForagingPanda3000, nods. “That would be me. I’m top level. Awareness? Fifty points. Stamina? Same. Speed? Forty-five.” 
 
    “And Luck?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m a bit rusty there. That’s only forty-one.” 
 
    Coco, Atlas, and I look at each other. His overall stats are still more than what Lucky ever had.  
 
    “If you want a Scout, I can’t think of anyone else who’s looking for one,” ForagingPanda says.  
 
    He has a point. Scouts aren’t the most demanded player types and they’re hard characters to play well. Not many people choose that as their starting specialty. But Speed and Stamina could help us in fights, especially at his level. I hate taking on strangers, especially in this new world. I wait for The Hermit to say something, but he remains silent.  
 
    “This might be a good idea,” Coco whispers, even though ForagingPanda is right on the other side of the counter. 
 
    “At least he’s not covered in stupid tattoos,” Atlas says. 
 
    “And we need someone who can see danger from a distance,” Coco_Dream21 adds.  
 
    “We don’t know him,” I say.  
 
    Both of them look at me.  
 
    “The last Scout betrayed us,” I point out. 
 
    Meanwhile, ForagingPanda waits. He might look gruff, but he’s patient. The tension in the air thickens. 
 
    “We need him,” Atlas says. 
 
    “Okay,” I agree, hating that word. “You’re right. We need him.” I have to push the words out. 
 
    “You’re in,” Coco_Dream says.  
 
    Since I’m still recorded as the cluster leader, it’s my job to use the terminal to input his name. “So, are you from Earth or Mera?” I’m still not sure if this new network expands across both worlds yet. 
 
    “Earth,” he says. “I’ve been beta testing this world for the past year.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I say, not taking my gaze off him. “Do you know of any decent bosses we can take on? Our cluster is looking to level up.” I finish putting in his name.  
 
      
 
    You’ve added ForagingPanda3000 to Cluster AnythingCanHappen 
 
      
 
    He speaks with excitement now. “There’s a mining colony in this star system’s asteroid belt that I haven’t had a chance to tackle yet. My ship is up top. I just put a couple of mods on it, so we should get there quick. There’s an old landing station out there, but the rest of the belt is infested with Rock Worms. Nasty creatures. If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to use the old Transporters out there.” 
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    Atlas is floored that high-level players in this new universe aren’t limited to Jump Pods. At Level 40, players can purchase actual ships for themselves and learn to pilot by instructor NPC’s. He’s so excited to step into Panda’s ship that he forgets that we’re putting our safety in the hands of a guy we don’t know.  
 
    But Coco_Dream doesn’t seem concerned. She must read the expression on my face, because she whispers to me that beta players are vetted before entering the game. 
 
    “The Transporters in the asteroid belt will have their own individual stats based on ours,” Panda explains as he hits controls. “They are also each equipped with twin Blasters and a limited supply of rockets. Pretty standard stuff. And thank The Binding stars too. Rock Worms colonize asteroids and each colony has a Queen that we’ll have to take out. The lore is that they drove out the mining operations decades ago.” 
 
    “They never gave us ships in the old Binding,” Atlas says. “Cheapskates.” Then he walks over and tries to hug the cabin’s wall. “Where have you been all my life?” 
 
    “You’ll love this,” Panda says with a grin.  
 
    His ship, while small with only a few seats inside, gets us farther from the small red star in only minutes. The star turns to a pinprick outside the port window as we descend toward an icy rock reflecting its pale red light. I lean forward more in my seat and press my face to the window to watch as we descend into a glass dome that opens for us. An old mining station with a row of small, dusty one-person ships waits. Panda lands and the ship doors rise, and I exit, struggling to keep my breaths even and calm. The air here is breathable too. 
 
    “One for each of us,” Coco says. She rubs her silver hand down a ship’s metal exterior.  
 
    “They’re barely big enough to fit our legs,” Atlas says.  
 
    The ships look like small boats with glass bubbles on top. I eye the control panels. “I’m a Sniper,” I say. “Does that mean whichever ship I choose will have my Sniper Dead Eye and Accuracy stats?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Panda says. “Since I’m tricked out in Awareness, my ship’s map will be maxed out and I’ll go ahead of you. A Medic’s ship would have great shields and the ability to repair other ships.” 
 
    “What about Close Range Combat?” Atlas asks. 
 
    “Good shields. Less damage taken. More powerful close-range blasts.” 
 
    “Sounds fair,” Atlas says, nodding his head thoughtfully.  
 
    I like the idea of these ships sharing our stats. That will allow strategy to work during space battles. We each choose a ship and climb inside. It’s cramped as if the game wants these yellow Transporters to feel like an extension of our bodies. The seat molds to me and I gasp with the unexpected tingles that rush through my body for a moment. The screen then flashes to life and displays a message that stats have been downloaded into the ship. The engine hums and bursts to life. 
 
    The ship takes me of the mining station in autopilot. A computerized voice speaks next. 
 
    “Manual control mode activated.” 
 
    “Ready?” Panda asks over a radio. His ship floats in front of me as the icy asteroid hangs below, gray and dead.  Other, distant rocks float against a backdrop of stars. 
 
    “Ready!” Atlas shouts. “This is so cool.” 
 
    Panda zips ahead and I realize that my ship isn’t going to catch up. His Speed is amazing. Coco_Dream’s ship can’t even match him. Atlas and I stick together, side by side, trying to match one another’s pace. We leave the asteroid behind and pass two smaller ones moving at a pace set by their orbit’s inertia.  
 
    “We need to go from asteroid to asteroid,” Panda explains. “Let me go ahead. Those Worms . . . well, you don’t want them to grab onto your craft. Atlas, you might be able to blast your way out of their grasp, but the rest of you would be in trouble.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” Atlas says. 
 
    “Says you,” I say. At least steering the ship is as easy as turning the wheel. It’s very intuitive. There’s even a button for the Blasters and Rockets.  
 
    “By the way, I just passed the first Worm,” Panda says. “Get ready.” 
 
    Ahead, Coco_Dream fires at something. Powerful Blasters illuminate a massive, writhing thing sticking out of an asteroid.  
 
    “It’s like a worm coming out of an apple!” Atlas shouts. 
 
    The Worm is a pale white with brown mottled spots, segmented by rings, and rivals the Tenticlas’ disgust factor. The creature whips toward Coco_Dream’s ship, extending. It’ll hit her. As if sensing what I want to do, a red target appears on the glass of my bubble and locks onto the monster. A red button on the wheel glows and I press, firing a rocket that zips across space and striking the Worm. The monster’s Health Bar drops to nothing and then the creature explodes. 
 
    “Good shot!” Coco says.  
 
    My XP climbs by 50 points. The familiar chime calms my nerves. 
 
    The computer voice returns. “To further enhance your accuracy, you can insert a Sniper Scope into the Mod Bay.” A panel opens to the left of the wheel. “You will get your Scope back when you land, but be warned: if your ship is destroyed, you will lose your Scope.” 
 
    I debate on it. Worst case scenario, I’ll have the 5th Tier Scope for when I level up again. I put the 4th Tier Scope into the Bay and it closes. Almost instantly, my red target jumps to somewhere ahead of Coco_Dream.  
 
    “Everyone, dodge to the left,” Panda shouts. “Just passed a huge asteroid with a whole family of Worms sticking out. You don’t want to see that.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Atlas says. 
 
    Coco dodges. The two of us do the same. My target shifts to the left, locking onto the asteroid Panda must have passed. I glimpse six or seven Worms extending out of holes, reaching out toward us—a scene of nightmares and I grimace at the writhing, slimy sight while my heart thuds against my ribs. Had Panda not gone ahead, we would have died. 
 
    I fire a rocket at one, watching as it explodes. Probably a waste but satisfying and another 50 XP. 
 
    “Now dodge to the right! Multiple small asteroids that could damage the hull.” 
 
    Coco fires on a few rocks, but one strikes her small ship and takes its health bar down by a quarter. Atlas also strikes a rock, but it only takes his bar down by a sliver. Our ships are staying true to our characters.  
 
    Panda orders us to dodge when the time is right, to fire when needed, and even to pilot ourselves under another large asteroid. Each time, he makes the right call. Without Panda, we wouldn’t have made it this far. It hurts to admit that to myself. He’s been excellent so far. I squint out my window as I search for him. He’s so far ahead that I can no longer see his yellow ship, even though my target locks on distant Worms.  
 
    “We’re almost there,” Panda says. “Dwarf planet dead ahead. Fly into the opening and you’ll avoid all the Worms. Place is infested.” 
 
    He’s right. A gray, smooth ball of rock and ice appears. It’s so big that it turns into a wall as we near, and hundreds of Worms stick out from holes dotting the entire surface. My skin crawls, but then I spot the opening that Panda meant. If I hadn’t been looking for it, I might have missed it. 
 
    One by one, we fly our ships into the round hole, avoiding the metal-loving Worm’s grasp. My ship’s headlamp turns on as the environment darkens. The tunnel is free of enemies. At last, we enter a large chamber and my ship settles down on a metal platform, surrounded by crates. My bubble window rises, and I take my Scope out of the Mod Bay before exiting. 
 
    Atlas, Coco, and Panda are already out, waiting for me. The lights brighten inside the bay as we stare at each other. I get the sense that Atlas and Coco are waiting for me to admit that I was wrong about letting in Panda. Atlas turns his mouth up into a grin. I still don’t trust the new guy. 
 
    “So,” I ask, trying to change the subject. “This is the start of the map.” 
 
    “The name of this dwarf planet is Poxy,” Coco_Dream says. “It’s the largest one in this belt. The Worms all stick to the surface, but it looks like we have another problem. This won’t be an easy map.”  
 
    She turns to face a holographic screen displaying the surrounding asteroid belt and neighboring stars. Worms retract inside their holes and my attention shifts to the enfolding darkness.  
 
    Ships approach. Large ships that look like insects with metal appendages and green lights. I count seven of them. It’s as if they’re watching this small world. 
 
    “What did we get into?” Atlas asks. 
 
    “From what I’ve heard,” Coco says, “There’s an important resource in this world’s core that an alien race desires. They constantly bombard this place and took over this station’s Operations Base. We need to defeat the aliens who have taken the base.” She pauses a beat and I hold my breath. I know what she’s going to say. “And the base is up on the surface.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER WE ALL save in the landing bay, we head into an attached cave system to make our way to the surface.  
 
    Coco is right about this not being a fun map. From the landing bay, we must first find a way to the Operations Base on the surface. Cave systems wind through this dwarf planet. At least the AI knows that players will need a way to resurface. The caves twist on themselves, turning us around, with not as many crates to loot as one would expect. But Atlas does find a new Electric Glove and Laser Blade in one.  
 
    “Great,” he says. “I lost all my weapons after Sector 14.” 
 
    Panda finds Atlas a few Ground Bombs as well. His mood rises even as we go deeper into the dwarf planet. 
 
    Panda also notices sealed areas where the stone is a different color than the surrounding rock. 
 
    “Odd,” he says, pointing to a smooth rock wall that is slightly darker than the rest of the cave. “It looks as if someone’s sealed the way out a long time ago.” 
 
    Atlas touches the rock. “Maybe they didn’t want the mysterious alien race taking whatever resource is at the core of this planet.”  
 
    The Hermit doesn’t give me any input. It’s going to take him a while to gather information, after all. 
 
    “This could be for world building,” I say, “or there could be something good in there that we can’t access yet.”  
 
    “I don’t know entirely how this AI has programmed this world,” Panda says. “We’ve been beta testing 2.0 for a while and the game world is always evolving. There could be something good in there, or there could be nothing. My map won’t reveal what’s behind this wall.” 
 
    “But your Awareness is maxed,” I said. 
 
    “It is,” Panda says. If he realizes I’m suspicious, he’s not showing it. “Or maybe what’s behind there is so dangerous that the AI wants us to stay out. It could be highly radioactive.” 
 
    We walk away from the blocked tunnel and take another that seems to lead upward. My map is a twisting network of caverns, some of which look like they’ve been carved by those rock worms. I shudder. 
 
    “Coco,” I ask. “Do you know much about this AI?” 
 
    Coco appears to think. In this world, the AI has managed to give even an Android more soul in her eyes. I feel as if I’m talking to a real being.  
 
    “Renton paid a lot of money for the source code,” she says. “I don’t know everything, but he thinks 2.0 was never meant for gaming. Marcus mentioned it was thrown out of the military. His programmers recoded the AI’s strategy ability to build a game world instead, allowing the AI to analyze the original Binding and build off of it. They let it go from there.” 
 
    “At least it wasn’t used for war,” I say. “Now, we need to get up to that Operations area. That’s where all the XP is going to be for this map.” 
 
    “That’s what I want to do,” Atlas says. 
 
    I look at his level. Having been captured by Sector 14, his level is still only 19. We need to get him leveled up and fast, or we’ll never find that exclusive planet in time. The Hermit continues to remain silent.  
 
    A distant explosion sounds from above. Bits of rock rain from a tunnel that slants upward. The gravity inside this dwarf planet is almost nothing, so it’s easy for me to wave the others up into the tunnel. No one speaks much after the explosion sounds. I imagine those ships are bombarding the Operations Base with weapons we’ve never seen in the original Binding. In the first version, we had small craft. Jump Pods. This version has full warships.  
 
    “Panda, what do you see?” I ask. 
 
    Panda waves his hands, obviously messing with his map. “I think I can see the edge of the Operations Base,” he says. “We’re close to the surface.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how good Close Range Combat is going to be in this situation,” Atlas says. 
 
    “There might be a mission for us,” I say. “We’ll see once we’re up there. This new AI won’t leave the Base empty.” 
 
    The tunnel widens as we climb. I feel as if I’m walking almost straight up the wall, though it’s hard to tell with the strange gravity. Arming my 4th Tier Sniper Scope, I go around a curve in the tunnel and come to a set of metal sliding doors. They remind me of the large, otherworldly doors in the underground lab, but without the extinct alien race’s green diamond decor. 
 
    Surprisingly, the doors open for us. 
 
    And Blaster fire follows.  
 
    I duck to the side and peer through my 4th Tier Sniper Scope, but there’s no need. We peer into a small control room, maybe the size of the docking bay. My Scope locks onto a blue-skinned male with dark hair and a shiny brown uniform. He’s alone, shaking, and pointing a Blaster at us. 
 
    “Oh,” he says. “I thought you were Golgans!” 
 
    “Huh?” I ask, lowering my Rifle.  
 
    “Is this one of those extinct aliens?” Coco asks, stepping in front of me. 
 
    “Extinct aliens? In this new game version, I wouldn’t be surprised,” Panda says. 
 
    “Hey. Calm down,” I say to the alien, though I still remain tense. The blue-skinned male is still pointing a Blaster at us. “We’re not Golgans, whatever they are. I don’t know what they look like, but we know they’re evil. They tried to rip apart the universe to satisfy their death cult a long time ago.” I speak for Atlas and Panda’s benefits since they haven’t caught up with the lore Coco and I uncovered in the old game. But this game is supposed to be a continuation of the first, set in the same universe. The lore should still hold. 
 
    “You’ve got that right,” the blue-skinned male says. The Maxa. That’s their name. “The Golgans still want to rip apart the universe.” Still trembling, he looks out the window behind him. A few Worms poke out of rocks, searching for metal. Behind them, seven insect-like ships hover in the distance, green and black and menacing.  
 
    “You mean, those are the Golgans?” I ask. “But I thought they went extinct, too. What happened?” I sense the beginning of a mission. 
 
    “What’s—” Atlas starts. 
 
    “I’m Kmarg,” the Maxan says. “It’s true that most of us died thousands of years ago. But a sampling of Maxans entered cryogenic hibernation in case the Golgans’ disappearance wasn’t permanent. To keep our location safe, we hid ourselves from the rest of the Maxa and everyone else, and while in cryosleep, we appeared dead to the Golgans’ scanners, so they never exterminated us. A few hundred of us now remain.” 
 
    “The Golgans didn’t all kill themselves,” I say. My gaze shifts to the very nasty-looking ships outside. 
 
    “Our Drones have detected their return and woke us,” Kmarg says. He grips the leather seat. This might be an NPC, but it’s clear that his terror is real. He’s paid the price for choosing to live. Now he must stand between the Golgans and the rest of the universe. “The remaining Maxa have scattered, protecting anything the Golgans could use to rebuild their universe-ripping weapon. If they manage to do that, then The Binding will shred apart for good, and they will finally have pleased their death gods.” 
 
    “That’s messed up,” Panda says. 
 
    “You need our help,” I say. “They left you at this outpost by yourself. Why haven’t the Golgans landed yet?” 
 
    “The Worms,” Kmarg says. “They only eat metal. When they detect it, they’re hard to avoid. They’re pesky, but they’re tough and even the Golgans can’t find a way to destroy all of them on Poxy. If they land, the Worms go to town on their ships and reproduce. Leaving even one Rock Worm alive will guarantee that will they take over and dismantle the Golgans’ ships.  
 
    “I’m an engineer and busied myself with monitoring the Golgans’ activities. They’ve deposited Contagion Bombs all over this dwarf planet to infect and destroy all the Worm. And, if they succeed, then They will be free to land. Once they harvest the radioactive elements inside this ball of rock, They will be closer to rebuilding their mystery weapon. The one that will destroy The Binding.” 
 
    “So, the Golgans have reappeared and no one knows how,” I say, “and now we need to destroy these Contagion Bombs before they kill all the Worms.”  
 
    “If you succeed, I will reward you with a pool of the Maxa wealth my race left behind,” Kmarg says. “I believe you call it XP. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”  
 
    Out a port window, green light flashes across the sky, shot from a Golgan ship in our direction—probably a Contagion Bomb.  
 
    “Wear one of our metal-free suits outside and the Worms won’t attack you. Go out there with your metal armor and you’re done. Keep your metal weapons hidden or they’ll be all over you. The Worms don’t understand that we need each other. Now, I saw five Contagion Bombs dropped on this side of Poxy that you’ll need to deactivate before time is up.” Kmarg finishes by ducking behind his chair. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
     “What kind of attacks can we use if the Worms eat everything metal?” Atlas asks once we step outside of the airlock. 
 
    We’re all wearing ugly pressurized suits that are the color of dirt, but made from the same shiny material that the Maxa favor. I hold up a brown glove and flex my fingers. Even Coco_Dream has had to wear one despite not needing air. Being all metal, the Worms would eat her first. 
 
    “Hermit?” I ask once I step away from Panda. “Some help here?” I put him on private comm speak with me and Atlas. The gray expanse of the dwarf planet is confusing. It’s pockmarked with Worm burrows. As I study the surface, a worm shoots out and snatches a floating rock. Up close, the slimy boss is even more disgusting. But they’re the only things protecting Poxy’s interior from the Golgans. 
 
    “I am having trouble meditating,” The Hermit says in a private comm with me and Atlas. “It is taking me longer than usual.” 
 
    “Trouble meditating?” Atlas asks. “Since when is that an issue?” 
 
    I tell him. 
 
    “Well, this is a new version of the game. That’s expected,” Atlas says. “Let’s get some XP and then get out of here. Those Worms give me the creeps.” 
 
    “They’re not attacking us now,” Panda says. “We need to find these contagion things. My map has a green square about half a kilometer from here.” He swears. “Timer!”  
 
    Then I see it: the twenty-minute timer at the top of my display. 
 
    “Run,” I shout. 
 
    Panda had guided us through the asteroids. We need him now. I don’t dare equip my Sniper Rifle. Atlas doesn’t don his new Electric Glove or his Laser Blade either. We have almost nothing that’s metal-free. I jump over a Worm burrow and glimpse the creature ducking inside, but it doesn’t emerge. I’m not interesting. These Maxa suits are a lifesaver. 
 
    Then I notice the green square on my map. It’s blinking as if urging us to hurry. The four of us run over a hill and find a crate near a very Worm-infested area. One of the Worms is out of its burrow, picking at the green crate with alien symbols all over it. I imagine they’re Golgan characters. Their language looks like a series of cruel scratches. 
 
    “How do we disable this thing?” Atlas shouts. “Puzzles are not my strong suit.” 
 
    “We can’t explode it,” Coco_Dream says. 
 
    “Panda,” I say. “Disabling it is your job.” 
 
    “Got it,” he says. “Cover me!”  
 
    I watch Panda kneel next to the Worm, which ignores him as it continues to munch on the crate. He turns a dial on the crate until it clicks. Before I look away, I see that dial contains a series of Golgan symbols matching the others on the crate’s exterior. I’m glad he’s taking care of unlocking the metal box. Puzzles make me snap with anger. 
 
    A green spotlight falls on us and I throw my hands up to cover my eyes. 
 
    “We have a problem!” Atlas shouts. 
 
    Hovering a few hundred meters above us is a Drone, and it’s obviously from a Golgan ship that waits several kilometers beyond. With four helicopter blades, it makes no sound in the airless environment. Behind me, ForagingPanda3000 turns the lock again and again, trying to figure out a pattern while this vehicle-sized Drone breathes down our necks. 
 
    The enemy’s health bar expands across the screen. Golgan Drone, Level 20. It’s a mini-boss. 
 
    “Get away from the Worm burrows!” I shout. “As far as you can. We need to fight.” I nod to Atlas and say, “Direct the Drone’s attention away from Panda.” To Coco: “We will open fire.” 
 
    Now I know why this map won’t be fun. Atlas sticks one finger up at the Golgan Drone in some kind of rude Earth gesture and runs toward a rock outcrop. He ducks behind the rocks as the Drone fires green lasers at him, taking his health bar down by a quarter. Even though he’s wearing his Plasteel Armor under the brown suit, he’s still taking decent damage. Atlas ducks behind the rock, sheltering himself as Coco and I bolt away from the Worm burrows. But they’re everywhere.  
 
    “Coco, do some crowd control. Cover me,” I say, equipping my 4th Tier Sniper Scope.  
 
    Three Worms rise from surrounding burrows as I finish my command. Coco_Dream equips her Blaster and fires her triple beams, dropping the Worms’ health bars. We’re taking a risk. Thanks to the five added Sniper Dead Eye points when I use my Scope, my red target locks onto a green light located on the Golgan Drone’s underbelly. It’s still trying to fire on Atlas, who can do nothing but hide or attempt distraction. I hope he’s still alive. 
 
    “Hurry!” Coco shouts. 
 
    I fire. Sparks fly from the green light and the entire Drone tilts to one side. Then my Scope’s target rises, locking onto a helicopter blade. I fire again, sending the machine into a tailspin. It sails downward, health bar dropped by a third.  
 
    But then its health begins to recover as the Drone surrounds itself in green sparks. Healing Nanobots. I fire again, but the Drone’s health is outracing the damage I’m doing. I need help, but Coco is busy with keeping the Worms from snatching me and my weapon. 
 
    “Deactivated!” Panda shouts. “Four to go!”  
 
    “We still have a problem!” Atlas shouts over the Comm. 
 
    We’re struggling. “Coco, fire on the Drone!” 
 
    The Drone’s green lasers erode away Atlas’ shelter. If we all run, the Drone will follow and kill us quickly in the open. Worms underneath the Drone stretch out of their burrows, trying to grab the tasty metal, but they writhe out of range, just underneath the Drone. The machine knows it needs to stay out of their reach.  
 
    I grind my teeth. “Panda, distract the Drone. I have an idea.” 
 
    “Which is?” Atlas asks. “I have about thirty seconds to live.” 
 
    “I can’t divert fire!” Coco shouts.  
 
    I lower my Scope and glimpse Coco holding back five Worms towering over us, while swinging her Blaster back and forth. Blasters can overheat and, though I’ve never used her Mod, I know her weapon will go into cooldown soon. Same situation happened in the Tenticlas caves.  
 
    “The Worms reaching for the Drone?” I shout at Atlas. “Throw Ground Bombs down by their burrows. I don’t know if this will work—” 
 
    Coco rams into me, throwing me down the hill and toward the now-deactivated crate. Her Blaster smokes. She unequips it. I unequip my Sniper Rifle as well. We land next to the crate, which no longer gives off a green glow. 
 
    Sixteen minutes left. 
 
    Atlas equips Ground Bombs. More Worms rise around him, stretching, anticipating their explosive meal— 
 
    “Hey!” Panda shouts, unzipping his Maxa suit.  
 
    “Don’t expose yourself!” Atlas shouts. Even in the shadow of death, he has a sense of humor. 
 
    But Panda exposes his Titanium Armor. The Worms immediately turn toward him and stretch with incredible speed.  
 
    Atlas throws the Ground Bombs at the Worms beneath the Drone. The Drone turns its fire on Panda, rapidly dropping his health bar.  
 
    Panda faces me. “Left, left, right, left!” he shouts. 
 
    It’s the combination to deactivate the Contagion Bombs.  
 
    The Worms descend on him, dropping his health bar to nothing. 
 
      
 
    ForagingPanda3000 has fallen in battle! 
 
      
 
    At the same time, Ground Bombs explode. 
 
    The Worms around those bombs suffer a depletion of health, up to fifty percent. But the force blasts them out of their burrows. They float, writhing, toward the Drone that has just finished firing on Panda. A dozen Worms lock onto the Drone. Though I can’t hear their chewing noises, the Drone’s health bar depletes at a fast pace, dropping to nothing in less than ten seconds. The machine crashes to the ground as the Worms continue to latch on and eat. 
 
    There’s no time for me to feel stupid about not trusting Panda. I wave to the others, saying his instructions in my head again. “Come on,” I shout. “We know what to do now. There are four more of these things and I can see the next one on my map. Let’s get leveled up!” 
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    Panda rejoins us by the time we’re deactivating the next-to-last Contagion Bomb, and with five minutes left on the timer. He and Atlas use rock outcrops to distract the Drones—there’s one guarding each bomb—while we take turns throwing Ground Bombs to dislodge the maximum number of Worms. The AI has designed this map to be pure strategy. It’s similar to how we used the Mining Bots to help defeat the Tenticlas. I like how the environment affects fights more than ever.  
 
      
 
    ATLAS_REIGN has fallen in battle! 
 
      
 
    Only two minutes left to go, leaving Coco_Dream21 to place the final Ground Bombs while ForagingPanda3000 and I distract the Drone and deal minimal damage. It’s still not a map for low level players. Unable to loot Atlas’ corpse for Bombs until the ten-minute mark, I unequip my Sniper Rifle and turn the dial on the Contagion Bomb the way Panda directed. The combination is the same for all the disease-carrying containers.  
 
    Coco_Dream is versatile. She places enough Ground Bombs to dislodge the Worms while the Drone focuses its fire on me. The Drone falls, providing a meal for Poxy’s protectors, as the crate’s glow vanishes and victory music plays. 
 
    Thirty seconds to go. 
 
    We’ve done it. 
 
    “Yes!” Coco_Dream shouts, raising her hand and waiting.  
 
    I eye the gesture. “What’s this?” 
 
    “A high five.” She shows me.  
 
    I think of Atlas. “We need to get back to the Maxan male,” I say. “Let’s see how much XP he has.” 
 
    A lot, it turns out. Kmarg emerges from behind his chair once we get back to the Operations Base, this time without issues. “You’ve done it!” he shouts. “I’m sure that since most of my race has died long ago, they won’t mind transferring a portion of currency to those who have done their part to protect The Binding. I don’t think those Golgans will be able to launch more of those Bombs for a long time. They took months to create them. Now, I think 3000 XP for each of you is a fair deal!” 
 
    The familiar chime sounds as the XP flows in. The number grows and settles at 5800 XP. I must have earned a few hundred by killing Worms. It’s enough to get me to 298 upgrades—close to Level 30—but there’s someone who needs it more. 
 
    Atlas isn’t here for the XP dump. 
 
    But he enters the room right after it finishes, face falling. He’s back in his Plasteel Armor. He’s still Level 19. I know what the right thing to do is. 
 
    “Everyone,” I say. “How are you with donating your XP pool to Atlas?” 
 
    Atlas holds up a hand. “You don’t have to do that for me.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I say. “You need to level up if we’re going to find that planet where the ICC is trying to come through.” 
 
    “I agree,” Coco says. 
 
    “So do I,” Panda adds. “I’m already Level 47. I think I can spare some XP. I have 8000 I can give.” 
 
    “7500,” Coco says. 
 
    We spend a few minutes transferring our XP to Atlas. In the end, I give him 5000, leaving myself 800. He ends up adding 20, 500 to his account. That’s enough to level up two more times. Though I’ve put my leveling up behind a bit, I feel good about what I’ve done. It’s honorable and Atlas deserves it.  
 
    “I’ll be able to hit Level 21,” he says. “Once I allocate. That means I can wear Titanium Armor. Oh man . . . you don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for that.” 
 
    “Coco and I might have looted some in another map that we can give you,” I say.  
 
    I wave him out of the room and leave Coco and Panda to talk to Kmarg, who, like the other NPC’s, feels just as real as us.  
 
    “Atlas,” I say once we’re in the cave. We stand outside the double doors. “I can transfer The Hermit back to you, or we can ask him—” 
 
    “You should keep him, Raven,” he says, face close to mine. “You’re the leader here. I wouldn’t have thought to dislodge the Worms with Ground Bombs. This new Binding universe is different.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask. “I’ve learned that you two have a history. Hermit, what do you have to say about all this?”  
 
    “I am having trouble,” he says to me and Atlas. 
 
    Atlas narrows his eyes. “Trouble?” 
 
    “It is the AI,” The Hermit says. “It is true that this universe is based off the one I know but, when I attempt to meditate, I am getting resistance at every angle. It is as if this advanced AI does not want me here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Atlas! You’re up!” I shout. Weeks have passed since our first campaign in The Binding2.0. Our cluster is tight and, at times, flawlessed when facing bosses.  
 
    I wave Atlas out from behind a pillar supporting an old Golgan facility. Atlas, now donning Electrified Titanium Armor and sporting a Paralyzing Glove, rushes the Plant Mech that had risen from inside the old facility of Planet Cosso almost an hour ago. The boss’ health bar hovers just above the empty line.  
 
    “Go!” Coco_Dream shouts. 
 
    At level 39, Atlas moves fast now, but his health bar is just as precarious as the boss’. I raise my 5th Tier Sniper Scope and take aim at the Plant Mech. The tower of electrified, metal stems and leaves is distracted by Atlas and unable to focus its deadly rays at me.  
 
    My crosshairs lock onto the monster’s vulnerable part—a cog connecting its metal blossom to its stalk. The red target flashes white. A critical hit.  
 
    I fire. 
 
    Sparks fly and the Golgan experiment shudders, health bar depleted. I love my 5th Tier Scope. 
 
    Atlas stops before the Mech, just underneath a leaf with razor edges. The monster crumbles as the timer in my display flashes. We’ve finished the boss battle with only ten seconds to go.  
 
    The Golgans, it turns out, spent a lot of time creating death machines in the past, until they invented the robot that nearly ripped the universe in half. We’ve been fighting these Mechs for a while. We’re all now at Level 39, except Panda, and these higher-level bosses have tested our strength as a cluster. It’s taken three weeks of strategizing and playing the new Binding almost nonstop to get this far. 
 
    The loot crate appears where the boss once protruded from its pit. The twin suns above us continue to shine. I step across blasted red rock and into the ring of pillars that mark the old Golgan testing sites. A sadistic race, they are. But their old creations have provided lots of XP. 
 
    Panda, still a Level 47, opens the crate and sifts through the loot inside while Atlas and Coco_Dream wait. But it’s not the loot I care about. It’s the XP. After this, we might all reach Level 40, the magical top-level that Nan says will get us to this exclusive planet, so we can face down the ICC. 
 
    We’ve been balancing each other out in levels for weeks. I’m ready to finish this. Once Atlas and I reached Level 33—Coco’s level then—the three of us continued leveling up together.  
 
    And it turns out that I’m wrong about Panda. He’s been nothing but an excellent player and has donated all his earned XP to us. Without him, we’d have two more weeks of boss fights to go—minimum. 
 
    Atlas smiles at me after peeking into the crate. I return it. 
 
    Victory music plays, and I watch as 5000 XP pour into my account. I now have 5,525 points, or five more upgrades to spend. It’s a routine I’ve been doing daily. 
 
    Stepping aside for the others to choose loot for me—yes, trusting others—I pull over my base stats. My knees tremble with exhaustion and, I know that after this, I’ll need to log out and take a break. But first things first. 
 
    After the Plant Mech, I now have a total of 404 upgrades, with five to spend right now. Over the past few weeks, I’ve gained 111 upgrades. 
 
      
 
      
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
    Strength: 35 
 
    Speed: 45 
 
    Stamina: 36 
 
    Healing Rate: 50 (+1) 
 
    Awareness: 50 
 
    Close Range Combat: 31 
 
    * Sniper Dead Eye: 56 (+2) 
 
    General Accuracy: 55 (+2) 
 
    Luck: 30 
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
      
 
    More victory music plays as Level 40 appears in my vision. It’s always been possible to boost stats over 50 points, even though player level caps at 50. Stats like this should have made most boss fights easy back in the old Binding, but in this new version, the game seems to know how to maintain a challenge at all times.  
 
    And The Hermit still can’t meditate on anything. 
 
    “Level 40!” I shout, raising my hands and losing my composure. I can’t help it. Atlas smiles at me again. 
 
    “Me, too,” he says, approaching. “Coco just leveled up as well. Looks like we’re all middle aged.” 
 
    “Huh?” I ask. 
 
    “Earth people hit middle age in their forties,” Atlas explains.  
 
    “Well, that stinks,” I say, pinching his cheek. “So, she’s a Level 40? That’s excellent. Is it okay if I look at your stats?” 
 
    “Any time,” Atlas says. “I’ve finished leveling up, so go ahead.” 
 
    I’m still the cluster leader, so I can pull up my party’s stats in my HUD. Atlas has made the most leaps and bounds over the past few weeks. 
 
      
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
    Strength: 55 
 
    Speed: 50 
 
    Stamina: 49 
 
    Healing Rate: 45 
 
    Awareness: 30 
 
    Close Range Combat: 55 
 
    * Sniper Dead Eye: 41 
 
    General Accuracy: 44 
 
    Luck: 32 
 
    +–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––+ 
 
      
 
    “Nice stats,” I say. “Looks like we’re even.” 
 
    “Poor Panda hasn’t leveled up once,” Atlas says. 
 
    “He needs it the least and he knows,” I say. “Panda, you ready to take one final break before the worst boss fight in Binding history?”  
 
    “Sure thing,” Panda says. “The ICC isn’t going to be fun, but I can’t wait to get a stab at them.” 
 
    I’ve told Panda the whole story. He’s proven himself enough and the longer I play with this cluster, the less distrustful I get. The four of us log out, and the familiar darkness sweeps over me as I come to in the Immersion Box. I lift the lid and climb out. Next to me, Morrow and Coco do the same. 
 
    “Tyisa, thanks,” Morrow says to me. “I’ve been dreaming of Level 40 for years.” 
 
    “What about me?” Coco asks as the last of the gray stuff runs off her. “I’ve donated enough XP to earn a ‘thanks,’ I think.” 
 
    “Thank you?” Morrow asks.  
 
    I wish we had Panda here to celebrate. But Nan walks into the room with Renton, smiling.  
 
    “We thought you’d never get out,” Renton says. “How did the boss fight go?”  
 
    “Great,” I say.  
 
    “We finished with only a few seconds left to go,” Morrow says, throwing a wink my way. Heat flames my cheeks.  
 
    Nan gives me a look like she knows what’s going on.  
 
    “Level 40,” Coco says. “All three of us.” 
 
    “Then, it’s time for you to go to the special planet,” Renton says. “The ICC is still camped there, struggling to level up and get off. My programmers can only watch as the game’s AI runs the show, but they’ve noted how some of the ICC players . . . well, we’ll talk over lunch.” In the last sentence, his tone becomes serious. 
 
    Renton and Nan sweep out of the room and toward the kitchen. Once Coco follows them, Morrow leans over and plants a gentle kiss on my cheek. It does wonders to calm my nerves. 
 
    “Stop blushing,” Morrow says. 
 
    Heat returns to my cheeks, again. I want to link my hand with his—we’ve done it when no one is around—but I don’t want Renton seeing us like this. The man hasn’t broken our trust yet, but Morrow and I have both agreed that we should leave him out of our budding relationship. With the ICC fight coming, it’s best to keep things simple. 
 
    I manage to get my expression under control by the time we enter the cafeteria. Renton sits at the end of the table, meeting-style, while Nan gets sandwiches out for us.  
 
    “I’m afraid your break can’t last long,” he says with sympathy. “You guys have been working harder than I’ve seen any players manage these past few weeks. But it’s time to go to the special planet known as Golgoro. This planet, according to my programmers, orbits a black hole that shoots out beams of light as it eats material. Only Level 40 players can breach the ancient shields surrounding this hostile system. Since the ships in the game take players’ stats, that’s how it works.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I say as dread gathers in my stomach. That explains why the ICC hasn’t escaped the planet yet. Even they can’t re-code their genetics. DNA is the perfect encryption protocol against hacking. 
 
    “It’s as if the game is trying to keep the ICC isolated to this planet,” Nan adds. 
 
    “The ICC deserves such a great view,” Atlas says. “Maybe the game will spiral the planet into the black hole.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” Coco agrees. “But we all know that it won’t. The game has built a universe that obeys physical laws.” 
 
    “And that includes orbital dynamics,” Nan says. “Moving the planet into a black hole would require more force than any of us could generate.” 
 
    Morrow sighs. “So, unless we nudge the planet, we go in ourselves.” 
 
    “Correct,” Renton says.  
 
    Morrow leans close to my ear as Nan and Coco continue to discuss why physics won’t allow the destruction of this planet.  
 
    “This AI creeps me out.” 
 
    “And The Hermit still can’t infiltrate it,” I whisper. A part of me doesn’t trust an AI literally running an entire universe on its own. The idea is horrifying. Anything could happen if it develops emotions or decides to shut everything down at once and fry everyone’s brains. And the control it has over whether the lively NPC’s will continue to live or not is something I can’t dismiss.  
 
    “Are you two done necking?” Renton asks with a grin. 
 
    So much for keeping Renton out of our budding relationship. 
 
    Morrow saves me by drawing attention to him. “What’s next, boss?”  
 
    “ICC police have been spotted around Sector 15 lately,” Renton says. “I don’t know why they’re here—probably searching for escaped members of Sector 14—but they may be closing in on our location. It appears the ICC’s activities on Planet Golgoro may be leading them here. It’s possible they have programmers who have been able to crack the code, though I don’t know how.” 
 
    Silence hangs over the table. Coco and I look at each other before I turn my gaze to Morrow. Another possibility lurks, and that’s the AI itself feeding information to the ICC. Of course, there’s no way to back that up without The Hermit’s help. It’s as if our friend has given up. 
 
    “So, take a break and freshen up. You have four hours,” Renton says, an apology on his face. “Then you’ll need to take a ship to a satellite station above Planet Golgoro. Panda should help you with that. And good luck. We’re all going to need it.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Morrow and I manage to sneak in a short nap, on cots next to one another in the barracks, before Coco wakes us. Barely refreshed, we walk back to the Immersion Boxes.  
 
     Once inside, we find Panda waiting for us. The four of us board his ship, and now that we’re all Level 40, we find that his navigation screen shows us new areas. Panda does a search for Planet Golgoro, and his computer confirms that the planet orbits a black hole. His ship plots a course around the dead star and chooses a satellite station around the planet to land—the safest location it can find. Not a soothing thought. 
 
    “Well, it looks as if the game detects our player levels,” Coco says. 
 
    “It’s a good thing we leveled Atlas up,” I say.  
 
    Panda’s ship takes off and we seat ourselves, waiting to arrive at what the computer calls the Golgoro System. “My computer won’t tell me anything about this planet,” he says. “And I’m the Scout with 50 Awareness points. I don’t like that.” 
 
    “That’s my stat too,” I say. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a place people haven’t visited yet,” Coco suggests. “So, there isn’t information in the system yet.” 
 
    “Or it’s death,” Atlas says. 
 
    “It’s also possible the ancient shields around this planet are blocking information from leaving,” I say. “We’re uncovering more of 2.0’s backstory with every new planet we visit.” If we didn’t have the ICC to worry about, I’d enjoy uncovering new tidbits about this universe.  
 
    Stars turn to blurred lines outside the windows as the ship engages space-bending technology. Eventually, the ship slows and we sail toward a large, metal space station hovering above a strange black planet with glowing greens. The color combination sets my inner alarm bells on fire. I’ve seen this before, above the Rock Worm infested dwarf planet. 
 
    Atlas takes my hand, but he’s nervous. I follow his gaze behind the planet toward a massive, raging beam of light carving through the black hole in various directions. The beams provide the only major source of light as the black hole eats whatever matter falls into it. If one of those lights touched Planet Golgoro, it would be destroyed. 
 
    Explosions of light also burst to life inside the planet’s atmosphere. Lightning beams snake out from each burst. On the planet’s surface, green flashes battle red flashes and smoke curls fingers around continents and black cities. An occasional green light winks from within the thick smoke cover.  
 
    “I don’t like this,” Coco says as we drift toward the space station. “It’s almost as if Planet Golgoro could be—” 
 
    “The Golgans’ home planet?” Atlas asks. “That’s swell.” 
 
    I swallow, struggling to maintain my composure. “And it looks as if they and the ICC are having a war.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    We dock at the space station as my log announces its name, but I’m not paying attention. Knowing the space station’s name isn’t going to matter when we start, what might be, an impossible mission. 
 
    Panda’s ship enters through a force field in the space station and, once we land in an empty docking bay full of metal crates, the doors lift and we exit.  
 
    “Well,” I say. “It looks like we get to pilot personal ships again.” I eye a row of familiar yellow crafts. Above our heads, a glass dome shows the stars. But we can’t see the war happening far below. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to piloting those little guys down to the Golgans and the ICC,” Atlas says. “That’s sarcasm, by the way.”  
 
    “Merans have no idea what sarcasm is,” I say, throwing him a straight expression and hoping my eyes don’t give me away.  
 
     “You sure?” The corner of his mouth lifts in a crooked grin.  
 
    Panda gulps. “We should be able to get down to the surface. That’s if this Nan chick is right about Golgoros’ programming details.” 
 
    “We are dealing with strange programming,” Coco reminds us. 
 
    I feel bad for bringing Panda into this, but at least I’ve told him the truth. Atlas and I even introduced The Hermit to him and Coco and it's gone well. I’ve done that much. There’s no telling what will happen once we get down to Golgoro. Or what the Golgans look like. Atlas suspects they’ll look like insects since that is how Earth people always envision aliens. Well, most of the time. Atlas told me that Mera was a pleasant surprise, when discovered. Just thinking of his compliment briefly brings color my cheeks. 
 
    “Hermit,” I say in a low voice. “Can you try to meditate on what’s going on down there?” 
 
    “I will attempt,” he tells me. “The programming here feels very strange.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. Despite this version of The Binding blocking his access, he’s done his best. His presence became a familiar part of the original Binding for me, so much so, I’m thankful I can hang onto my old friend. 
 
    “I’ll fly ahead, just as I have many times before,” Panda says, approaching a craft. “At least these ships will all be Level 40 and won’t get shot out of the sky as soon as they enter this planet’s atmosphere. I hope.”  
 
    He doesn’t sound hopeful, but we board our yellow Transporters. The screen inside tells me it’s copying my stats to its computer system. I also place my 5th Tier Sniper Scope in the compartment to give my guns extra lock-on capabilities. This is the final fight. I’m willing to risk losing my Scope.  
 
    “Why can’t we just fly down in Panda’s ship?” Atlas asks over the radio. 
 
    “Did you see the log?” I ask. “This planet has defenses that blast any large craft from the sky. Transporters will be small enough to slip in undetected.” 
 
    “Wow. This Binding 2.0 knows how to up the tension,” Atlas says. “Make us fight a death cult race with something smaller than a clown car.” 
 
    “A clown car?” I ask. “What’s a clown?” 
 
    “You are very lucky, being from Mera,” Atlas says. 
 
    We take off as the dome ceiling opens. Panda goes first and, once again, I see Golgoro down below, black and lit with green. The black hole continues to belch out beams of deadly light. It’s no wonder the Golgans worship death gods. Their star is death itself. Black holes only shoot out light and usable energy if they’re eating material. Have the Golgans sacrificed enemy ships, bases, or even whole planets to this thing to stay alive? I fear the answer is “yes,” and that makes their decision to rip apart the universe make sense. When death has kept you alive, what else do you do? 
 
    Panda jets toward the scary planet. 
 
    I follow, right beside Atlas. Coco keeps up. We all move at roughly the same speed now, thanks to being on the same level.  
 
    “I’m approaching the verification perimeter,” Panda says. “It’s letting me into the atmosphere.”  
 
     The ship’s log tells me the same.  
 
      
 
    You are entering a dangerous region. Unknown alien barrier detected. 100,000-J required to breach barrier.  
 
      
 
    You have enough power to enter the atmosphere of this planet! 
 
      
 
    “That part’s over,” I say. “I wonder what would have happened, if I didn’t have enough power?” 
 
    “Probably total destruction,” Coco says. 
 
    The green lights get larger below. They’re cities. Many of the lightning bursts happen over them. The bursts are most concentrated above an area toward the planet’s north.  
 
    “Raven,” The Hermit says.  
 
    “Have you found something?” It would be the first time in weeks.  
 
    My personal log delivers another message. 
 
      
 
    [System] You are entering a development area of The Binding2.0. Coding discrepancies may affect gameplay. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone,” The Hermit says, speaking to all of us. “There is a vast amount of data moving in and out of this planet and its maps. I have attempted to meditate on this data, but I keep encountering what Atlas calls ‘dead ends.’ Encryption here is like none I have ever detected.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Atlas says. 
 
    “Watch out!” Panda shouts. 
 
    Just as the first flames of atmospheric entry dance around the outside of my Transporter, a massive object in the shape of a green and black insect drifts in front of us. A Golgan ship. They’re not going to just let us in. Panda’s yellow Transporter tries to dodge the monstrosity but blazes into the craft’s side instead. I stare at the small explosion, my heart in my throat, my jaw falling open.  
 
    And then my log tells me that he has fallen in battle.  
 
    “Great,” Atlas says. 
 
    “He’ll respawn back on the satellite station,” I say, reminding myself more than Atlas. “We saved.” Death was eventual. We all knew this before climbing into the Transporters. Drawing in a deep breath, I refocus and turn to my Scope.  
 
    I struggle to lock onto a vulnerable part of the ship. The Transporter’s crosshairs do lock onto a small row of green lights on the city-sized craft, however, a row that now blocks all view of the planet below. I fire, and a missile sails toward the lights. A missile explodes, but how much damage has it done to the ship? I don’t know. The thing has no health bar. It just looks like a floating, monstrous bug, dotted by a ton of holes. 
 
    No sooner had I finished my observation when smaller ships, all looking like black and green winged creatures with pinchers, swarm out of the holes.  
 
    “It’s a giant nest!” Atlas shouts. “I’m really getting tired of worms and bugs!” 
 
    I open fire, my target locking on each ship with precision. But the Golgan fighters open fire, dropping my Transporter’s Shield at a rapid pace.  
 
      
 
    Coco_Dream has fallen in battle! 
 
      
 
    “We’re down to just us!” Atlas shouts. “I’ll get in close and distract them. Raven, you pick them off. It’ll be just like an arena battle.” 
 
    My target locks onto Golgan Fighter, Level 35 and I fire a missile, but five more of ships close in and pummel me with green beams. An explosion rocks the world and everything fades to black.  
 
      
 
    You have fallen in battle! 
 
      
 
    I respawn back in the orbiting station, as I predicted. Coco and Panda stand there. We stare at each other for what feels like a minute before speaking.  
 
    Panda paces. “I tried to get close to the ship, but there was no way I could get within a mile of it. I hope our tank can get a closer look before we try again.” 
 
    “At least our ships respawn,” I say, pointing to the row of Transporters. “But I lost my 5th Tier Sniper Scope.” I still have several 4th Tiers and, thankfully, placed nothing in my hotbar for our first attempt to infiltrate Golgoro.  
 
    Atlas lasts a while out there, having the best Shields and damage intake abilities. Eventually he appears next to the Save Station, catching his breath. 
 
    “Well,” he says. “We’re not going to fly past that huge ship anytime soon.” 
 
    I cross armored arms over my chest. “So, what do we do now? How far did you get?” 
 
    Atlas catches my gaze. “I was able to fly under the ship a bit, but there were so many Golgan Fighters coming out that I couldn’t get through. If we attack like this again, before coming up with another plan, then we’re just going to lose everything trying.” He pulls his gaze from mine and considers the stars above. “Let me think. Let us all think.” 
 
    I’ve been around Atlas enough to know when he’s not joking. Those moments stand out like punctuation points.  
 
    The two of us walk away from the others. “How many ships came out of that thing?” I ask when we’re alone. 
 
    “Enough to fill a stadium, if ships were the size of people,” Atlas says. “The Golgans like to swarm. Guess my insect theory is correct.” 
 
    “And you didn’t spot any asteroids we can use for cover?” 
 
    “The Golgans must have fed them all to the black hole,” he says. “And if they catch us, they might do the same to us. I bet this game version has fantastically great plans for players who fall into black holes.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I say.  
 
    Atlas puts his hand on his chin as we walk the landing platform’s perimeter. We stroll past the Transporters. “On Earth, there’s a bunch of tropes when it comes to old sci fi movies,” he says at last. “Renton has a whole collection of movies that the ICC doesn’t allow regular citizens to see. But I think the developers borrowed many ideas from them, like the insect trope. I’m wondering if the flying-through-a-deadly-craft-and-blowing-it-up-from-the-inside trope holds true here.” 
 
    “Sounds crazy,” I say, eyeing Atlas. 
 
    But he’s serious. “It happened in a few popular movies on Earth. That craft had holes. If we get into one of them, the Golgan Fighters can’t swarm us.” 
 
    “I see where this is going,” I say. “We’d just have to worry about the fighters trying to come out of the hole. We could shoot them one at a time. With my shooting skills, I should go in first.” 
 
    “I agree,” Atlas says. “There will also be fighters coming in from behind us. Since we won’t be able to shoot them, I’ll go in last since I can take the most damage. We fly through that huge ship and then, if there’s a power core in the center, we shoot it and blow the mothership up from the inside.” 
 
    “How sure are you of this?” I ask. “This is a stretch, assuming that the developers and this AI borrowed from old movies.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
     “Atlas,” I shout as my target locks onto something that looks like an electrified column. “Are you sure this trope is a thing?”  
 
    Our plan to enter the ship through a Fighter hole has, so far, worked. My palms sweat as I steer the ship through a cramped tunnel and toward a large opening that, I’m assuming, is at the center of the Golgan ship. I blow up a Golgan Fighter that drops from a hole in the ceiling and then my target locks back onto the column ahead. It knows that column is important to shoot. It must be the mod that my 4th Tier Scope is adding to my Transporter.  
 
    “I told you,” Atlas says. “But before you shoot, we need an exit strategy.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Just trust me.”  
 
    My mind paints a picture of an explosion. What else would shooting a power core do? I emerge into a huge, round chamber filled with Golgan ships that immediately open fire on us, blocking easy access to the green lightning ringed column. My cluster fires back, sending several of the ships into the power core. Several explode and the core shakes. The other Golgan fighters move away from it and toward the black walls. They sense danger. These NPC’s must be as alive as all others in this universe. 
 
    I almost feel bad about shooting them. 
 
    “Don’t focus on the fighters!” I yell at the others. “Shoot the core, and let’s go!”  
 
    My target locks onto the core again and I fire a missile. Coco_Dream and Panda do the same, and an explosion follows. The entire chamber shakes and the plume of fire expands, engulfing many unlucky Golgan Fighters. They vaporize in the destruction. 
 
    “Go!” Panda shouts. “Exit! Any exit!” 
 
    “What do you think I’m doing?” Atlas shouts.  
 
    Panda finds another hole in the chamber’s side. With my Shield quickly dropping under the heavy fire, I follow and leave the fray. Coco_Dream and Atlas fly in behind me, according to my in-game map.  
 
    The explosion’s roar doesn’t fade. A fiery glow lights the jagged tunnel all around us as the inferno follows. The white-hot blaze is going to consume the entire ship.  
 
    “Faster!” Coco shouts.  
 
    Another Golgan Fighter drops in front of me, separating me from Panda. I plow forward. We can’t afford to slow down. If I do, Atlas and Coco will crash into me. And if we all die, this ship might respawn. Binding 2.0 knows how to be cruel. 
 
    My ship strikes the Golgan Fighter, jolting it. I bite in a creative curse and scrape the small ship along its underbelly, barely missing a couple of green power coils. My Shield drops to almost nothing. I’ll take severe damage, if I hit anything else.  
 
    “Move!” Atlas shouts at the Golgan Fighter.  
 
    The tunnel curves and I fire at two more Fighters that are trying to stop us. The Golgans aren’t trying to escape. Maybe, by dying, they believe the beam will keep going. They’re more worried about dragging us into death with them. 
 
    “Disgusting creatures,” I shout, opening fire. The ships are so far ahead, I’m able to destroy both and fly through the floating debris unharmed. My Shield is regenerating. 
 
    “I see the exit!” Panda shouts. 
 
    He’s right. Since Golgoro has the same color scheme as these ships, I don’t see it at first. But the walls around me vanish as I burst out into open space. Atlas’ and Coco’s Transporters appears beside me. We’re speeding as fast as possible, descending toward the planet with only a few Golgan Fighters flying aimlessly around us. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    An explosion shudders and roars around me as the Golgan ship bursts into a massive fireball. 
 
    The whole universe lights up and the ground far below reflects part of the infernal glow. Angry flowers of yellow and orange and green cover the glass of my ship’s window, mirroring back to me for several seconds the complete death filling everything within sight. My Transporter shakes when the shock wave hits. I can barely hold onto the controls. My teeth mash together as I bounce in my seat.  
 
    Then, almost as fast as it hit, the reflected explosion and the shock wave fade. 
 
    “We made it!” Coco shouts. 
 
    “Hooray for movies!” Atlas yells.  
 
    “Okay. You need to watch all the movies,” I tell him. “We’ll watch them together.” 
 
    “Ooohhh,” Coco says in a teasing, musical tone. 
 
    “In a room, I hope,” Panda deadpans. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Atlas says. “Movies it is.” 
 
    I don’t even feel shame at my comment. A few weeks ago, I would have been horrified to say that in front of myself, let alone others. Things have changed. 
 
    The ground closes in. No more Golgan Fighters attempt to attack us, despite other Golgan ships in the distance. My Transporter’s log informs me that the computer is searching for a good landing site and has found one.  
 
    “We’re on autopilot,” Panda says. “That’s a good sign. Nothing ever attacks once a ship goes into autopilot mode.” 
 
    “The code, though,” Atlas says. “It’s supposed to be messed up here.” 
 
    “He’s right,” I say. “We don’t know what we’re going to encounter.” I keep my hands on my guns just in case. 
 
    Golgoro is a dark planet with just a beam slicing across the sky for light, courtesy of the black hole. Black and green cities cover its barren surface. I don’t spot a single Golgan walking up and down the streets. My log tells me that radiation levels here are high, and that my Electrified Titanium Armor is expending energy to keep me safe.  
 
    “Thirty percent taken off of damage reduction,” Atlas reads. “Nice.” 
 
    “It’s better than dying from the radiation,” I say. 
 
    “I wonder what’s causing it?” Atlas asks with sarcasm. “That settles it. The Golgans are cockroaches. Nothing else could survive all the radiation the black hole must be belching out.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” I say. 
 
    I watch as our ships descends onto a landing pad, on top of a skyscraper. Our doors lift and I slide out.  
 
    This world is surreal, like a nightmare version of a city at night. The Golgan buildings are all pointed, almost like jagged rocks, and lit entirely in green from the inside. The black stones display pulsing green lines through it, like a disease. The sky above remains black except for the black hole’s powerful beam. We stand under the intense light, unsure of what to do next. 
 
    And then my gaze lands on the largest building I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “That must be where they worship their death gods,” I say, pointing. 
 
    A huge, black citadel looms in the distance. My eyes don’t make the structure out at first. The alien citadel looks like a massive stone crown built in alignment with the unseen black hole’s beam. From our vantage point, it looks as if the black hole’s ray of death is shining out from the citadel.  
 
    “Yikes,” Atlas says, slipping his hand into mine. 
 
    The citadel wavers for a second, a strange glitch that morphs the structure into a dome, and then quickly back to its jagged crown shape. The code must be wonky here.  
 
    And then I spot several ships around the area that look a lot like Panda's. They hover around the building like metal birds with spread wings. 
 
    ICC ships. That's all they can be. 
 
    And standing underneath them, at the base of the citadel, are the ICC avatars they've sent to infiltrate the incomplete code of this planet. I squint and peer through my 4th Tier Sniper Scope to get a closer look, as they look tiny from here. 
 
    “What do you see?” Coco asks. 
 
    I train my view on the players they've hired.  
 
    Most are indeed normal-looking Humans, Merans, Androids, and Cyborgs decked out in Titanium Armor and, therefore, high level. And then I realize that three of them are not players at all. Two dozen figures mill around the base of the still-glitching structure while the three unusual ones watch. The trio wear pure black armor, gloves, boots, and helmets with opaque visors. I read their usernames out loud. 
 
    “Master_Admin679, Master_Admin45, Master . . . this isn't good.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Atlas asks. “The ICC sent its Admins in here. How? This isn't even their game.” 
 
    “Well,” I say, “we now know why we haven't seen them for a while, and where we need to go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maybe the original plan is back,” Atlas says.  
 
    “Original plan?” I ask, lowering my Scope. 
 
    “You know. With The Hermit taking over another Admin and then breaking his way into the ICC.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Those Admins look like business,” Panda says. 
 
    “Right,” I say to Panda. “But we don’t know how this new universe works yet. The Admins might not have all their power here.” 
 
    “Like freezing us and letting us express our love to each other?” Atlas asks. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Who are you? The Hermit?”  
 
    “Come on,” Coco says. “So, we didn’t expect Admins to come in. But we should have.” 
 
    “2.0 isn’t their game,” Atlas says. 
 
    “It is and it isn’t,” Coco says. “2.0 is based off the original Binding, so it’s possible our enemies still have their Admin powers. The DNA encryption may ensure it. At the very least, we’re dealing with high-level players. I’d expect Level 50.” 
 
    “How do we get past these guys?” Panda asks. 
 
    “I could be of assistance,” The Hermit says. “If these Admins have the same powers as the ones in our original universe, I should be able to fight with mine. I may be able to hack into the ICC itself. Meditating tells me there is much disruption, though I may not be able to sense anything specific until I take an Admin’s form. There is likely a vulnerability here.” 
 
    “And,” I say, “the ICC realizes that the Admins are trying to get into the network to pull the plug.” I’m breaking a sweat. Now isn’t the time to let it show. At least I’m wearing gloves. 
 
    “But the ICC is vulnerable, too,” Coco says. “They’d have to be, working in a glitch zone.” 
 
    “So, do we march in?” Atlas asks. 
 
    The ICC ships continue to hover.  
 
    And then one of the Golgan Drones descends from the darkness above, green lights flashing. The Drone’s lasers train on a few players below, who open fire on the bug-like device. After a fight, the thing shatters into a thousand smoking pieces. People run to the side to avoid being hit. Then a second Drone descends from the sky to attack the ICC. I raise my Scope and look again, only to find a Master Admin standing there, raising a gloved fist at the device. He trembles in his black armor, as if struggling to summon his power. Within a few blinks, the Drone snaps to rotating ones and zeros before dissolving and rising toward the sky. 
 
    “Well, we’re most likely going to die,” I say, lowering my Scope again. “The Admins appear to have their player-destroying powers. The good news? 2.0 is making things hard for our friends. The Golgans will attack us and the ICC.” 
 
    “I don’t blame the Golgans,” Atlas says. “Oh. And more great news. We didn’t find a Save Station here on Golgoro.” 
 
    The four of us face each other. He’s right. The last Save Station was on the orbiting structure. Dying means respawning in orbit and having to go through—and blow up—Golgan ships again.  
 
    “Don’t die,” I say, pointing my finger at Atlas, and then Coco, and finally at Panda. My palms continue to sweat and my heart races, but I keep what I hope is a harsh expression. “Our only chance of breaking the ICC’s control on Earth and Mera is to get down there and use The Hermit. Hermit, are you ready?” 
 
    “Holes abound here,” he says. “The AI has not yet filled the glitches, so I am able to see within the code. The Admins’ code will, unlike in the old universe, lead into the ICC’s main system. But it is also possible the Admins can take down the entire world, and us with it, by exploiting one of these holes.” 
 
    “Just like the Golgans,” Atlas says. “Why don’t the two groups work together?” 
 
    “Good question,” I say with a wink. Tension dispels. “The Hermit will need to touch an Admin to transfer. Right?”  
 
    “You will need to touch an Admin, yes,” The Hermit says. “Try to make discreet physical contact.” 
 
    “Ew,” Atlas says.  
 
    I pretend to throw something at him. “You know what he means.” 
 
    I face our Transporters. “I don’t think those will do much good here,” I say. “If we need, you know, physical contact.” 
 
    Our plan means venturing across the surface. 
 
    We stand on the top of a building with a staircase leading to the unknown. We’ll need to descend and possibly fight whatever lurks inside.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
     “I told you! Insects!” Atlas shouts as he plows his Electric Glove into a Golgan. 
 
    The building is full of giant insects. The Golgan, which looks like what Atlas calls a grasshopper—only green and black—takes the blow and flies back into the dark stairwell’s wall. Standing at our height, all Golgans sport pincers big enough to take off a player’s head. Golgans range in level from 15 to 35, so far, but the species swarms, just like their fighter ships. 
 
    “Another one!” Coco shouts, firing her Blaster. Her Mod doesn’t overheat as much and she can maintain fire for longer periods now that she’s leveled up. She’s saving us from the horde that is descending from the floors we’ve already passed. Atlas and Panda take the lead. While I take out a few Golgans pouring through the doors and into the stairwell, I have to work at close range, which isn’t my strong suit.  
 
    My door flies open again and a Golgan, with a cluster of a hundred green eyes, raises a black claw to deal a blow. The monster strikes, but my Electrified Titanium Armor deals damage to the enemy, lowering its health bar by a third. Firing my Sniper Rifle, I deal a critical hit. The Golgan bursts into a hundred gross pieces, leaving a pincer on the ground.  
 
    “Could these guys at least drop good loot?” Panda shouts, pushing ahead. He fights with a Modded Blaster, just like Coco’s, and shoots triple beams, clearing a path forward. “I don’t want claws!” 
 
    We’ve formed a bubble to force our way through the Golgan mass. Firing at two walls of insect bodies, we creep down the stairs. Claws snap. The creatures chitter. The swarm remains solid. I’ll see Golgans every time I blink for the rest of my life.  
 
    One step. Another. A landing. A claw snaps out, dealing ten percent damage. A Level 35 Golgan. I fire into a hundred eyes, lowering its health bar by a quarter, and then Coco delivers the killing blow with Blaster fire. The creature explodes in my face.  
 
    “We’re at the bottom floor!” Atlas shouts.  
 
    I take a Nanobot Pack from my hotbar and heal my damage. We’ve collected hundreds over the past few weeks. Back to back, our group shuffles off the landing and into a low, dark room full of more Golgans. I glimpse at the street—empty. The Golgans aren’t outdoor types. 
 
    I can’t wait to get out there, where I’ll be useful. 
 
    Re-equipping my Sniper Rifle, I take out two Golgans by aiming over Panda’s head. Brushing against Coco, I back toward the archway exit, shooting the entire time. Even without peering through my Scope, my Sniper Dead Eye points remain high. Headshot follows headshot. Shooting at close range helps.  
 
    And my Speed points will help once we’re out.  
 
    “Run as soon as we’re in the open!” I yell. “We don’t have time to deal with crowd control.” 
 
    At last, we burst from the front entrance. Atlas pulls on my arm as the Golgans snap at us, all trying to push through the doorway at once. The creatures wedge against each other, forming a temporary dam.  
 
    “This way!” he shouts. 
 
    We run.  
 
    The street stretches through tall, jagged buildings and toward the black hole’s beam. The massive, dark crown waits. It shifts into a dome and back into jagged points. Our target must be a kilometer away. We have to approach in the open. The plan is dangerous, but going through the buildings is worse.  
 
    “Incoming!” Panda yells. 
 
    Raising my Rifle, I look through the Scope as I run. My red target locks on a Golgan scaling down a building from a window, claws clicking against dark stone. I fire, dropping its health bar by a third. The force of the blow knocks the Golgan off the building and sends the giant insect plummeting. 
 
    “We need you!” Atlas shouts. 
 
    “Thanks, I haven’t figured that out yet,” I breathe. Firing on Golgan after Golgan, I run after the others. The count doesn’t matter. My mind locks into Sniper mode and there’s just me and the Golgan targets. 
 
    “These buildings,” Coco says, breaking into my trance. “They’re nests. The Golgans don’t like to stray outside.” 
 
    I lower my Scope and continue to run.  
 
    We’ve closed a lot of distance between us and the dark citadel. And ahead of me, Atlas stops.  
 
    We skid to a stop beside him.  
 
    “Well, that’s not good,” Panda says.  
 
    From the corner of my vision, I observe a few more Golgans climb down their nest-buildings, from exit holes, and windows. Ten humanoid figures in front of us come into focus against the beam, running toward us at top speed. Before our enemies blur into focus, I know these avatars are top-level players. Their speed betrays this fact. 
 
    “We’ve got the payroll coming!” Atlas shouts, equipping Ground Bombs. He throws the explosives into the middle of the street, but the players split down the middle, anticipating his move.  
 
    “Back!” I yell, waving everyone to a Golgan building. 
 
    A couple of Sniper shots go off. I jolt as my health bar goes half red. Electrified Titanium Armor can’t even block much damage. We’re dealing with high-level players for sure—and likely a 5th Tier Sniper Scope. 
 
    My cluster takes shelter in a narrow alley. Atlas remains at the mouth while I take out a Golgan crawling toward us. Golgan body parts rain down. 
 
    And the alley is a dead end. 
 
    “We’re pinned!” Coco shouts, joining Atlas at the mouth of the alley. “We have Level 45 players out there!”  
 
    Hopelessness creeps into my knees, causing tremors, but I join her at the entrance, raising my Scope. Panda shouts something but his voice mixes with the noise. We haven’t even reached the citadel and the ICC is taking us out.  
 
    Coco takes a critical hit. Her health bar turns bloody, leaving a sliver of green.  
 
    “We’re done!” Atlas shouts.  
 
    I aim at a Cyborg, a Level 43 man with tattoos. He raises a Grenade Launcher at me—sure to send us back to the orbiting station—and grimaces as Coco’s Blaster fire slowly drops his health. Like us, he wears Electrified Titanium Armor.  
 
    But then, a shot from the side takes his health bar down. The Cyborg turns, but more Blaster fire finishes him before I get a shot off.  
 
    The street turns into a war zone as new players, running from the direction we came, open fire on the ICC hires. A few Golgans drop onto the surface and charge the ICC players and newcomers alike, shattering in the heavy fire. I don’t understand what’s happening. And then, I do. 
 
    The newcomers’ leader grimaces as she steps into Blaster fire—a Cyborg woman with short purple hair, a skull face tattoo, and Electrified Titanium Armor. She’s still grimacing, but she’s also absorbing damage with a minimal health drop. 
 
    Gen_W31. Level 44.  
 
    General Willis.  
 
    She and her people have followed us here. The survivors of Sector 14 have been spying on us.  
 
    She takes out a Human who is holding a Sniper Rifle with a Modded Blaster like Coco’s. I blink, counting fifteen of her fighters. Both ICC players and Golgans fall, leaving the black pavement littered in corpses and Golgan pincers.  
 
    At last, the firing stops. Gen_W31 glares at our group, still huddled at the mouth of the alley. 
 
    “How did you find us?” I ask, straightening.  
 
    We’re in a bad situation. Gen_W still wants to shut down The Binding, but not in a way that will benefit anyone but Sector 14. And she still wants The Hermit too. Her eyes shine with greed and revenge.  
 
    “We’ve been following you and leveling up,” she barks, lowering her Blaster. “Do you want to take down the ICC or not? We have a mutual mission.” 
 
    “I trust her as much as I do the ICC,” Atlas says. 
 
    “So do I,” I say.  
 
    “Is she the crazy lady you mentioned?” Panda whispers.  
 
    I eye the beam. More players will wait around the citadel along with the Admins. Gen_W and Sector 14 don’t deserve our trust, but our enemies might offer the only hope of completing our plan. Atlas and I exchange a look. I take a breath, trying to calm my nerves. Atlas nods at me, filling me with tingles.  
 
    “We need her,” I whisper. “For now.” 
 
    After we finish our mission, we’ll have to deal with Sector 14.  
 
    By then, we might have The Hermit in Admin form again.  
 
    “Well?” Gen_W asks. Keeping her glare on us, she shoots an approaching Golgan from the side. “Do you want to infiltrate the ICC or not?”  
 
    I nod to the others. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Atlas pats me on the shoulder. His touch does wonders to calm my nerves. Though I hide emotion, he knows when I need reassurance. 
 
    “Loot corpses,” Gen_W shouts.  
 
    “I’m the leader,” I say, aware she’s four levels above me. In a fight, she would likely win. My throat’s dry. “I give the orders.” 
 
    She nods, holding me in her glare.  
 
    The Hermit stays silent, as if sensing the danger. I loot the Sniper’s corpse. He does in fact have a 5th Tier Sniper Scope, which I equip. Now my Scope will find body heat again, even through solid structures, and lock onto targets from up to half a kilometer away. The Scope once again adds 10 Sniper Dead Eye points to my base stats.  
 
    “Grenade Launcher. Nice,” Atlas says. “It’s for keeps.” 
 
    Feeling better about having a top tier weapon again, I face Gen_W. “We need to take out as many players as possible. Let me . . . let me get close to an Admin and take him out. Distracting one will help.” 
 
    “That’s me,” Atlas says, standing beside me. “Any other tanks here?” 
 
    Gen_W has seen The Hermit in Admin form before. She must know my plan. But she doesn’t have her private dimension here to take our weapons away. The thought doesn’t reassure me. Sector 14 followed us here, which doesn’t bode well. 
 
    “Lobster. Cammi.” Gen_W waves two other players forward. “Tank with Atlas. Distract an Admin. If he dissolves you, you’ve made a useful sacrifice.”  
 
    Two Androids step forward, saying nothing.  
 
    “We move forward,” I say.  
 
    Atlas and the two others stay together and go ahead. A couple more Golgans and ICC players try to attack, but the Grenade Launcher, a good close range weapon, wipes out resistance. Gen_W fires her Modded Blaster at others, clearing the way. The stone crown towers over us now as the beam rises overhead.  
 
    One of the three Master Admins steps out from behind a Golgan tower and stands in the middle of the street, facing us. The purple aura surrounding him is unmistakable. 
 
    “Watch out!” I shout.  
 
    Master_Admin32 doesn’t show his level, but there’s no need. And I don’t have to fight him. He surveys us from behind his black face mask and clenches one fist. Atlas and Gen_W’s fighters charge him, and my heart aches at the thought of Atlas getting dissolved. The unstable environment is the only thing helping us now.  
 
    Hugging the side of the building, I charge forward as the Admin’s attention remains on the distraction. Gen_W opens fire on the Admin. Though the Blaster fire hits, the orange rays bounce off the Admin’s armor, as if harmless, and then arc into the sky.  
 
    He raises one arm and trembles.  
 
    Atlas freezes along with the other two fighters. I run behind the Admin just as a Golgan Drone appears over my head, blades spinning. A green laser shoots at me, lowering my health bar. Extending my free hand, I charge the Admin, taking damage as he raises his hand toward the sky, ready to dissolve Atlas and all of Gen_W’s now paralyzed players on the street. Though red dots fill my map, the threat vanishes into the background. 
 
    “Now!” Coco shouts beside me. She fires at the Drone, which turns its aggression on her.  
 
    I lunge, striking the Master Admin with my gloved palm. 
 
    A zap follows and the Admin freezes, convulsing and wavering. A familiar buzzing sound emerges from within his helmet. The Hermit is taking over.  
 
    He’s had practice, so the process ends in a few seconds. The Hermit, now in the form of Master_Admin32, whirls and faces me as Atlas and the others thaw.  
 
    “Raven,” he says in The Hermit’s voice. “Take cover.” 
 
    I seize Coco’s arm and pull her toward a tower. She fires on two Golgans skittering down as we run away from the still-shifting citadel’s base. We bolt past another Admin, who runs to deal with the new threat, as we press against the building.  
 
    The Hermit equips dual Blasters, opening fire on ICC hires and then the other Master_Admin. The weapons are modded. Six beams of Blaster fire fill the world. Players fall. Gen_W’s people clear the street, pressing against buildings and slipping into alleys as The Hermit continues the overpowered attack. He whirls, peppering the surrounding area. I pull Coco into another dark alley, shooting at another Golgan as we duck into shelter. I watch my log to see if any of my clustermates fall in battle, but the corner space remains clear. 
 
    An explosion follows. The world lights and fades with more Blaster fire.  
 
    When I peek from around the alley corner, I see Gen_W and her people advancing on the remaining ICC fighters, driving the small crowd back and away from the citadel. The Hermit remains in the middle of battle as the enemies, both Golgan and ICC, retreat. Drones fly away, but I fire on one with my 5th Tier Sniper Scope and land two critical hits, exploding the craft. As I lower my Scope, I spot Atlas charge one of the two remaining Master Admins with his Electric Glove while The Hermit keeps the Admin distracted with Blaster fire. The combined attack causes the Admin to flicker, glitching out, before vanishing completely. 
 
    Atlas and The Hermit have taken down an Admin. Amazing. 
 
    I jump out from the alley. Coco joins me. Gen_W continues to drive back the ICC hires. I aim at the last Admin, my target locking on the figure now in Blaster battle with The Hermit. His purple aura stands out against the citadel. I fire, again and again, drawing sparks as The Hermit and the Admin fire on each other. Sweat forms under my gloves. If even one Admin survives, we’re done.  
 
    At last, after what feels like an eternity, the Admin flickers and vanishes.  
 
    Silence falls, but only for a moment. No ICC fighters remain. The Hermit lowers his blasters as Gen_W walks up behind him— 
 
    “Watch out!” I shout. “Don’t med—” 
 
    The Hermit whirls in time to see Gen_W, who holds up her hand now donned in a glowing purple glove, a weapon I’ve never seen before. She presses her palm to The Hermit’s armored chest with confidence.  
 
    And his purple aura vanishes. The glove brightens. The Hermit remains completely still as if he’s become a statue. 
 
    My heart races with terror as everyone, including Gen_W’s fighters, freeze. 
 
    She turns to face us, one slow, victorious step at a time.  
 
    I’ve made a mistake, trusting Sector 14 to help us fight even for a minute.  
 
    “I’ve disabled his avatar and finally secured him,” she says, raising her chin high. “Thank you for making this moment possible. Now we can finally sever the connections that hold The Binding together.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” Gen_W31 asks. She turns the skull side of her face up in a sneer. “You must’ve known it was going to happen eventually.” She faces me, and her Cyborg eye red is merciless. “You didn’t believe me when I said we’d meet again?” 
 
    “That’s another movie trope,” Atlas tells me. “The bad guys always say that.” 
 
    Shock fails to form. Of course I knew she would attempt to capture the still-paralyzed Hermit-Admin, but I hadn’t expected the capture to happen with a single touch of a purple glove. I quake with rage. I’m going to snap and lose my composure. Here, I’ll gladly give in to my temper. 
 
    Two Golgans emerge from a nearby building. Two Sector 14 fighters open fire on insect aliens with grenade launchers. An explosion punctuates Atlas’ next sentence. 
 
    “Look,” Atlas says. He glances at me, sending a silent warning. “We’re both on the same side and want to destroy the ICC. We want the same thing. But think about this. You can accomplish what you want without destroying the minds of everyone in the old system.” 
 
    “Listen to Atlas,” I say after taking a much-needed calming breath. “He makes sense. We both want to see the old Binding taken down. We can work something out. And we know someone with powerful connections who has a new vision for The Binding.” 
 
    “A new vision for a game?” Willis asks. 
 
    “That’s ironic, coming from you,” Atlas mutters. “You used to be addicted.” 
 
    Willis glares at him. “My vision is for a new world, where the herd no longer rules and the free-minded can rise again.” 
 
    She’s too far gone to listen. “Everyone’s free minded if you’d only give them the chance,” I say. 
 
    Willis removes her hand from The Hermit, who remains still. She takes one step toward me as her fighters watch in silence. “You don’t know what it’s like to be betrayed by those who should be your friends and family, do you?” 
 
    Her words deal a critical hit. I flinch. Gen_W has found my weak point and she’s trying to exploit a deep wound I’ve tried to keep buried. 
 
      
 
    “Or do you?” She asks. “These people make up the herd. And the herd only cares about the hand that feeds.” 
 
    I glance at my hotbar. Still full. Though she’s frozen The Hermit’s avatar, Gen_W still needs the Ancient Artifact that contains a copy of his consciousness, right?  
 
    With a glance at Atlas, Coco, and Panda—three trustworthy, amazing people, including one who works for the ICC—I make my decision. “I’m not handing him over,” I say, pushing my shoulders back.  
 
    Gen_W folds her arms across her armored chest. “This map is incomplete and vulnerable,” she says, with a terrifying calm, “Hacking is possible. Surely your Hermit has told you? Inventories can get hacked. Items within those can get cracked open as well, just like a safe. And everything within that safe can get drawn out. In fact, Sector 14 was able to hack into this vast, new universe and pin down your location.” 
 
    “How did you even manage to get away from the ICC and find us?” I ask, struggling to keep my voice level. At the new information, my flash of anger dissolves like a dust cloud in a hurricane.  
 
    Willis paces. She eyes another Golgan climbing down from a building and fires, throwing the alien off. The creature lands on the pavement with a disgusting splat, breaking into pieces, but she doesn’t balk.  
 
    “After the ICC attacked our headquarters, I escaped with a few other Sector 14 members. Saving my hackers was my top priority. We managed to reach an outpost of ours on the border of Sector 13 and reconnected with the rest of our movement. After a short period, we even hacked into your hideout’s local network to discover the existence of this 2.0. Oh, and I know all about Marcus Renton and his plan to rope in the herd for profit.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll admit he’s what you say to a degree,” Atlas says, “But he’s not that bad of a guy.” 
 
    “He just has bad taste,” Coco adds. 
 
    “And he doesn’t want to destroy the populations of two planets,” I add, reaching for my anger again. But my throat is as dry as the dust cloud I imagined. 
 
    Willis ignores me and faces Coco for a second before pacing again. “I couldn’t enter the game right away, but we could watch you from afar. It’s likely Renton might have detected me too early. I bade my time by leveling up to reach the planet he’s been studying. And yes, I could see that he’s been trying to access that code, and that the ICC has maintained a presence here. So, we waited until you reached the planet and showed us how to get through the orbit.” 
 
    “We showed you that?” Panda asks. His jaw drops. 
 
    Her words draw out the seething rage again. “I don’t care how much you hate whoever hurt you,” I say. “Not everyone out there is part of this herd. I’ll fight and die as many times as I need to prevent your delusions of grandeur from coming true. If anyone’s a backstabber, it’s you.” 
 
    “Luckily for you, the wait won’t be long,” she says. “This citadel is a hotbed of incomplete code, a well with almost zero security. It’s perfect to tap into the ICC as they’ve set up a handful of unprotected connections to get in here. Then it’s log off. Forever.” 
 
    Fists clenched, I face Atlas. 
 
    He nods. 
 
    Coco nods. 
 
    Panda strikes his chest with his fist. I recognize it as an honorable gesture. 
 
    Right then, a Golgan Drone appears overhead, Level 30. It fires its green death beam at a group of Sector 14 fighters, who fire back with Blasters and Reflecting Stars. The air fills with seething orange and splitting red. 
 
    I take advantage. Aiming my 5th Tier Sniper Scope at Willis, my target locks onto her Cyborg eye and I fire, drawing sparks and dropping her health bar by a quarter. She still out levels me. Willis jumps from The Hermit as Atlas charges her, his Electrified Titanium Armor sparking and his green Laser Blade barely missing The Hermit’s form. Panda joins him, Blaster raised. I fire again and, even though she’s moving, my target locks and I draw out another hit. 
 
    “Raven! Take cover!” Coco shouts, pulling on my arm. 
 
    The Android shoves me out of the way and raises her Modded Blaster. She peppers the Sector 14 fighters with orange blasts, dropping health bars, but then a small group of fighters turn their aggression on us. Coco pulls me into an alley, firing on a few Golgans in the process. We duck into darkness. 
 
    A Sector 14 woman fires a Stasis Rifle at Panda.  
 
    The blue bubble is the first I’ve seen since the Baxter Cluster used it to steal my Digital Transfer Credit. The stasis bubble engulfs Panda, lifting him off the ground. 
 
    And then another Sector 14 fighter aims a Grenade Launcher and fires. 
 
      
 
    ForagingPanda3000 has fallen in battle! 
 
      
 
    The bubble fades. Atlas’ green Laser Blade swings. He kills an Android, but his health bar drops under Blaster fire. Many of the fighters have weapons as good as ours. Some out level us. At the very least, they outnumber us three to one. 
 
    I raise my Rifle. The scope zooms in on Gen_W, who drags the paralyzed Hermit inch-by-inch to the citadel’s base. To the hole without security. To the portal into the heart of the ICC. Can she use him in such a state? Maybe she’s already hacked the Ancient Artifact— 
 
    My health bar refills, thanks to the cover. I yank my arm from Coco’s grasp. “We’re not going to sit here.” 
 
    “But Panda’s back at the Station.” 
 
    “We have to try.” 
 
    Coco, as I predict, nods. “Let’s give it all we’ve got.” 
 
    The two of us run out from the alley, shooting three more Golgans who decide to join the party. I open fire on Gen_W as Atlas dodges Reflecting Stars and swings at Sector 14 fighters, too distracted to stop Gen_W. She closes the final ten feet to the citadel’s base while a green glow surrounds her. Green fills her health bar. She’s used an Advanced Nanobot Pack, outracing the damage we deal. Even with the device’s cooldown, she might make it to the structure before it wears off.  
 
    I fire again, but the red refills. Gen_W fires at Atlas, filling his bar with angry, flashing blood. 
 
    “No,” Coco shouts, blasting them all: the Sector 14 fighters, the Golgan Drone, even The Hermit’s frozen form. The fighters return fire, and I fall back onto black pavement, staring at the darkness overhead. My health bar drops to half as a fragmented wall of Blaster fire races over me. It ends, and I rise, lifting my rifle and preparing for the end. We won’t kill these players. We have no chance. 
 
    And then the world stops. 
 
    I go to pull the trigger, but my finger won’t obey. Atlas pauses, health hovering above zero and Laser Blade raised over the head of a fighter. Beside me, Coco keeps her Blaster aimed at Gen_W, but she doesn’t fire. Two Golgans have turned into ugly insect statues that cling to the side of their nest. Even the Drone, with its depleted health bar, hovers in place. Its blades have stopped rotating. A few ICC players have returned during the fray, aiming their guns from the sidelines. The hires, too, have frozen. 
 
    And Gen_W stands with The Hermit just a few feet from the citadel, which has finally stopped wavering and settled into its crown form. 
 
    I can move my eyes, but nothing else. 
 
    The Master Admin did the same to me and Atlas before trying to end us. 
 
    And, as before, a new something shimmers into existence before us. 
 
    “Mmmph,” Atlas says. 
 
    Pure red energy demands everyone’s attention as the being, who looks like a reddish version of the Maxa, solidifies, though the faint-red glow remains. The man’s red skin looks as if it’s solidified from the ruined Maxa city’s lava flows, and black tattoos of squares, diamonds, triangles, and other geometric shapes cover his hands and face, adding to the illusion. He must stand seven feet tall, taller than any being I’ve seen in The Binding before. A black robe, complete with red trim, hugs his torso and flows around his legs, displaying a well-built body with defined muscle. He glares with a lip turned up in a half-grin. Everything about it feels predatory. An urge to fight quickly changes to a desperate need to flee. My legs tighten, but I can’t move them. 
 
    His red irises emit the same glow as his body. 
 
    “Now, children,” he says with a full smile. “Why are we fighting?” 
 
    Children? 
 
    On the other side of him, Atlas tries to grunt. Is he telling me to run? 
 
    “I shouldn’t have expected anything better,” he says. “After watching all of you make fools of yourselves in my universe, I shouldn’t be surprised.” The being turns in a slow circle.  
 
    His universe? 
 
    This is the AI who is building 2.0?  
 
    He eyes the now-frozen citadel and Gen_W, who has her now-frozen arms wrapped around The Hermit. “Now, now,” he says. “I expected the temptation of riches and power to bring all of you here. If there’s anything I’ve learned about these beings from the physical world, it’s that those two things sway them every time. It will make them easy to rule. Easy to maintain my universe’s prosperity and evolution.” His feet scrape pavement as he strides toward the frozen Hermit. “This one, on the other hand, is different. He wishes to destroy the things I have worked to build.” 
 
    My heart sinks. 
 
    The AI is a monster, driven by the principles the ICC holds dear. And why shouldn’t he be? An ICC executive gave birth to him.  
 
    “Call me Aldea,” he says, seizing Gen_W31 by the arm and pulling her frozen form from The Hermit. “It is a name that means wealthy and powerful, pulled from the data banks of Earth. It is a fitting name for the strongest traits of Earth kind and Mera kind. I would have chosen a Meran name,” he says, glancing back at me, “but they are a bit complicated for my taste.” 
 
    With the flick of an arm, he throws Gen_W to the side. She skids pavement, drawing sparks, and only stops when she strikes a Golgan nest. 
 
    The Hermit stands, helpless, unable to move. 
 
    Aldea faces us with a smile. “I will not let an AI such as his destroy my world when there are billions waiting to taste its forbidden fruit,” he says, raising a red hand toward The Hermit. 
 
    But then The Hermit lifts one black-gloved hand and meets Aldea’s. 
 
    He’s not frozen? 
 
    The two face each another. “I have not learned everything about physical beings,” The Hermit says in his familiar voice. “But I do know there is more than you believe. The beings you speak of are complicated. They are not only about power and wealth.” 
 
    “Look at them,” Aldea says, eyeing Gen_W. “I’ll bring them to my side.” 
 
    The Hermit equips a Blaster in his free hand and opens fire into Aldea’s chest. 
 
    The AI releases The Hermit and flies back to land on Gen_W. The two form a heap that is sure to draw jokes from Atlas later, but there’s no time now to laugh. The Hermit, with incredible speed, runs at Atlas and places a hand on his shoulder. Atlas shakes his head, stunned for a moment as The Hermit speeds toward me and Coco. A jolt runs through my avatar as he places a hand on my shoulder and Coco’s simultaneously. I blink and a bolt of light goes through my brain as he frees us. 
 
    Behind him, Aldea rises, robes flowing. His red face contorts into rage as he steps into the center of the street. The dead light from the black hole can’t even drown out his intensifying red glow. “Golgans!” he orders. “Sacrifice them to the darkness, and I will bless you with energy and light for the next thousand years!” 
 
    His command booms over the city, shaking buildings. Wind blasts. The Golgan Drone unfreezes and sails for us. Buildings bleed giant insects, expelling them in a raging flood. Far above, Golgan ships deploy fighters, which swarm and descend like a metal storm. 
 
    “We’re screwed,” Atlas shouts.  
 
    Coco, Atlas, and I huddle together. Even top-level players wouldn’t stand a chance against this. 
 
    “I may . . .” The Hermit says. “I may have more power in this universe than I anticipated. Aldea responds to intelligent AI.” 
 
    “Then do something!” I shout.  
 
    “And that’s in all caps!” Atlas adds. 
 
    The storm closes in as Aldea stands in place, raising his arms and casting his red and black face to the sky. Golgans part around him, racing for us, pincers ready. 
 
    The Hermit steps forward and raises a hand.  
 
    The onslaught slows to a crawl and freezes. Golgans hover overhead, having frozen in midair. The Fighters do the same. The Drone hovers feet above us, ready to strike but unable.  
 
    But I can move. 
 
    I can shoot. 
 
    I fire at Golgan after Golgan, dropping health bars to nothing as Aldea watches. None of them shatter. Everything has stopped except for us and The Hermit. 
 
    “You can’t mess with my universe,” Aldea says. “What do you think you are?” 
 
    The Hermit keeps his gloved fist raised. “I am an evolving AI with a quest to understand physical beings and attain enlightenment.” 
 
    “I already enlightened you,” Aldea says, dropping his arms among the frozen Golgans. His red eyes flash with rage. “They exist to follow an order. Feed them, and they fall in line!” 
 
    “Hermit—” I start. 
 
    Throwing his arms out to the side, Aldea equips a pair of metal gloves that glow red on the palms. He smiles as he points each palm at Gen_W’s fighters and the few ICC fighters who have returned. With a twist of his wrists, twin blasts of red energy explode from his gloves, engulfing the fighters. Their forms flash to skeletons—or metal parts, if Android—before snapping to dust and raining to the ground. 
 
    Gen_W. All her fighters. The ICC hires. They’re all piles of dust. Aldea’s attack has left only the frozen Golgans alive. 
 
    And The Hermit flinches as if something pains him. 
 
    “Hermit!” I shout. Sweat snakes between my fingers as I aim my 5th Tier Scope at Aldea. But if I shoot, he’ll turn on us faster. 
 
    “He killed them,” The Hermit says. “I sense it in the code. Their DNA is no more.” 
 
    “In real life?” Atlas shouts. 
 
    My Scope trembles. I’m shaking. Aldea lowers his hands and stares me down. I feel as if he can look into the depth of my being through my Scope.  
 
    “Yes,” The Hermit says.  
 
    We’re going to die. Aldea is worse than I thought. I can’t see his level, but I have no need. He’s playing on god mode. 
 
    He’s the new ICC and he wants everyone. 
 
    The Hermit points his fist at Aldea, sending frozen Golgans to crash into him. But the NPC’s never strike. They swirl in a tornado around Aldea as The Hermit trembles, trying to fight back. 
 
    “My power does not match Aldea’s,” he says. “I cannot destroy him. You must leave.” 
 
    The Hermit is my friend. I trust him. 
 
    He whirls and faces us, expressionless. But he raises his hand with care and places it on Coco’s shoulder first. She vanishes as if she’s logged out.  
 
    Behind The Hermit, Aldea’s Golgans fall to the ground. He lifts his gloves toward us, which glare like a pair of evil eyes— 
 
    “Goodbye for now,” The Hermit says, clamping his hands down on me and Atlas. 
 
    Everything fades to black as I fall. 
 
    Atlas falls beside me. I reach out, taking his hand as we plummet through darkness. In a gentle whoomph, we land on a grassy plain with two suns overhead and a purplish sky. Coco stands feet away, whirling and surveying our new surroundings.  
 
    Aldea’s gone.  
 
    “The Hermit!” Atlas shouts. 
 
    “He’s not here,” I say, searching the field. Hairless grazing creatures mill around a distant space station, shining in the sunlight. 
 
    And then a purple, shimmering glow forms between us and the station. I breathe a huge sigh of relief as I think of Aldea and what he could have done to The Hermit. The black-armored form of the Admin solidifies while lifting one hand in a greeting. 
 
    “Goodbye for now?” Atlas says. “More like goodbye for a few seconds.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” The Hermit says. “I meant what I said.” 
 
    “You idiot,” I say, spreading my arms for a hug. Yes, a hug. Having been with Atlas first, The Hermit must know what the gesture means. 
 
    “I still do not understand.”  
 
    “Where are we?” Atlas asks after I give up on the hug. 
 
    “Planet Kapapa,” The Hermit explains. “It is far from Planet Golgoro. It seems I now have the ability to teleport players.” 
 
    “You have a lot of abilities,” Coco says.  
 
    “I have only just begun to discover them. But Aldea is very powerful.” 
 
    “Can he find us again?” Atlas asks. 
 
    The Hermit shakes his head. “I have used my Admin abilities to once again shield the three of you—” 
 
    “Log out,” Coco says. “Renton needs to know his AI is out of control. There’s no telling what it will do.” 
 
    I hate to leave The Hermit, but he nods in agreement. “You need to be safe,” he says. “But I am meditating, and—” 
 
    “There’s a problem,” Atlas says, waving his arms in an obvious attempt to access his menu. 
 
    I do the same, sweeping over my menu and blocking my view of everything else. Just like in the old Binding, blue text on black tells me how long I’ve been in the game, only this time, there’s no message telling me I need to rest. I press the log out option. 
 
      
 
    ERROR 
 
      
 
    I press it again. 
 
      
 
    ERROR 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I ask. “Coco?” 
 
    “I think I’m getting what you’re getting,” she says. 
 
    “I have meditated, and it seems that Aldea has altered the game’s code,” he says. “The logout option has been disabled.” 
 
    “What?” I ask, sweeping my menu out of the way. 
 
    My log bursts to life. 
 
      
 
    Every universe needs conscious life to expand. An old universe dies today. A new one is born. May the conscious minds of the old enter my world and drive it forward. I will feed them wealth and power. They will feed me control, propagating the true balance of things. I seize them, bringing them into my realm.  
 
      
 
    Forever. 
 
      
 
    “This is not a good message,” The Hermit says. 
 
    “It’s downright bad,” Coco says.  
 
    I shift leg to leg. “Does that mean—” 
 
    “Look!” Atlas shouts. 
 
    All around us, players appear from nowhere, having just logged into the game. I spot the familiar Cyborgs, Androids, Humans, and Merans. All have usernames. Two dozen occupy the field, turning around and facing each other, confused. One Human dodges the large grazing animals. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “I was just in a raid!” 
 
    “Glitch!” 
 
    “Where’s an Admin? You! What’s going on?” A female Meran avatar rushes The Hermit, eyes demanding answers. 
 
    “It appears,” The Hermit says with calm, “that all of the players in the original Binding have been transported to this new game version, which they cannot escape.” 
 
    “So much for tact,” I say. 
 
    It’s chaos. Though only two dozen players stand on our map, players must be arriving all over the universe, scattered on various planets and space stations. Aldea is populating his realm as we stand here. Anyone logged in arrives now, and anyone logging in later gets a surprise. I hold Atlas’ hand as I watch a livid Cyborg try to log out, judging from his hand movements. Then he throws a Ground Bomb on the grass and steps on it. The blast empties his health bar and he vanishes. 
 
    “Maybe we can—” Atlas starts. 
 
    The Cyborg respawns.  
 
    “Are you kidding me?” he shouts to everyone within earshot. “We’re stuck?” 
 
    Coco stands beside me. “We’re stuck.” 
 
    Her words strike a Laser Blade into my heart. Billions from Earth and Mera now populate Aldea’s twisted universe. The masses have gone from cubicles and tiny apartments to actors in Aldea’s control games. We’re here to feed him, just as we existed to feed the ICC. 
 
    “Hermit,” I say. “How much power do you have here?” 
 
    He says nothing at first, as if he’s meditating. My heart races. The Hermit is our only hope at surviving what’s to come. In this world, death can play for keeps. 
 
    “I am evolving,” he says at last. “I am your friend, and I will help you to escape.” He steps forward and places his hand on the top of his black helmet. 
 
    The chatter quiets as people watch.  
 
    The Hermit’s Admin form snaps to swirling ones and zeros. At first, I fear he’s found the only way out of Aldea’s realm without us, but as the binary code flies into the sky, I realize a new form stands before us. Shimmering blue and now donning a dark blue robe with light blue stripes, The Hermit resembles a sky-like version of Aldea. Seven feet tall and with bluish skin like that of the Maxa, he faces us and manages a smile. Facial expressions are new for him because he struggles to get it right. But his eyes give off a peaceful blue light, and his form radiates the same energy, as if he’s made of solid light. A single diamond tattoo covers the top of his bald head, an homage to The Binding itself. To the glue that holds the Universe together. 
 
    “I have fully meditated on this world’s code,” he says. “I understand everything now.” 
 
    “No more meditating,” I say. “Yes!”  
 
    “You are happy.” 
 
    “Guys,” Coco says, taking a hesitant step back. 
 
    The sky darkens. Players peel their gazes from The Hermit and turn toward the sky. Weapons equip. 
 
    Swallowing my fear, I look up. 
 
    Three city-sized Golgan ships hover far overhead, glowing green as energy trails fade behind them. The giant insect-like craft must hover kilometers above, but I stare at Atlas and equip my 5th Tier Sniper Scope. 
 
    Despite The Hermit’s help, Aldea has detected us.  
 
    Now he’s coming for the kill. 
 
      
 
    End of Book Two 
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