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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Silver Cartridge




The rain in the real world wasn’t magical. It was just cold, gray, and relentless, tapping against Harold’s bedroom window like a thousand boring fingers.




Harold sighed, tossing his controller onto his beanbag chair. It was December 23rd, two days before Christmas, and he was officially bored. He had beaten all his games. The internet was slow due to the storm. His friends were all away on ski trips or visiting family in sunny places.




“Harold! Don’t forget to bring down the decorations from the attic!” his mom shouted from downstairs.




“Coming,” Harold groaned.




He trudged out into the hallway and pulled the cord for the attic stairs. They creaked down, smelling of dry wood and old insulation.




The attic was dimly lit, piled high with plastic tubs labeled *X-MAS* and *HALLOWEEN*. Harold started dragging a box of lights toward the ladder when his foot nudged something loose on the floorboards.




It wasn’t a plastic tub. It was a cardboard box, small and shoebox-sized, tucked far back in the corner behind a broken oscillating fan. It was covered in a layer of dust so thick it looked like gray fur.




Curiosity piqued, Harold crouched down. He wiped the lid. Written in faded black marker were two words:




**DO NOT PLAY.**




“Well,” Harold whispered, wiping his dusty hands on his flannel pajama pants. “Now I have to.”




He opened the box. Inside, nestling in a bed of yellowed newspaper, was a video game cartridge. But it didn’t look like any cartridge Harold had ever seen. It wasn’t gray plastic or black plastic.




It was silver. Chrome-plated and shiny, cold to the touch. And it was heavy—way too heavy for a game. The label on the front was holographic, shifting colors as he tilted it under the attic bulb.




**BLIZZARD REALM**




Underneath the title, in jagged, glitchy text, it read: *Ver. 0.1 (Beta).*




“Cool,” Harold breathed. He loved retro games. He grabbed the cartridge and the tangle of cords underneath it—an old, blocky console that looked like a knock-off NES.




He abandoned the Christmas decorations (he’d get them later, he promised himself) and ran back to his room.




He cleared a space on his desk, pushing aside homework and empty soda cans. He plugged the blocky console into his TV’s AV ports. It hummed to life with a sound like a vacuum cleaner inhaling a marble.




He blew into the silver cartridge—mostly out of habit—and shoved it into the slot. It clicked with a satisfying, metallic *thunk*.




Harold sat back in his beanbag chair and pressed **POWER**.




The screen didn’t flicker. It didn’t show a logo.




Instead, the room temperature dropped ten degrees instantly.




Harold shivered, rubbing his arms. “Drafty window,” he muttered, though the window was shut tight. He could see his breath misting in the air.




On the TV screen, a single line of white pixelated text appeared against a black background:




**> SYSTEM CHECK: ARCHITECT ONLINE.**

**> SEARCHING FOR PLAYER ONE…**




“Player One,” Harold smirked. “That’s me.”




He picked up the controller. It was blocky and uncomfortable, with only two red buttons and a directional pad.




**> PLAYER FOUND.**

**> WARNING: PERMADEATH IS ENABLED.**

**> DO YOU ACCEPT? (Y/N)**




Harold rolled his eyes. “Permadeath. Right. Nice marketing gimmick.”




He moved the cursor to **Y** and pressed the button.




*CRACK.*




The sound didn’t come from the TV speakers. It came from the TV screen itself. A spiderweb fracture appeared in the center of the glass.




Harold jumped back, dropping the controller. “Mom’s gonna kill me…”




Blue smoke began to pour out of the crack in the screen. But it wasn’t smoke—it was mist. Freezing, swirling mist. It tumbled out of the TV and spilled onto the carpet, instantly turning the rug fibers into crunchy white frost.




**> WELCOME TO THE REALM.**




The text on the screen was now glowing so bright it hurt to look at. The wind in the bedroom picked up, whipping Harold’s posters off the walls. The mist rose higher, swirling around his waist.




“Okay, okay, off!” Harold lunged for the console to yank the cord.




His fingers brushed the silver cartridge.




It was freezing. Not just cold like an ice cube, but cold like liquid nitrogen. His hand stuck to the metal.




“Hey!” Harold yelled, pulling back. “Let go!”




The console wasn’t letting go. The frost raced up his arm, turning his skin pale blue. He couldn’t feel his fingers. The wind roared in his ears, sounding like a dragon’s scream.




**> LOADING LEVEL 1: THE FROZEN WASTES.**




The TV screen shattered outward.




But instead of glass flying at him, a vortex of blue light sucked inward. Harold’s feet lifted off the floor. He grabbed the edge of his desk, his fingers slipping on the wood.




“Mom!” he screamed. “Dad!”




The door to his bedroom flew open. His dad stood there, holding a laundry basket. “Harold, what’s all the ruck—”




His dad froze. Literally. The blue light washed over him, and he stopped moving, suspended in time, the laundry basket hanging in mid-air. The rain outside the window stopped mid-drop.




“No…” Harold gasped.




The suction redoubled. Harold’s grip failed.




He tumbled backward, heels over head, flying straight into the jagged, glowing hole in his television.




The world went white. The sound of the rain vanished, replaced by the howling of a blizzard that had been raging for a thousand years.




And then, silence.
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Tutorial Mode


Harold hit the ground face-first.


It wasn’t soft, fluffy Christmas-card snow. It was hard-packed, icy crust that scraped his cheek like sandpaper. He groaned, rolling onto his back, gasping for air.


The air tasted like metal and peppermint. It was so cold it made his teeth ache instantly.


“Ow,” Harold muttered, sitting up and rubbing his face. “Okay. Weird dream. Wake up.”


He pinched his arm. It hurt. He slapped his own face. That hurt too.


He looked around. He was sitting in the middle of a vast, white plain. In the distance, jagged mountains made of translucent blue ice pierced the sky like broken glass shards. The sky itself was a swirling vortex of gray and purple clouds, moving unnaturally fast, like a time-lapse video.


There was no bedroom. No TV. No parents.


Just snow.


*Ding!*


The sound was crisp and clear, ringing right inside his ears like a text message notification. A semi-transparent blue box popped into existence, floating about two feet in front of his face.


**STATUS REPORT:**

* **Health:** 100/100

* **Mana:** 0/50

* **Body Temp:** 98.6°F (Dropping…)

* **Equipment:** Flannel Pajamas (Defense: 0), One Fuzzy Sock (Left), One Fuzzy Sock (Right).


“This isn’t real,” Harold whispered, his breath pluming in a massive white cloud. He reached out to touch the floating box. His hand passed right through it, but the box rippled like water disturbed by a stone.


**> WARNING: HYPOTHERMIA IMMINENT.**

**> TIME TO FREEZE: 12 MINUTES.**


A red bar appeared in the corner of his vision, slowly ticking down.


“Twelve minutes?” Harold scrambled to his feet. The wind cut right through his flannel shirt, biting into his skin. “Is this a joke? Where’s the pause button?”


“Pause is disabled in Hardcore Mode, Player One.”


Harold spun around.


Standing behind him was a penguin.


But this wasn’t a National Geographic penguin. She stood about three feet tall and was wearing a tiny, tattered aviator’s cap with goggles. A leather satchel was slung over one flipper, and she was holding a wooden clipboard.


The penguin looked at Harold, then down at the clipboard, then back at Harold. Her black eyes were sharp, intelligent, and slightly annoyed.


“Human,” the penguin quacked. “Male. Under-leveled. Under-equipped. And…” She waddled closer and pecked Harold’s shin hard. “Solid. Great. Another physical import. The Architect is getting sloppy.”


“You… you can talk,” Harold stammered, his teeth starting to chatter uncontrollably.


“And you can freeze,” the penguin retorted. “I’m **Tariqa**. I’m a Beta Tester—well, technically I’m the Level 1 Guide now. I’m supposed to walk you through the basic mechanics before the Frost Wolves eat you.”


She looked him up and down, shaking her head. “Look at you. You’re wearing sleepwear. You have no thumbs—wait, you *do* have thumbs. Lucky. I miss those. Anyway, you’re going to die in Sector 1.”


Tariqa turned around and started waddling away through the snow with surprising speed. “Follow me if you want. Or stay there and turn into a lawn ornament. I get paid either way.”


Harold looked at the red timer in his vision.

**> TIME TO FREEZE: 10 MINUTES.**


“Wait!” Harold yelled, stumbling after the bird. The snow was deep, reaching his knees. “Where are we going?”


“Shelter,” Tariqa called back without looking. “The Tutorial Cabin. If we make it before the blizzard hits.”


“I thought this *was* a blizzard!”


“This?” Tariqa laughed, a harsh, barking sound. “This is a light flurry, kid. When the *Realm* wants you dead, you’ll know.”


They trudged for what felt like miles, though the timer insisted only five minutes had passed. Harold’s extremities were going numb. His nose felt like it had fallen off.


“So,” Harold panted, trying to keep up. “This is a game? I’m in the cartridge?”


“You’re in the Server,” Tariqa corrected. “The Architect built this place. It used to be nice. Ski slopes, hot cocoa fountains, infinite respawns. Then the code got corrupted. Now it’s… this.”


“The Glitch?” Harold asked. The label on the cartridge had mentioned glitches.


“We don’t talk about it in the open,” Tariqa said, her voice dropping. She stopped suddenly and held up a flipper. “Freeze.”


“I am freezing!”


“No, stop moving!” Tariqa hissed.


Harold froze. Ahead of them, a mound of snow began to shift. It rumbled, shaking the ground. Two glowing blue eyes, square and pixelated, opened in the side of the drift.


**> ENEMY DETECTED: SNOW SLIME (LVL 1)**


The snow mound rose up, forming a blob of translucent blue jelly filled with ice chunks. It gurgled, sliding toward them.


“Okay, tutorial time,” Tariqa said. “Combat basics. That’s a Snow Slime. It’s slow, stupid, and made of water. You need to hit it.”


“Hit it?” Harold backed up. “With what?”


“With your fists! You don’t have a weapon slot yet. Punch it in the core.”


The Slime lunged—a slow, telegraphed motion. Harold yelped and dodged to the left. The Slime flopped into the snow where he had been standing.


“Hit it!” Tariqa yelled. “Before it re-freezes!”


Harold squeezed his eyes shut. He thought about his ruined Christmas break. He clenched his frozen fist and swung wildly at the blue jelly.


*THWACK.*


His fist connected. It felt like punching a bowl of Jell-O.


**-5 HP** floated above the Slime in red text.


The Slime shuddered and dissolved into a puddle of water and pixels. A small, glowing coin dropped into the snow.


*Fanfare plays.*

**> LEVEL UP!**

**> STRENGTH +1**


“Wow,” Harold panted, looking at his fist. “I did it.”


“Congratulations,” Tariqa slow-clapped. “You defeated a puddle. Don’t let it go to your head. Grab the loot.”


Harold picked up the glowing coin. It vanished as soon as he touched it.


**> INVENTORY: 1 SNOW COIN.**


“Right,” Tariqa said, pointing a flipper toward a small wooden shack visible through the driving snow about fifty yards away. Smoke was rising from the chimney. “That’s the cabin. Inside, you get your Starter Class and a weapon. Try not to trip on the way there.”



























