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Prologue

Sweaty, sticky, humid, the small apartment definitely couldn’t handle the heat. I had been up on the roof to get some air, but a frantic text had drawn me back inside. I took one more deep breath of the cool night air, and then went back down to the apartment.

When I walked in, I noticed a group had crowded around the small kitchen counter.

“The birthday boy!” Someone shouted, and everyone cheered. “Twenty seconds till midnight!”

The chanting around me picked up steam. I hadn’t expected them to be this excited. Pritchard, my first and truest friend at college, had thrown me a surprise birthday party. He’d started us off with a row of shots before kicking off the dancing. I was officially turning twenty-one, and we were hitting the ground running.

A wall mounted air conditioner kicked on, blowing another cool breeze across the crowd as they cheered even louder.

The party was impressive for Pritchard. I didn’t recognize everyone, but there were a few friends from our major, a couple of people from the dorms next door, and some members of our gaming squad.

The highlight was a handful of attractive ladies I hadn’t met. Where Pritchard found them, and what he said to convince them to come, I didn’t know. But I was going to need a couple more shots of liquid courage to approach them and find out.

“Ten, nine,” the crowd chanted.

I readied a shot of cloudy booze.  Pritchard assured me it was a classic recipe, but it looked and smelled like ass. I wanted to knock it back first and wash it down with tequila after.

“Eight, seven,” the group continued.

I made eye contact with one of the women I didn’t know. She had dirty blonde hair, a shy smile, and blue eyes.

“Six, five,” I saw her say with everyone else.

I grinned at her. She was definitely my type, but honestly my type was anyone who would give an enthusiastic yes. I hadn’t quite figured out what I was doing when it came to the fairer sex, so I took any chance to practice.

“Four, three.” Pritchard picked up the pace, slamming his hands on the counter.

I tilted the shot glass to the woman, who giggled back at me.

“Two, one!” Everyone was in on the cheering now.

Feeling cocky, I mean, it was my birthday, I winked at the cute blond, raised the glass, and then everything went white.


Chapter One

A searing pain shot through my wrist as I sat up with a terrified scream.

Glancing around, I noticed that I was in a white room, laying in a hospital bed. I couldn’t remember why I was here. The last memory that surfaced was me at my birthday party.

Did I drink too much? Alcohol poisoning? Drugs? I didn’t use anything, but maybe someone slipped me something?

I didn’t feel sick. And I didn’t have tubes or anything running into my arms. On my wrist was a watch of some kind, more like a large smartwatch, although the screen would not turn on if I touched it. There wasn’t any way to undo the band.

“Must be some fancy monitor,” I said. My throat felt fine - not like I’d been sick or had a tube down it, like when I had surgery on my wrist in high school after a bad run in with a football helmet.

There wasn’t anything else in the room, just a bed and a door. No other furniture. No windows. White walls, white tile floor, and solid white ceiling. You’ll never guess, but the door was also white.

I got up, stretched, and didn’t feel any aches or pains.

“Weird,” I mumbled to myself. There wasn’t any reason for me to be in a hospital. And the room didn’t feel like a hospital.

I tried the door, and found the handle unlocked.

I turned the knob, and pushed the door open. A white hallway stretched out into the distance away from my door, larger tiles than my room, but otherwise almost indistinguishable in design. I couldn’t see the end from here. The building must be massive.

“Hello?” I called. No answer.

The room still sat empty, when I turned back to look over it. Just to make sure that I didn’t miss a note or anything, I checked under the bed, and found a small card. Picking it up, I heard a ding, and the card disappeared.

“The fuck?”

The card literally vanished out of my hand. I checked around, but I hadn’t dropped it. It was just gone. Like a magic trick, except I don’t know magic and no one else was around.

“What was in that shot, Pritchard?” I asked. Back at the door, I shouted one more time down the hall, but still no response.

With that, I stepped out into the hallway.

I did not magically vanish, which was a plus. Otherwise, I was just in a really long hallway. I walked past dozens of doors. I tried a few at random, but they were all locked and unlabeled. The hallway echoed with my footsteps. I looked behind me, and noticed the door I had come out of was gone. The hallway now stretched in both directions further than my eyes could make out.

My head spun, a dizzy feeling as it felt like my world had shifted around me. None of this made any sense.

Breaking into a jog, I hurried down the hallway, looking for any change. Each door was locked.

This is not good.

All of a sudden, a red door appeared in the hallway, mixed in with the white doors.

I almost ran past it.

Skidding to a stop, I stepped back. The door looked exactly the same as the others, same handle, same hinges, but it was solid red. Almost a plasticy color to it, like a cheap toy car.

The handle moved when I pressed on it. It wasn’t locked.

“Hello?” I asked, knocking on the door.

When I didn’t hear anything, I took a breath, and opened the door. The door opened to a small courtyard, with two people sitting at a cheap folding table, in metal chairs.

“Oh, hello! Contestant number 52,036,213,269,001,871! Welcome! You found the place okay?”

I turned to the door, but it was gone. Only a row of neatly trimmed hedges stood where I’d just come from.

“Where did it…” I trailed off.

“You must have some questions,” the woman behind me said.

She was in her forties, dark hair, and dressed in a plain but severe business suit. The man next to her had eyes that felt too large for his face, and wore a coat and blue tie.

“Yeah. What is going on?”

“Great question, Contest Number 52,036,213,269,001,871. Before we continue, do you have a different name you would prefer to use? We can always use your contestant number, but some people find it a mouthful.”

“Uh, sure, Carter, Carter Ash.”

“Your real name, then?” The woman said, smiling. “Other people change it, which is easiest at this time.”

“No, my real name is fine, I think,” I said. “But, still, what the hell is going on?”

“Again, a fantastic question, one of our favorites. Why don’t you have a seat?” The man smiled at me. Both of the people were off-putting. When they spoke, it felt like they were out of sync with their own voices. Just enough that I felt uncomfortable.

I sat down in the hard chair in front of the table.

“Crushing it,” the woman said.

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

“And polite, too, wow. You’re going to go far, I can feel it,” the woman said.

“Now, you are a contestant in a game. The Game. You’ll have stats and skills, levels and lives. It's very exciting. You’ll learn more about how the game functions during the tutorial. Each race handles their own tutorial. And, obviously, each race has different reasons for joining, and your tutorial leader is best equipped for informing you there. Is that clear?”

It was not clear. “I don’t understand, the last thing I was at my birthday party, and then poof, now I’m here. And what do you mean ‘each race?’”

“It can be very disorienting.” The woman smiled, and she had too many teeth in her mouth.

“So why are you telling me this if I’m going to learn it all in the tutorial?”

The man nodded, his head tilting much too far forward and back, like it might roll off at any moment.

“Smart! Quick! We are here to inform you that this is a game. Even so, everything in it matters.”

“Also, we brought cookies!” The woman slid a tray of cookies out in front of my face. They smelled great.

I took one and took a bite. Warm chocolate chip, soft and chewy.

“He likes it,” she said.

“It’s good.” I replied.

“Now, how is your Controller doing?” They both looked at my wrist. I held it up.

“It won’t turn on,” I explained.

“That’s no good. Bad controller.” She smacked it, and the screen flared to life. “There we go,” she smiled.

The screen had my name “Carter Ash” emblazoned at the top of a character sheet. The only other details were my race: Human, and my gender: Male.

“Everything look right?” The man leaned forward, tipping the table towards me.

“Yeah, I guess. Name, race, gender are all correct.”

“Perfect,” the woman said, her eyes changing color and widening. “Prepare yourself. You have been judged, Carter Ash, and are now being assigned.”

Her face glitched out, leaving only a mouth hanging over blackness. The rest of the courtyard dimmed, and vanished, until all I could see was her mouth.

She spoke one final time.

“Welcome to the Game, Carter Ash.”


Chapter Two

A bugle pierced my ears, trumpeting loudly. I sat up, fully awake.

“Time to get up, maggots,” a gruff voice shouted.

I was in a military barracks. Forty bunk beds lined the walls, blue trunks at their feet. I’d woken up in the bottom of one, and I rolled out of the bed and stood up, and noticed eighty other people doing the same.

I was dressed in camo pants and a matching green shirt.

Everyone looked just as confused as I felt.

“Where am I?”

“What’s going on?”

“Who was that?”

Other questions started popping out.

“I hear a lot of questions, but I don’t hear the maggots’ feet moving. Everyone outside in three lines now, or you’ll all be running sprints the rest of the day.”

I didn’t know what was happening, but I knew a drill sergeant when I saw one, and this man was a drill sergeant.

Mid-fifties, muscular and definitely not turning soft in his older age, with a short and tight hair cut of his salt and pepper hair.

I didn’t want to push my luck, so I hurried out of the building and lined up. I was one of the first, and so I stood where I thought made the most sense, and others started lining up with me.

Outside the barracks, the grounds continued to resemble a retro military base - functional buildings with simple wood exteriors. A large parade ground took up the center of the base, short, sharp grass spreading out. Five other barracks ringed the ground. There was what looked like a mess hall on one end, and the HQ and a few other buildings on the far end. I could read a few signs here and there, but outside of HQ and Medic, I didn’t know what they all were for.

“Hey, you know what’s going on?”

A shorter guy stepped up beside me. He was small and lean, with callused hands and messy hair.

“Not a fucking clue,” I said. “Carter.” I held out my hand.

“Uh, PussyMaster42069,” he said, holding out his hand. “I, uh, thought it would be funny to use my old gamertag.”

I laughed. “What? Why would you do that?”

He said defensively. “I didn’t know! They said it was a game. I didn’t think it would matter.” He whistled and looked around the base. “It’s an intense game, huh?”

“Sure, Pussy Master. It is intense. Feels so real, like a few steps up from VR.”

“It’s up the whole ladder from VR, man. I used to work at one of those VR arcades. Nothing felt this real.”

“That’s what you did before, uh,” I stopped, tired of his silly name already. “Okay, I’m not calling you that forever.”

“You can call me Pete,” he said.

“Pete, great. That’s better. So were you working there when this happened?”

“No, the last thing I remember is going to sleep. Bummer, too, I had the next day off for my birthday. I had some real primo edibles I was going to eat and spend the day playing games.”

“Are you sure you’re not just really high?” I asked, grinning at him.

“If I am, I need to tip my dealer next time. This is next-level stuff.”

“Shut the hell up,” the drill sergeant shouted, shoving a few stragglers out of the barracks. “I’m Drill Sergeant McKinley. You can refer to me as sir, yes sir, or sir, Drill Sergeant, sir. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, and a few others muttered.

“I didn’t hear you!” He shouted at a few people still chatting.

“Yes, sir!” More of us this time.

“That’s better. Now, I have the sorry job of welcoming you to this hellhole. I know Tweedledee and Tweedledum are supposed to get you oriented, but damned if I’ve ever met a single recruit who popped out with even an ounce of knowledge. Now, does anyone want to tell me where you are?”

Everyone shuffled around, trying to avoid eye contact. I noticed everyone else looked to be about my age - early twenties, maybe late teens. Everyone was clearly an adult, but definitely young. Not a single person was older, except the Drill Sergeant.

“You, scumbag, you answer,” the Drill Sergeant pointed directly at me.

“We’re in a game, sir,” I said, adding the sir in at the last moment.

“Oh, Smart-boy over here got it on the first guess. You’re in a game.”

“Nice. What kind of game?” A guy with a big grin on his face stepped forward. “I always kicked ass at those fighter games. Huuuaw!” He karate chopped the air.

The drill sergeant pulled his side arm, leveled it at the man who stepped forward, and pulled the trigger. The gun fired, and the man’s head exploded in a flurry of pixels and sparks. He was gone, no body, no blood, nothing. Everyone screamed and ducked away.

“That’s your first lesson. This might be a game, but you can die here. If you check your controller, the little watch thing you’re all wearing, you can see how many lives you have left.”

I pressed mine, seeing my character sheet pop up. It was the exact same as before, except now it had one more section: Lives - 3.

“You each have three lives,” the drill sergeant continued, “And you’re stuck here at basic training until you either die or six weeks expires. No one ever makes it to six weeks. If you think that’s unfair, I agree. This whole goddamn world we’re in is unfair, but the game makes the tutorial harder and harder until everyone dies here. Once. Then you are respawned out in the full game. What happens then? Well, that’s what you’re here to learn. But you’re also here to get stronger and survive when you make it out there. So I want you to run to the top of that hill.”

He pointed to a hill about three miles away. It was a gradual slope up, and then the hill itself looked a little steeper.

“Run there and back. First person back gets a prize. Anyone take longer than two hours, and, well…” He patted his side arm.

We all stood in the sun, wondering what to do.

“Clock’s ticking,” he said.

I started sprinting.

∆∆∆

The run was hard. The sun didn’t seem to move in the sky, but every step felt like it got hotter and hotter. Sweat poured down my back, but I kept putting one foot in front of the other. I’d been passed pretty early, about fifteen or so of the group pushing hard. But I felt pretty good that I wasn’t at the end of the pack.

I’d already caught up to one guy who’d stopped to hurl his guts out. I debated stopping to help, but it didn’t seem like a good use of my time.

Pete matched me, running in step with me. I had a feeling he was holding back somewhat.

“You can go,” I said. “Try and win that prize.” I was panting trying to say just those few words.

“Nah,” Pete said. “I can tell at least two of those guys up there are marathon runners. I ran track, but short sprints. I’d burn out if I tried to go much faster.”

“I don’t mind the company,” I said, holding out my fist. He bumped it back.

We ran in silence for another ten minutes, when we reached the bottom of the hill.

One woman was already running back the other direction. She had powerful, athletic legs, and hammered them down like an engine. Her straight black hair bounced with each step, but she’d just wipe it from her face and keep going. I was immediately taken by her beauty - her soft, round face, her gorgeous brown eyes.

Pete and I stepped out of the way, then continued up the trail. The other front-runners were a few minutes behind the woman. She’d really put on some speed.

“That lady can run,” Pete said. “What an athlete.”

The steep hill near the crest felt more like stairs when we got to it. We basically had to slow to a walk to move up it at all. My lungs burned, and my quads were feeling like jelly.

“We got this,” Pete said, throwing a thumbs up.

I grinned back at the wild haired man. He seemed like a good dude, and I’d been lucky to meet him already.

I pushed through the pain, and got to the top of the hill. I fell to my knees, sucking down air, and looked back behind me. The camp was visible in the distance, and around us was a massive forest. It stretched to the horizon, unbroken.

“Let’s get back,” Pete said, helping me up. The quick breather had given me some energy, and now everything was downhill.

The run back hurt, but Pete and I made it with thirty minutes to spare. The fast woman was stretching alone, near the back of the parade ground.

The last recruit made it back with just under sixty seconds.

“Damn, I really wanted to kill another one,” the Drill Sergeant said as the man crossed the finish line. “Okay, who got back first.”

“I did, Sergeant, sir,” the woman said, raising her hand.

“Come up here, recruit.”

She marched forward, not even looking like she’d run six miles just a little bit before.

“What’s your name, recruit?”

“Iris, sir,” she said.

“Iris, you were holding back on me,” he said. I saw Iris tense. “I will forgive it this time because you smoked everyone else here, but every workout, every training, if I don’t see you giving it your all, I get to do my favorite part of this job. Sending you on. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Iris said, eyeing the Sergeant’s pistol.

The man might be a certifiable lunatic. Or maybe that’s just how the game worked. I didn’t know yet.

“You are lucky, it’s the first day. Now, hold up your Controller.” She did, and he pressed a few buttons on it. A screen appeared in the sky above us with Iris’s character sheet:

Iris Flemming




Race: Human

Gender: Female

Lives: 3

Class: Unassigned

Level: 1

Stats:

Strength    — 6

Reflexes—8

Aiming           —3

Stamina          —9

Magic             —1

Knowledge    —3

Willpower     —9

Recovery        —6

Skills: None

The Sergeant whistled. “Those are some pretty good stats. Normally, you don’t want to share your stats with anyone you don’t have to, as they tell a pretty good amount about what you are capable of. You a runner? Athlete? Before all this?”

Iris nodded. “All state in college.”

“Keep it in your pants, Iris.” He rounded on the rest of the recruits. “This is a pretty damn good stat block, for a recruit. But while you’re here in Basic, you can gain more stats. Each time you level here, you get two points to assign. For finishing first, I’m giving Iris here an extra point in Aiming. She’s going to need it.

“Stats directly impact your ability to do anything. You double your strength, you'll be able to pick up that much more. Normal humans never enter basic above a ten. A good chunk of you will be leaving here with stats above a ten. Take a second to check out your own sheets.”

I pulled up my Controller and clicked a few buttons. My sheet popped up:

Carter Ash




Race: Human

Gender: Male

Lives: 3

Class: Unassigned

Level: 1

Stats:

Strength         — 4

Reflexes—6

Aiming           —5

Stamina          —5

Magic             —2

Knowledge    —4

Willpower     —8

Recovery        —2

Skills: None

Dang, I was lower in almost every stat. A little better in Aiming and Magic. Wait, what the hell is Magic?

“Now, do we have any questions?” He glared at the crowd, clearly challenging anyone to ask. I raised my hand.

“Smart-boy’s got a question. Better make it a good one,” he said.

“Why do we need stats?”

“Well damn,” the Drill Sergeant slapped his leg. “You asked the only important question first thing. You need stats to protect humanity. Because you idiots enlisted to ship out to space and fight our alien enemies.”

A low muttering in the back few rows. I was skeptical that I would have enlisted ever. But I definitely didn’t remember enlisting.

“You’ll all have a chance to talk amongst yourselves at the mess hall. Right now is my turn,” he said, pacing between the rows. “But it’s true, maggots, you are the front line of defense for all of Humanity.”

“Against who?” some idiot in the back asked.

“Aliens. Who the fuck else?”

Aliens are real? That was news to me. The last thing I remembered about space was that we were sending the first manned mission to Jupiter.

“Now most of you are going to have a lot of questions, but I need you to shut the hell up now, and figure some of this out on your own. You’re all to report to the mess hall, watch a video, eat dinner, and go to sleep. No funny business, alright? I’m not going to nanny you after tonight, but if I hear one fucking person talking or anything else after lights out… Well, my trigger finger is itchy.”

He stalked off.

“Wanna go eat?” Pete asked.

“Hell yeah, I could eat a horse,” I laughed.

We headed off. I learned a bit more about my small friend. He worked for his uncle at the VR arcade. Pete had dropped out of community college. He had a girlfriend, Cynthia, who he knew was out there waiting for him somewhere.

“What about you?”

“Me? I’m a junior at Mideastern State University, studying history. Kind of. I just turned twenty-one.”

“Sick! Same birthday!” Pete said, high-fiving me.

“Yeah, October 11th,” I said.

“Shit, mine’s May 23rd,” Pete said. “But it was yesterday. Or today, I guess.”

“Mine too. Last thing I remember was the clock turning midnight onto my birthday.”

“Heavy shit,” Pete said.

We reached the mess hall. The building looked capable of holding way more recruits in it, at least double. Long tables sat in orderly rows. A buffet lined the wall. All the trays were currently covered.

A large white screen slowly lowered against the far wall. Everyone stopped and watched, not sure what to expect.

A projector hanging from the roof clicked on, tossing the image onto the screen. Music boomed out, orchestral and inspirational.

The video started.

Aerial shots of locations all over Earth were featured. We saw shots of the Eiffel Tower, the Grand Canyon, the Burj Khalifa. There was a massive iron structure stretching out of the ocean and up into the sky that I didn’t recognize. A few other people whispered at that, so at least others felt the same.

“Earth,” a confident and feminine voice narrated.

“For most of you, this is your home. You’ve only known one planet, and today will be quite the shock. But you’ve each enlisted in the greatest struggle known to Humanity.”

The video slowly faded to a new location.

An alien vista greeted us. Functional and futuristic houses sat on a planet that clearly wasn’t earth. None of the plant life looked familiar: trees had pink hues to their branches, the bushes looked more like cacti, flowers with no center. On top of that, there were two moons in the sky, neither of them familiar.

“Humanity is in danger.”

The music shifted, growing ominous.

A spaceship, brutal and square, with sharp edges and big guns, swooped over the town. People started screaming as it strafed with large laser blasts.

The spaceship landed, and out poured beasts that looked like Sasquatch and the devil had a baby: red, shaggy hair and horns, with chunky guns that they fired indiscriminately against the helpless humans.

“You answered the call, and are here for Humanity!”

Suddenly, soldiers swarmed forward. Human soldiers.

Lasers fired back and forth.

One soldier rushed forward and speared the leader of the aliens with a bayonet. The Alien exploded in pixels, like the other recruit had that morning.

“Excellent work, soldiers,” the narrator continued.

A blonde soldier stepped on screen, walking through the violent battle as if she were on a stroll in the park.

“Holy shit,” Pete whispered. “She’s hot.”

Pete wasn’t wrong. The soldier was drop-dead gorgeous. I pegged her at twenty-five or maybe a hair older. She had long blonde hair, dropping onto her shoulders in loose curls. Her uniform was unbuttoned slightly, revealing a very impressive amount of cleavage. She had a sexy walk, and long legs.

“I’m Marlowe,” she said, and I could tell from her voice she was the narrator. “I’m the Mouthpiece of Humanity. During your time in Basic Training, you’ll develop skills and work your way towards earning a class. Try hard, so you can become as strong as these wonderful warriors out here.”

As she walked, the scene shifted to a camp like ours, although I could tell from the trees and mountains in the distance that it wasn’t our camp. There must be lots more out there in the game.

Lines of cadets did jumping jacks as she weaved through the group.

“Your hard work here will translate into impressive stats.”

She admired two cadets sweating hard.

“Great work, soldiers,” she said. They gave her a thumbs up before returning to their exercises.

“Now, you’ll be hearing a lot more from me over the next few weeks. So stay alive so you can keep seeing me.”

She winked at the camera.

“And that’s all you need to know. Do your best for Humanity!”

The video ended, and the screen slowly rolled back up into its holder.

All the recruits milled around, not sure what to do next. The video had raised as many questions as it answered.

“That was really cool,” Pete said. “Ooo, tacos.” He jumped into the food line, tossing me a tray. I caught it, and figured we were already moving on. All of the covers had vanished at some point, and now the smell of hot food found its way into my nose.

We grabbed some grub, which all looked surprisingly good.

I spotted an empty table and sat down. Pete sat across from me, his tray piled high and a taco already in his mouth.

“This is great,” he said through a mouthful of food.

I agreed.

A shadow loomed over me, and I looked up at Iris.

“Mind if I join?”

I scooted over, and she sat down next to me. We introduced ourselves around the table. She struck me as pretty shy for someone who had been a star athlete. And I couldn’t help being drawn in by her eyes, sharp and deep.

“Oh man, Iris, you have some killer stats,” Pete said. “Crushed me in everything.”

“Oh, really?” She looked genuinely surprised.

“Yeah,” I agreed, “You had me beat in almost every category, and the ones I was ahead of were by at most a point or two.”

“I guess that’s lucky. I still don’t quite get how they work,” she said.

I shrugged. “Hopefully, they tell us more tomorrow. Or maybe it's a ‘learn by doing’ type thing.”

A few more people sat down with us.

“I can’t wait to blast some aliens,” one of the new guys said.

“How do you know we’ll be killing them?” Iris asked, concerned. “Maybe there’s some other role for us.”

“They don’t send people to boot camp just to learn how to bend over,” he cackled, food spraying the table.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” I said, changing the subject. Iris clearly didn’t want to focus on the fact we were apparently future soldiers.

“I think I was going to sleep, the night before my birthday,” Iris said.

“Same,” another person said.

“I was watching some old show, just some reruns, and all of a sudden, I wasn’t,” another said.

“Me too, basically,” I agreed. I told them my last memory was right before midnight.

“So we’re all twenty-one? That’s cool.” Pete looked pretty satisfied.

“But where did the aliens come from?” I asked. “I don’t remember anything like that. We’d just sent a shuttle to Jupiter, but then, I don’t think they got there yet.”

“They got there five years ago,” Pete said. “Maybe six. There’s been like a half dozen more missions.”

“They only just got to Mars,” Iris said.

“Huh,” I was stumped. We all had different memories. And no one remembered enlisting or the aliens at all.

Before we could discuss further, a bell rang and someone shouted lights out in twenty, so we all rushed to put away our trays and head to bed.

No one remembered who had what bunk, so Pete grabbed the top bunk of the bed I chose. Iris got in the bed across from me. The one above her was empty, now that we were down a recruit.

In the trunk was a tank top and some shorts to sleep in. I changed quickly, and brushed my teeth. On the way to my bunk, I caught a glimpse of Iris’s back as she changed. She was thin, with strong, defined muscles in her shoulders. She pulled her shirt down, and I looked away, embarrassed to have been peeking.

I got in bed and went to sleep, hoping the next day would bring more answers.


Chapter Three

We all woke up with a start as two gunshots fired off in quick succession. Sparkles and pixels burst from the far side of the barracks.

“I said no funny business,” the Drill Sergeant said, holstering his pistol. “You’re all awake now, so get a run to the hill and back. Your bonus training is complements of two new candidates for the Pleasure Corps.”

None of us knew what he meant, but we knew we needed to run. Iris flew out the door, off towards the hill. The rest of us were still pulling on our boots.

The run wasn’t any easier, but Pete and I made it back slightly faster than the day before, now that we knew how hard to push ourselves. Iris was already stretching on the far end of the parade ground, so we joined her.

“Did you see what happened?” she asked me.

“Just saw two flashes from a top bunk on the far side of the building,” I said.

The rest of the group arrived, and the Drill Sergeant didn’t give them a chance to catch their breath.

“Form up ranks,” he shouted. “I’ve got less than six weeks to get you into shape before we ship you out. That means both mentally and physically. So everyone start doing jumping jacks. You’ve got ten minutes on the clock.”

We all complied, exercising. He wandered about, griping about a form here or there, but mostly just made sure everyone was working hard. His motivational style was “Threatening” with a side helping of “Fear.”

“When you die in Basic Training, and you will die here, you are assigned a class. This is based on your stats and what you accomplished here. Do something impressive and you might get a better class. We don’t know how it works exactly, but I can give an example. Who here found a piece of paper under their beds?”

I raised my hand, and saw Iris and a couple other people did as well.

“Great. Keep jumping. Now that was a secret, for anyone who thoroughly checked their rooms before leaving. It’s a bonus. You each can add a point to a stat of your choice. When you are ready, you just think of the paper and it will appear in your hand. Read it, and it will add the Stat Point. Don’t do it now, do it at breakfast.” He scolded a chunky guy in the back row.

“There are other secrets and achievements like that both in Basic and out in the real world that can give you extra stats, help you level up faster, or even offer bonuses like a second class or an additional life. You want those. But we’ll cover that later if you live long enough.

“For now, you just want to make sure you get the best possible class options. Some recruits end up outside of the military structure. For example, everyone can always choose to be a laborer, the worst possible class. Besides that, everyone gets the option of Grunt.

“Those are the two bad options. There are more options, but you should expect to see at least one of those options when you get to choose. The other bad starter class is Sex Worker. How you get the sex worker option, though, is simple. You have sex in basic training. I would not recommend that.

“The Pleasure Corps is hard work. Don’t get your panties in a bunch. We won’t force anyone to do anything they don’t want to, but it might mean you never get to level up. Because you can only level up doing what your class is good at. And that should be pretty obvious for a Sex Worker. Alright, take a breather.”

We all stopped jumping, and I doubled over, hands on my knees. Iris wasn’t even phased. I didn’t even think she was sweating yet.

When I thought about the slip of paper, and it appeared in my hands. I read it quickly.

“You have gained a Stat Point.” As I read it, the paper vanished again.

My Controller blinked, and I saw I had a ‘Plus’ symbol next to all of my stats. I hit the one next to Stamina, and felt instantly better. I was still exhausted, but I could breathe easier and had more energy.

“Recruit! Why did you just put a point into Stamina?” The Drill Sergeant appeared out of nowhere, right in my face. I couldn’t figure out how he moved so quickly. I could have sworn he was on the other side of the group only a second before.

“I thought it would help me train more, sir,” I stuttered.

“Good answer, Smart-boy. It will help you do that. It will help you do these push-ups for sure. Everyone give me 100 push-ups. When you’re done, you can go to breakfast.”

He walked off.

I dropped to my hands, starting to work through the hundred push-ups. I made it eight more than my normal best before I started feeling fatigue. The last ten felt impossible, and I had to breathe and fight my way up each time.

When I finally finished, I rolled onto my back and sucked big lungfuls of air in. Every muscle in my body hurt. I hadn’t felt like this since the two-a-day practices during summer football practice.

“Come on, walk it off,” Iris said, her shadow falling over my face. She held out her hand and helped me up. Her hand was soft and smooth, even as I could feel her strength as I stood up.

Pete was already up and stretching out his shoulders.

“Thanks. That was tough,” I said.

“After a workout, try and walk a few hundred yards,” Iris explained, “It helps your body cool down and lock in some of those improvements. At least, that’s how it works in the real world. Who knows if that matters here.”

I nodded, and we walked a lap of the parade grounds. I could feel my body loosening up as we started.

“So you’re a track star?” I asked, after she hadn’t said anything for half the loop.

“Oh, kind of? Not really. No one really cared at my school.”

“You’re very impressive,” I said, and she blushed. “I can’t believe how fast you are.”

“Just hard work, that's all. I put in the time,” she said. “What about you? Were you in college?”

I nodded. “I didn’t really know what I was doing,” I confided in the attractive woman. “It was just the next step. I think after that I’d just go work for my dad’s shop, eventually take over selling ice cream in three small cities in the Midwest. It’s what was expected of me.”

“I figured I’d be coaching or something,” she said. “I wasn’t good enough to compete at higher levels, and it's not like there’s a ton of money there anyway.”

“Sounds like this game gives us both some guidance, then, huh?”

She nodded. We chatted a bit more about what we’d studied, even though it didn’t matter anymore. It felt weird to be in this game, but Iris made it feel a bit more normal. Her shy exterior hid a really cool woman under there.

We completed our loop, and headed on in to grab breakfast.

∆∆∆

After breakfast, the Drill Sergeant appeared and shouted at us to follow him. We still hadn’t seen any other group in the parade grounds or the mess hall, just the seventy-seven recruits who were still alive.

He led us around an empty barracks to a shooting range. A dozen targets stood a hundred yards south of us. I couldn’t see any guns, though.

“This is the shooting range,” the sergeant barked out. “Learn to love it, you’ll be here for four hours every day. Today we start here, tomorrow we’ll be split into two groups. There is a better group. Assume it's not the one you are assigned to.”

Sergeant McKinley hit a few buttons on his Controller, and mine blinked.

“I just assigned each of you a simple rifle. This is not the last weapon you will have. In fact, it is pretty terrible. But it does have a nice quality: You idiots can never lose it. Watch.”

Sgt. McKinley made a rifle appear in his hands. It was white, and smaller than I expected, resembling almost a hunting rifle rather than a weapon for war. He hurled it like a javelin at the target downrange. The rifle struck one of the targets with a thunk, and then it exploded, shredding the target.

Pete whistled, impressed.

Another rifle, the exact same as the first, appeared in the Sergeant’s hands.

“There you go. Whatever happens to your rifle, it will reappear, fully loaded, in your hands whenever you call for it.”

Fully loaded, huh? That could be handy.

I pulled up my Controller and clicked on the Starter Rifle now sitting in my inventory. The gun’s stats were not numeric, instead it said: Damage: Low, Range: Medium, Rate of Fire: Low, Clip: Small, Special: None.

“Now, I need twelve of you to start shooting at those targets.”

I wasn’t near the front, so I missed being in the first group. The destroyed target had already reappeared downrange.

Most of the group struggled, but a redhead confidently fired her gun. She was short, with a tight ass and some nice curves, curly red hair down to her shoulders. She sighted along her rifle, closing one eye, and fired off one shot. An energy ray flashed out, and hit the target a few inches from the center.

She took a breath and fired off the rest of her clip, eleven more shots, and all of them hit dead center.

“Shit, no one get on her bad side,” the Drill Sergeant joked. “Good work, recruit. You’ll make Humanity proud.”

The redhead grinned, and tossed her rifle down range. Another appeared in her hands and she fired off a few more shots, all hitting the target.

“Next!”

I stepped up, and took a spot in the middle. My rifle appeared in my hands, heavy, with a smooth plastic surface.

I aimed down the sight at the target. Two small protrusions at the end of the barrel gave me a basic guide. I pulled the trigger, and three shots came out quickly, the first hitting the target near the edge, the other two hitting the dirt behind it.

“Shit,” I said, checking my rifle.

“Idiot had it on burst fire,” the recruit to my left said.

He was the guy who’d been excited about killing aliens the night before. Even though we all had the same uniform, he’d somehow styled his to exude a preppy vibe, popping the collar, unbuttoning the top button.

He pulled his gun up, and fired off three shots, each with one pull of the finger, and each hit the target near the center. Not as good as the redhead, but still impressive.

Sure enough, there was a lever on the side of my rifle set to burst. The other two options were single and full auto. I swapped to single and fired again. This time I only shot one bullet, and it hit the target about halfway to the edge.

“You’re going to be a grunt for sure,” the guy sneered.

“You got a problem?” I said, eyeing the man. I’d met enough bullies in my day to recognize the signs.

“With you? Nah, you’re not worth it. You’ll be dead within a day.”

He turned and laughed with his friend, and then fired off the rest of his clip, all hitting the target - although not as accurately as before. Maybe he just got lucky.

I grimaced, and shot a few more times, emptying the clip. Then I tried to copy what the redhead had done, tossing my gun and resummoning it, and found it did fire right away at the single shot setting. I had clips on my belt I could also reload with, but it was good to know I’d always have twelve shots I could pull out easily.

“Next!”

We rotated through, each getting a few clips of practice per firing session.

Pretty quickly it became clear not only was the redhead the best shot in our group, her tossing the gun and resummoning it was the fastest way to reload. By the end, we each were shooting four clips at the target before we had to rotate.

During my second to last set, I hit the bullseye three times to finish my last clip, and my Controller dinged loudly.

I’d heard a few other dings throughout the morning, but hadn’t seen what was causing it. I checked, and it turned out I had leveled up.

That meant I had two points to assign, and I put them quickly into Stamina and Aiming. I waited until I got back up, and this time fired quickly. I checked my results after, and found I’d hit the bullseye five times, and overall hadn’t missed a single shot. My aiming had noticeably improved.

“Should have put that point in recovery, Grunt,” the preppy guy sneered at me. “You'll be a meat shield for your betters before you know it.”

“Just ignore him,” Pete mumbled behind me. I knew there was wisdom there. This guy wanted a fight, and I wouldn’t give it to him. I knew what kind of justice the Sgt. McKinley would administer.

I fired off the last of my clip, and heard the Sergeant call next. I headed towards the back of the line when a foot stuck out and tripped me. I rolled and came up, holding my rifle and ready to fire.

“Alright, cut that shit out,” the Sergeant yelled. “Next lesson: Don’t piss someone off in the Game. Everyone you meet is probably armed, and for a long while they’ll most likely be better armed and stronger than you.”

The drill sergeant turned on me. He growled an order at me, “Smart-boy, for pulling your rifle in anger, you’re hitting the hill again. If you make it back before the bell, you can eat.”

I sighed, and tossed my rifle into the air where it vanished before heading towards the hill.

The third time was not the charm.

After a hard morning work out, my legs ached and my lungs felt like quitting by the time I reached the top. But it was the first time without anyone else around, and I knew I had a bit of spare time. I took in the view, and noticed some small mountains were visible a few miles to the north.

Before I headed back, a small glint caught my eye.

A piece of metal was mostly buried right at the end of the path. I picked it out of the ground, and found a small ring, iron, with a red gemstone. My controller revealed the ring’s stats: [Ring of Boosting - Grants one extra Stat Point each time you level.]

“Holy shit,” I said. This was an incredible find. Right now, each level granted two points, so this effectively made me get stronger fifty percent faster than everyone else.

I slid the iron ring onto my hand. I didn’t think it would fit, but the ring resized as it slid down, until it fit like it was made for me.

I jogged back, a spring in my step, with my incredible find firmly on a finger on my right hand.

∆∆∆

I approached the mess hall right as the bell rang.

“Tough luck,” the Drill Sergeant said, “You need to get faster if you want to eat.”

“I think I’ll be okay,” I said, holding up the ring.

Sergeant McKinley whistled. “I wondered when that would turn up. There’s one in every class. Where’d you find it?”

“Top of the hill. A little buried, probably kicked free by all of us running up there.”

“Hang onto that, then, and maybe try and keep it secret. It only works for you, but I’m doubtful these idiots will believe it if you tell them.”

“Why don’t you tell them that?”

“Because in the Game, you won’t have me out there holding your dick every time you need to piss. You need to get strong, and get strong fast.”

He looked off into the distance.

“Humanity is struggling, boy. Not just our way of life is in danger, but everything. It’s a hostile universe. When you join the game, you’ll see. But if I helped you, even if it made you stronger in the short run, you’d be weak when Humanity needs you to be strong. So, try not to die. People with those rings can do great things. Or they can be meat shields that live a few minutes longer.”

He shouted at some recruits taking too long in the mess hall, and I headed off with his words ringing in my ears.

Humanity was in trouble, and I’d have to be the one to keep it safe.

Iris walked over to me and tossed an apple at me. I snagged it out of the air and took a bite.

“Thanks,” I said.

“That run was brutal,” she said. “And we’ve got physical stuff all afternoon. So get it while you can.” I smiled at her, and devoured the apple.

“You know who that guy was? The a-hole?”

She nodded. “Spencer. He tried to come on to me the first night here.”

“What a creep,” I said.

“Forget about it,” she said, “Just put in the work.”

∆∆∆

The rest of the afternoon was spent on body weight exercises. The Sergeant had us doing lunges, squats, burpees, pushups. And for breaks we ran laps of the parade grounds. It was brutal, but I heard more and more dings as the day progressed, so people were clearly improving.

I think everyone dropped at least a point or two into stamina to try and keep their energy up.

After dinner, I desperately wanted a shower before bed, but found the bathroom was communal, with one large open shower.

It wasn’t crowded, but the redhead sharpshooter was at one end. I took the other, trying not to check out the short, sexy lady. Her breasts were round and perky, and she had a bigger ass than I’d imagined. But before I could enter full pervert mode, I turned to face the wall, and rinsed off as quickly as humanly possible.

I quickly got back to my bunk and got under the covers.

“So, who you got your eye on?” Pete said, hanging his head down from the bunk above mine.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said, subtly checking out Iris’s bunk. She was gone.

“Say no more,” Pete said. “I’m a great wingman. I mastered all these skills getting Cynthia, and now I need to put them to use.”

“I’m not going to fool around in here,” I said. “You heard what the sarge said, you can become a sex worker.”

“I’d consider it, if I wasn’t taken,” Pete said. “Seems more fun than blowing shit up.”

Iris returned, and Pete did prove he had a bit of discretion by wishing us both goodnight and pulling himself back up to his bed.

Iris smiled at me. My heart fluttered a bit. She had such a shy, earnest smile, and so far I’d only rarely seen it come out, usually when she was running.

“Goodnight,” I said.


Chapter Four

Before our run the next morning, Sergeant McKinley reviewed us for a long while. Once he decided that we met whatever criteria he’d been looking for, he started lecturing us.

“We lost another recruit overnight. They took the easy way out, now that you all have a rifle. And I thank them for it. Serving Humanity is a difficult task, and while we all do it our own way. But I save this speech until the first natural departure, so count yourselves lucky to find this out today and not two weeks from now.

“When you die here, you have a class assigned. And knowing how classes work is critical. Every ten levels, you gain the option to prestige that class. Each class is limited in what they can become.

“I started at a Grunt. Yeah, you’re looking at what a Grunt can become, if you’re as talented, handsome, and intelligent as I am. At level ten, I became Infantry, an advanced class that’s basically the Grunt with some better offensive skills. But every so often, your options are granted based on the choices you make.

“At level eighteen, I was on a mission and got separated from my unit. I linked up with some level one grunts. They barely knew which way to point their dick when they pissed. I got them organized, and led them out of there. We completed our mission, and not a soul died.

“I received an achievement. They are awarded for rare feats of strength or ability. Generally, that’s how you get a second class, or sometimes even an extra life if you’re lucky. My achievement gave me the Teacher Class.

“I became instrumental in training level ones as they arrived at our base. Ten levels later and I became a Senior Teacher, and another ten later I became a Drill Sergeant. That’s how I got assigned here. But no amount of leveling would have offered that, only my incredible and selfless actions.”

“So you’re level forty?” Someone asked from the back.

“It’s rude to ask that,” he said. “And no, I have prestiged again since then. That’s for another day, though. When you leave Basic, you’ll be given some options. If you don’t like them, remember you can always choose Grunt and Laborer. They suck, but they aren’t the end. Laborer’s can become the backbone of our society. Someone has to build everything the soldiers rely on.

“Now get running. The time limit is five minutes shorter today. For Humanity!”

We all yelled “For Humanity,” and headed for the hill.

With all of our increased stats, everyone crossed the line with plenty of time to spare.

“Hopefully, you see the benefits of increasing stats. Now, eat breakfast, and then I want half the group at the range, the other half right here.”

The mess hall was a quiet place that morning as we shoved food into our mouths as quickly as possible. Before long, we were all groaning from eating too much too quickly. We made our way to the groups. Iris, Pete, and I decided to hit physical training first. Spencer went with the other group. Unfortunately, so did the redhead.

Our morning was spent working ourselves to the bone. Everyone had hit level two, and so the race was on to hit level three.

After an hour of rotating through jumping jacks and burpees, Sgt. McKinley gave us a water break. I grabbed a bottle and fell onto the grass next to Pete.

“Tell me about Cynthia,” I said.

“Oh, you’ll like this,” Pete said. “She’s the perfect woman. Just ginormous knockers, bigger than my head.” I waited, but it took me a moment to realize that was it, he was done.

“She sounds lovely,” I said.

He sighed. “She really is.”

Iris walked up and popped a squat near us.

“What are you talking about?”

“My girlfriend’s giant rack.” Pete smiled and looked off at the clouds. I just shrugged at Iris.

“The heart wants what the heart wants.” She snickered.

“Do you think she’s out there?” Iris had a pensive look on her face.

“I have to assume so. I don’t know what’s going on with our memories, but I sure as hell wouldn’t have come in here unless it was with her or to find her.” Pete grinned. “Just you wait, I’ll find her.”

“Are you missing someone?” I asked Iris. “Boyfriend?”

She flushed. “No, I don’t have one of those. No time. Maybe my sister is here. She’s a year older, and I think she’d have volunteered before me.”

I nodded. I wondered if I’d run into anyone I knew. It seemed unlikely.

The whistle blew, and we all climbed back to our feet for more torture.

∆∆∆

My next level came during target practice that afternoon. A few other people’s Controllers had gone off, and after a round of my best shooting yet, I heard a ding. I finished off my clip and then headed to the back of the line.

I had three points to spend, thanks to the Ring of Boosting. I put a point into Stamina and Recovery, thinking they’d help for anything. I then put one more point into Magic. We hadn’t used it yet, but I definitely thought some sort of magic would be better than none, and hoped it might help open up new Class options.

We hadn’t learned much about the game, but I knew I didn’t want to be a grunt if I could help it.

After the halfway point, Sarge added a new wrinkle to our drills. We would fire one clip, then we had to roll backwards while holding on to our rifle, and reload it. Someone else would step into our spot and fire, and we’d be ready to go at the end of the line.

It was difficult. And during my second roll, a gun went off. A bullet whizzed past my ear and took another student in the gut.

“Oh shit! I’m sorry,” the guilty party said.

I rushed over to the wounded recruit. She’d fallen and was holding her stomach as blood seeped out.

“Medic!” I yelled, hoping someone would come. The sergeant was with the other group across the camp.

I ripped off my shirt and pressed it against the wound. She winced. At that point, I realized I’d seen this girl before. And not just in Basic.

She had blue eyes and dirty blond hair. But I couldn’t quite place her.

“Hold this here, keep the pressure on,” I said. “Is a medic coming?” I asked, looking around.

No one answered.

“Okay, lay back. Pete, give me your shirt.” He pulled it off, and I placed it under the girl's head.

The bleeding had slowed, but I didn’t know if that was a good thing. If she was dying, it would also slow.

“Stay with me, stay with me,” I said.

“Of course, Carter, I’ll always stay with you.” I looked in her eyes, and I just couldn’t place her. She sighed.

“You don’t know me, do you?” I shook my head. “Oh, Carter, of course not. We didn’t meet until you were twenty-one, did we?”

The party… she was the girl at the party, I realized. I’d seen her for only a moment before everything vanished.

“You were at my birthday party.”

She smiled. “I knew you’d remember. I couldn’t believe my luck when I saw you here. I didn’t want to push it, but I don’t think I have much longer. I’ll find you. I love you.” She leaned forward, face full of pain. Then she grabbed me, kissed me passionately, and exploded in a flash of pixels and color.

The blood vanished when she did, and I was left sitting shirtless, surrounded by the rest of the recruits, the feeling of her lips like a ghost on mine.

“What in the hell is going on here?” The Sergeant had arrived.

“Some girl got winged by a bullet,” some punk girl explained. “This guy tried to save her, but she exploded.”

Sgt. McKinley nodded. “And why the hell is no one firing?” Everyone moved back to shooting just like that.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from where the wounded woman had been. She’d known me. She said she loved me. And I didn’t even know her name.

“Smart-boy, you ain’t getting any stronger sitting there,” the Sergeant said, kinder than I would have expected.

I nodded, getting back to my feet.

“What’s got you so shaken? You have no medic skills, no powers, you only had a shirt. You did your best. Let it go.”

“She knew my name. She knew me, but I didn’t know her.”

“Ah. Shit.” Sarge looked down at the ground. “That’s a tough one. But ain’t my problem. Get a move on.”

He walked off to yell at other recruits. I managed to get back into line and run through the drill a few more times.

∆∆∆

At dinner, Pete and Iris sat down on either side of me.

“You okay, man?” Pete asked, shoving a taco in his mouth.

“Yeah, that was very brave, what you did,” Iris said, looking down at her plate. “That girl is very lucky you cared for her.”

“That’s the thing,” I said, “I’d only seen her once before in my real life, for like five seconds. She acted like she knew me, though.”

“That’s a trip.” Pete said.

“It makes sense, though,” Iris said. “We all established we are twenty-one, but I think we were born years apart. Whatever the recruitment process is, we all must have lived some amount of time before joining.”

“And our memories were wiped…” I trailed off. “What does that mean, then? Was that my girlfriend? My wife? Does it even count if I don’t remember?”

“Nah,” Pete said. “Even if we lived a full life out there before this, we are here now, with no memory. We have to be who we are, right now.”

“So why are you waiting for Cynthia?”

“Because right now, she’s the love of my life, and I know she feels the same. So somehow we’ll find each other. But Carter, you should forget that girl. You tried to help her. You did more than anyone else. Now you owe it to yourself to live your life. You’ll probably never see her again anyway. This early in basic, she’s either a laborer or a grunt.”

Somehow that didn’t make me feel better.

“I think you’re right, Pete,” I said, after a moment’s thought. “I can’t be held back by what ifs. I need to survive and thrive in this game. I joined for a reason, and that has to be to protect Humanity.”

“Hell yeah, brother.” We bumped fists.

Iris rolled her eyes at us.

But she had a faint smile when she looked at me.

∆∆∆

The rest of the week flew by. We lost a few more recruits, and ended up with two groups of thirty-four that Friday. Everyone had leveled another time, although the pace had definitely dropped off. According to Sarge, that happened because we needed new challenges or a class to really know where to grow.

I added two points to strength and one to stamina. When I showered that night, I could see more definition on my chest - my muscles were getting better, and not just from working out.

Iris blushed when she saw me in the showers, although I saved her some embarrassment by wrapping up before she had to see the full monty.

Pete and I grew closer, helping to push each other harder and further during training. Overall, it was actually kind of fun. Like a long summer camp where campers occasionally exploded.

That all changed at the start of week two.


Chapter Five

“It’s time to step up your training,” Sarge shouted while I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes on the parade ground. He’d woken us up thirty minutes earlier than normal.

“Today, you’re running to the top of the hill and back twice. Then groups one and groups two will be broken into squads, for additional specialized training. Go!”

The first round of the hill jog was easy. Turning back for round two, though, hurt. Pete and I helped each other up the steepest parts. Mostly it was Pete shouting at me to hurry up.

“I thought you were a sprinter,” I wheezed.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m still doing better than you,” he laughed. “Let’s go.”

At the top, we could see almost back to the parade ground. Iris was close to the end of the trail, at least a mile and a half ahead of the next recruit.

“Your girl is fast,” Pete said.

He shocked me so hard that I tripped and fell most of the way down the hill, before skidding to a stop.

“Look at this idiot,” Spencer laughed. Then he gave me a swift kick in the knee, and I heard something pop.

“Fuck,” I moaned, moving out of the way of any other attacks.

He laughed and headed back towards the parade grounds.

I tried to stand, but my knee couldn’t take any weight. Pete arrived a few seconds later.

“You okay?”

I shook my head. “Spencer busted my knee.”

“Well, come on then.” Pete slipped under my arm, and boosted me along as we started walking back.

“Just go,” I said. “You’ll be punished, and I’m probably done for, anyway.”

“Like hell, buddy,” Pete said. “You and me are sticking together.”

We limped along, at maybe a brisk walk. I checked my Controller and knew if we kept up this pace, we most likely wouldn’t make it back in time.

“You might be giving up Cynthia if you are kicked out now,” I said.

“Nah,” Pete said. “My girl will wait for me wherever she is. Your girl, on the other hand, might need you here.”

“My girl? You said that before.”

“Iris,” Pete said, smacking the back of my head. “She’s crazy about you. And I think you think she’s hot, too.”

“I can’t do anything about it. I wouldn’t risk sending either of us to the Pleasure Corps.”

“Then you gotta stay here until she leaves, I guess.” Pete grinned.

I figured at that point nothing I would say would convince him to leave, so I tried to pick up the pace. It hurt, but I could make do. Pain lanced up my leg every time I took a step. I might not be walking again after I got there, but I wouldn’t be the reason Pete got shipped out.

The minutes and seconds ticked away as we limped back. Everyone had cleared the parade ground except for Sergeant and Iris.

“You’re cutting it close, boys,” he yelled at them.

“Go,” I whispered to Pete, but he just shook his head.

I gritted my teeth, and pushed through. We both moved into a slow jog, the pain ratcheting higher and higher every other step.

But we fell across the finish line right before the timer went off.

A message beeped on both my controller and Pete’s. I read mine: Overcame a hurdle: Congratulations on pushing through the pain to overcome an unbeatable obstacle. You gain +2 Willpower. I glanced at Pete’s, and saw he had a similar message: No Man Left Behind: Help a fellow recruit while risking your own life. +2 Stamina, +2 Recovery, potential class option: Paramedic.

“Ah, hell yeah,” Pete said. “I got a healer class offered already.”

“That good?” I asked, still feeling intense pain in my knee.

“It means that no matter what happens, Pete doesn’t have to choose Grunt or Laborer,” Sarge said. “What happened?”

“Spencer -“ Pete started, but I cut him off.

“I fell,” I said. “Most of the way down the hill.”

“Got it,” Sarge said, nodding. “Then, since it was an accident, go to the nurse's tent. Pete, drop him off, then get back to the mess. Carter, if you’re not at morning training, you’ll be cut.”

“Sir, yes, sir,” I said, saluting, and then Iris and Pete helped me to the nurse.

∆∆∆

I hadn’t seen anyone enter or exit the nurse’s station. Mostly because so far every wound had ended with an explosion of pixels.

I waved off Pete and Iris once I got to the door, feeling confident enough to limp in on my own. The flap opened to reveal a small room with two cots and one bank of medical equipment. A nurse sat reading a magazine.

“What do you want, Sarge?” She sounded annoyed.

“Um, my knee blew out.”

She looked up, and immediately jumped to her feet with a smile.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, what happened to you, you poor thing,” she fussed, helping me to a cot.

“I tripped,” I lied.

“Well, that’s just too bad,” she said. The woman was maybe in her late twenties, Hispanic, with dark hair and a slim figure. “I’m Nurse Lia Garza, and I’m here to take care of all your problems.”

She pulled a long syringe off the wall, and filled it with a glowing green solution.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“This? This is a special concoction that will get you back up and on your feet in ten minutes or less. Now, try not to scream.”

I screamed.

The needle hurt going in, but the healing process itself felt like fire pouring through my leg. I writhed in bed, and Nurse Lia’s strong hands held me down when I started thrashing. Eventually, I blacked out.

When I woke back up, Lia was reading her magazine, and my knee felt fantastic.

“You awake?” Lia stood and walked over to me. “Good. I was going to have to toss water on you in a couple minutes. You’ll be missing breakfast, but at least you’re not dead.”

“Thanks,” I said, sitting up. My knee felt outstanding, maybe even better than before. And it seemed like I was making a habit of missing meals.

“What was that?”

“Oh, that was a Quick Heal, something that comes with my class. I’m a First Aid Provider, which is one of the on-ramps to nursing or battlefield medicine. But Sarge made me adjust it so that it hurts if I use it on you recruits. He doesn’t want you relying on it.”

“Why are you here, then? Not that I’m not grateful, but it seems like we don’t have a lot of use for nurses. We mostly just die immediately.”

“Tell me about it,” she laughed. “You recruits could die from a strong breeze. But that’s a good question. It’s my second class, I just got it a couple months ago, and they want me to level up some in safety before going back out into the Game.”

“I assumed safety didn’t matter much. Aren’t we supposed to give it all for Humanity?”

Lia laughed again, a soft giggle. “I forgot that they really don’t teach you anything, huh? I don’t want to step on the Sarge’s toes, so I’ll let him explain it when he’s good and ready. Now get out there and get stronger. For Humanity!”

“For Humanity,” I repeated back, still wondering at my luck.

I jogged back to the parade ground, amazed that my knee felt incredible. I definitely didn’t want to experience the Quick Heal again, but at least I was back on my feet.

Iris tossed me a roll as I ran up, and I scarfed it down before the Drill Sergeant arrived. When McKinley walked up, he nodded at me.

“Alright, now we are assigning squads. As a reward for constantly kicking everyone’s ass on the morning runs, Iris will get to choose recruits to form the first one. Montague, from Group Two, you were the fastest to finish first this morning in your group, so you each can pick three team members. The rest of the teams will be broken down randomly. Pick only from your own group,” he explained.

Iris stepped to the front, and picked me and Pete immediately.

“Who else should I choose,” she whispered to me.

I hadn’t honestly paid much attention to the other recruits. Basic training was hard enough, even with Pete and Iris’s help. “I’m not sure. But I assume we need someone who is a good shot. Pete, have you noticed anyone?”

“Bethany,” he said, pointing to a short Japanese woman in the middle. “Girl hit a bullseye every shot for three clips straight.”

She had a pretty face, dark hair and eyes, and a nervous energy as her eyes darted all around the parade ground.

“Okay, Bethany,” Iris said, and Bethany ran up to join our squad.

The other hand-picked squad ended up with Spencer and the redhead on it, along with another guy who had backed up Spencer when he broke my knee.

“We can take them,” Pete said. “That chick is the only strong member of the team.”

“Okay. That nonsense is done, now let’s assign the rest of you.” The Drill Sergeant walked throughout the groups, pushing people into teams of four. At the end, there were two left on both sides. “You idiots are in Group One now. Form up!”

The group shifted over to our side.

“Okay,” the Sergeant said, standing in front of us, hands behind his back. “You will now live and die by your squad. Group One will stay in their current quarters, Group Two move into that barracks.” He pointed at an empty building. “Each day you will be rated, by yours truly, and the top-performing squad will get a prize. Is it a good prize? You bet your ass it is. At the end of the week, the worst performing squad will hit the road. Everyone who is left over will learn why classes are important. The reason I am not telling you now is I do not want to waste my valuable information on the weak among you who will wash out.

“And before any of you mouth breathers get any ideas, killing a squad ahead of you will not move you up. I will personally rip apart anyone that I think is responsible. You think I’m kidding? The second the last one of you dies, a new group pops into being here. Sisyphus looks at what I have to do and is glad he only has to push a rock up a hill. But you all piss me off enough, and I’ll end you myself and get another group in here with more brains.

“Group Two, hit the shooting range. Now, on the double. Group One, I want each squad to do one thousand push-ups and one thousand sit-ups. I don’t care how you break it down, just get them done.”

He headed off after Group Two, shouting about lollygaggers.

“How do we want to divide this?” Iris asked our group.

“Just go for it?” Pete asked.

“We should divide into two groups,” Bethany said, “Half do push-ups and half do sit-ups. When we become fatigued, we swap.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. I got down and started doing push-ups. I noticed a light blinking on my Controller, and paused to read it.

Group One, Squad One: New Quest Assigned: One Thousand Push-Ups and One Thousand Sit-Ups. Currently: 27 push-ups, 15 sit-ups.

The numbers went up as the others did the workout.

“Don’t look now, but the Controller does track all this. We’ve got a quest.”

Pete immediately stopped and looked, although the two girls continued. I got back to it, trying to hurry and catch up.

This hurt. I was not in good enough shape to do 250 push-ups, even with my Stat Point boosts. At around fifty, I felt my arms give out, and I swapped over to sit-ups. I made it a bit further, before even that became agony.

I took a break, panting and sweating, and saw Iris just powered through push-ups. She was a machine, perfect form, regular rhythm. Very impressive. Bethany didn’t have quite the same precision, but she hustled, sweat pouring off her.

I sighed, and got back to my push-ups.

An hour later, we all collapsed, our Controller’s letting us know we’d finished. I’d only done a few sit-ups during the last couple minutes. Iris had finished strong, doing almost half of both exercises.

“Damn, girl,” Bethany said, “You have some killer endurance.”

“My stamina is thirteen,” Iris said, “I had a feeling it would be vital to allow me to train longer. Although, at my next level, I plan on diversifying more. My Aiming is still shitty.”

Iris had put all four of her Stat Points into Stamina, but it clearly was paying off for her. I worried I was spreading myself thin, trying to raise all my stats, but I definitely wanted some exciting options when I left Basic. But would specialization get me there?

“Oh, sick, we got a reward for being the first to finish the quest.” Pete read off his Controller. “Congratulations, you have gained an experience boost. For the next twenty-four hours, you gain experience at an increased rate.”

“Great,” I said, falling back onto the grass. “More training.”

∆∆∆

The rifle range had changed when we arrived. Now instead of white targets a hundred yards away, the field was empty.

“Listen up, maggots,” the Drill Sergeant shouted as we walked up. “Each group will go twice. First time is blind for everyone, the second time you’ll know what’s happening. Squad One, you’re up. Everyone else, turn the fuck around.”

We stepped forward as other people grumbled. I summoned my rifle, and saw Iris and Pete follow my lead. Bethany scanned the range, and then pulled hers out as well.

“You’ve got three minutes,” Sgt. McKinley said. He slapped a big red button, and the range came alive.

What I could only describe as holograms appeared down range. Some were human, and others were aliens. The classic green kind, big eyes, no mouth, cartoonish ray gun. The range had changed to become a city street, right out of the 1950s. A soda fountain, old-timey gas cars, the works. The only noticeable difference was that the humans were running for cover with aliens shooting at them.

“For Humanity!” I shouted.

“For Humanity!” My squad echoed back.

I fired, aiming at the nearest alien. It exploded in pixels after two hits to the chest. I heard other shots, but didn’t stop to check on my team.

An alien ran forward, aiming its gun at a hologram human, and I popped a shot off, nailing its head. It disappeared immediately.

A few seconds later and all of the close targets were down. Bethany continued to fire at a steady rate, hitting distant targets. My eyes roved the field, and I saw two humans hiding behind a car. Looking around, I saw an alien creeping up behind them.

My first shot hit its foot, and it glared at me and rushed toward the humans. I shot twice more, one missing, one hitting its arm. The alien aggressor turned and aimed at me. I hit it two more times in the chest, and thankfully it exploded before it could pull the trigger.

I was sure nothing good would happen if I got shot.

“Oh, shit, two o’clock,” I heard Pete call out. A dozen aliens ran out of an alleyway, carrying rifles. They were charging us.

I switched to burst fire, and unloaded my whole clip towards the group. Two dropped. Tossing my gun, I resummoned it and fired again.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Bethany was reloading manually. I didn’t have the time to think about it, but I knew it was slower for me.

Shots pinged around us, and I heard Pete shout, “Damn.” I glanced at my friend, and saw he was glowing red.

“That stings,” he said. “My gun locked up too.”

“Can I do anything?” I offered. But there didn’t seem to be anything I could do.

“Keep shooting!” Bethany yelled.

I got back into position, and saw the group of aliens was all gone. A bolt of energy whirled past my face, and I saw snipers on top of one of the buildings.

“Roof!” I shouted, aiming up there. I hit one and it ducked back. The second exploded with a shot from Bethany. Iris and I fired at the same time at the third, and it also died. The first one I hit popped back up, and Bethany finished it off.

A loud mechanical whirring came from down the street, but before anything happened, the whole block vanished, and the field replaced it again.

“Eighteen percent, Squad One,” Sgt. Mckinley shouted. “You all need to do better than that. The winning squad from the other group ended today with thirty-two percent. Next.”

We walked back to the side to debrief.

“Y’all do not want to get hit,” Pete said. “I feel fine now, but damn, that hurt for a minute.”

“Plus, it meant that we were down a member,” Bethany said.

“I was distracted too,” I added. “Going forward, we need to ignore if anyone goes down.”

“I never ignore someone going down,” Pete grinned, “It’s just rude. She needs my attention.” Iris smacked him on the back of the head.

“Thank you,” I grinned.

A loud buzzer sounded. My squad looked at the range, and saw that all four of Squad Two had been eliminated.

“Six percent! That’s the worst showing I’ve ever seen, and I had a blind team run through this before. Think about if you should just give up and be a Laborer. Next!”

The defeated squad limped to the back, complaining about no one warning them you could get shot. Bethany rolled her eyes.

“We need to do better.”

I nodded. “That noise we heard, I have a feeling it’s going to be something big and bad. But how do we do better?”

“My aiming sucks,” Pete said.

“Mine is also not great,” Iris added.

“Bethany is our best shot,” I agreed. “She should aim for the hard targets further back. Call out though if something nearby is about to overwhelm you. I’ll assist her, trying to handle the medium range aliens. Iris, you and Pete handle anything close. Be ready when that group marches out. How does that sound?”

Most of the group thought the plan made sense.

Bethany stopped me, though.

“You all need to reload better,” Bethany said. “Tossing the gun takes time. Here, watch this. Carter, you toss and resummon, I’ll reload.”

We moved a bit away from the others, and then I tossed my gun and summoned, bringing it up to aim. In the time it took me to do that, Bethany had reloaded twice.

“And my gun is already right where I want it, I don’t have to reorient. Tossing your gun has its uses, but it makes you slow where it counts.”

“Smart,” I said. I practiced reloading, my hands having trouble finding the clips on my belt. Bethany stepped behind me, guiding my hands, showing me how to make the movement clean and quick. I could feel her hot breath on my neck as she coached me through it.

“There,” she said, “Feel that?”

I felt her breasts pressing against my back, and her smooth hands running down my arm, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell the best shot in our basic training group that.

“Yeah,” I managed to say.

“Good. Do that and you’ll fire faster. I upped my reflexes as well, and that greatly increased how quickly I could reload.”

“I’m glad Iris picked you,” I said. Bethany smiled.

“Yo, I picked her,” Pete said, butting into the conversation. “I saw she had sick skills and knew she’d help us be the best.”

“I’ll try it out this time, Bethany. If it works, we’ll start using it for all our runs and practice it before then.” I gave the sharpshooter a winning smile, and she blushed.

“Sixteen percent, not bad,” the Sergeant called out as the next squad finished their run. “Next!”

“I’ve been watching,” Iris said, throwing a bit of side eye at Bethany, “And I think the mission is the exact same.”

“What do you mean?” Bethany didn’t seem to pick up on any tension in the squad.

“Watch, if I’m right, just about now two aliens will run across the street there.” She pointed, and right on time the aliens ran out.

“Okay, now we watch this,” I grinned.

We settled in. The group we started watching did alright, ending at fourteen percent, the snipers taking them out.

The next three groups all wiped to the alien rush, which was apparently the ten percent mark.

That left two more squads. The next was an all-girl group.

“Let’s kick some alien ass,” the tallest member of the group shouted. She was stick thin and tall, with a tall pink Mohawk and surprisingly tanned skin. I recognized her from before, when I’d tried to save the blonde woman.

When the range activated, she cheered, firing blindly in an arc. She hit an alien, but also a human.

A buzzer sounded.

“That’s a deduction, recruit. We are here to save Humanity, not kill it.”

“My B,” she shouted back, before continuing to shoot at the aliens.

The group did well, handling the rush better than we did. The snipers got one of their group, but they rallied and took the rest down. Then the simulation cut off right as the whirring started.

“That was no three minutes,” the pink haired punk muttered.

“You lost time for killing a human,” the Drill Sergeant said. “Eighteen percent. Last group, you’re up.”

The last team wiped on the alien rush, with a few screams as they collapsed.

“Disappointing,” Sgt. McKinley said, throwing his full glare our way. He stomped around in front of us, frothing at the mouth as he screamed.

“A squad in Group Two managed to break twenty percent in the first round. Twice. So you need to pick it up. Because these little green men, they are the least of your problems. You’ll see way worse out on the front lines, and it all wants to kill and eat Humanity. So get your act together, recruits! Squad One, go.”

My squad raced up to the range and started firing the second it activated. Our plan worked well, and in less than thirty seconds the alien rush happened. Bethany ignored it, continuing to pick off distant green targets. I shifted to burst fire and popped off a couple shots, while Pete and Iris unloaded. The group hadn’t even cleared the corner before they were down.

“Snipers,” I yelled as I switched back to single shots.

Bethany and I raised our sights to the roof, and when the snipers appeared, two dropped immediately. Bethany killed the third while I shifted down the street. Three more shots and the street was clear.

The reloading technique seriously increased my time firing. Pete and Iris needed to learn this as soon as possible.

The whirring picked up, and around the far corner a vehicle emerged. It looked like a cross between an armored bank car and a pickup truck, with a thick glass windshield and a turret mounted on the back.

“Bethany, turret,” I said. The turret had an alien at some controls behind it, mostly shielded by the gun itself.

“On it,” the sharpshooter agreed.

I fired at the windshield, most of the shots bouncing off, but finally, one sent a crack spreading across the glass. Pete noticed, and also opened fire. Before we finished, an explosion rocked the back of the truck as the gunner and the turret vanished in a cloud of pixels. We all focused fire on the driver, and then the entire vehicle exploded.

Pieces flew out of the explosion, one hitting Bethany squarely between the eyes. She flashed red and dropped backwards.

“Fuck!” I shouted.

She waved me off, uninjured.

“I’m fine. I’m out, though. Keep going,” she said.

We had about thirty seconds left and were down our best shooter.

Shit.

The windows on the left building shattered, and six bigger aliens ran out. All three of us started shooting. These guys were tougher, though. It took seven chest shots or two headshots to kill them. One managed to shoot Pete, who sat back hard.

“Not again,” he moaned. “This fucking hurts.”

Iris and I finished off the big guy, when a red beam hit me in the chest. Pain surged through my nerves, and I dropped my gun. I looked for what had shot me, and saw snipers in a window near the back.

Iris ducked down, a shot just missing her head, and she blind fired her clip, right before the time ended, and the street reverted to a field.

“Twenty-four percent,” Sgt. McKinley said. “Third best for the day, so far.”

I checked in on Bethany, but her face was fine. I touched her cheek and forehead, gently running my fingers across it.

Suddenly, we both realized how intimate my touching was, and we broke apart. I could see Bethany was as embarrassed as I was.

“It’s the same thing as their guns,” she said, gesturing towards the hologram aliens. “It hurt like hell, but no damage.”

“Good, we need those eyes,” I said.

We watched the rest of the groups run through the training. Every group improved, although no one else broke twenty percent until the all-girl squad stepped up.

They copied our strategy, attempting to reload manually and shoot where the enemies would be. They survived the big guys and the snipers, and then time ran out as they battled the next wave, a group of forty smaller green aliens charging down the street.

“Twenty seven percent, and second place for the day. Good work. Next!” The final group gave a disappointing showing, and then we were dismissed for lunch.

∆∆∆

I was starving, having missed two out of the last three meals. I jogged to the mess hall and loaded up my tray. Once the tray was almost overflowing, I plopped down at a table and dug in, not even waiting for my squad to find me.

“What’s his deal?” Bethany said, joining us.

“Missed breakfast,” I mumbled, shoving half a sandwich in my mouth.

“Probably shouldn’t do that,” she chuckled.

A loud recording of a bugle played. We all listened as an inspirational charge drowned out anything we might have said.

The screen on the far wall started unrolling.

When the music cut out, I leaned over to Pete.

“Time for another video, I guess,” I said.

“Awesome. Marlowe is fucking fine,” Pete said.

“Aren’t you taken?”

Pete rolled his eyes. “Cynthia said I can look but not touch. Not that I would, nothing in the world compares to her melons.”

The stirring orchestral music started as the video began playing.

A black screen faded to a magical vista, the pinnacle of a mountain overlooking a thriving human city.

Marlowe stood at the edge, staring down at it as a single tear rolled down her eye.

“Humanity is always the most beautiful sight in the galaxy,” she said.

The blonde turned to face the camera. Humanity might be the most beautiful thing to her, but she was absolutely stunning. She looked like a movie star, buxom and made up perfectly.

“Congratulations on surviving your first week, recruits! Basic Training is difficult on purpose. Iron isn’t forged into steel without fire.”

“You also need carbon,” Iris whispered to me. She clearly wasn’t as enamored with Marlowe as some of us were.

“Keep up all of the effort you’ve been giving. Because we need to make sure this,” she said, gesturing to the city below her, “Doesn’t become this.”

A massive fleet of spaceships appeared over the city. Tubes extended from the bottom of each one, and flashes of light followed.

They were bombing the city.

Explosions rocked the buildings, some disappearing immediately, others collapsing to the side slowly.

“This is Centauri Six. Humanity’s first major colony. Dirty aliens destroyed it during a war a few years ago. They didn’t even claim the planet for themselves, they just wanted to punish us for existing and thriving.”

Marlowe sighed.

“Don’t let it happen. Work hard for Humanity! And that’s all you need to know.”

The video ended, and the tired machine started winding the screen back up. The other recruits around us started digging into their food.

“Okay, recruits, time for an update,” the Sergeant said, walking to the area the screen had just been. He pressed a button on his Controller, and the wall changed into a giant screen, with “Squad Rankings” at the top.

“Why do they use the projector, then?” Iris asked me.

“Pay attention,” the Sarge yelled at everyone.

The list was ranked, with the best performing squad on the top. Every entry consisted of four letters or numbers. G1S1, G2S4.

“These are your squads. G1 is group one, and so on. If you can’t figure it out, put some points in Knowledge so you can also figure out how to wipe your own ass. Pick better names, and enter them on your Controller, so I don’t have to deal with this.”

He stormed off, and everyone studied the board. Even though it was digital, it looked like an old school baseball scoreboard, chalk and plastic numbers.

The top of the list was G2S1. Spencer’s group. G1S8 was second. G2S5 was third. My squad, G1S1, was fourth. In total, seventeen squads spanned the rankings. G1S3, the group that had failed the mission at six percent, was at the bottom.

As I watched, one of the names in the middle changed to Blaze420. A table behind us laughed, and slowly the whole room chuckled.

The top-ranked group changed their name to “The Best.”

That got a boo from the crowd, but Spencer just stood up and flipped everyone off. G1S8 changed their name to “We Love Big Dicks,” which got a bunch of catcalls and whistles.

“Aw, man, we can’t change it again,” someone at the Blaze420 table said.

“Sucks for We Love Big Dicks,” Spencer said.

“Nah, at least our name is accurate, so you know you can avoid us,” the punk girl from before said, and her squad all laughed and high-fived.

Spencer glared at the girl, who just laughed and went back to eating. He was pissed, and I knew he could be dangerous. Hopefully, the punk woman wouldn’t be at risk.

“Do we have any ideas?” Iris asked.

“It’s only for a couple weeks, a month at most,” I said.

“I am happy with anything, except for genitalia,” Bethany said, then blushed. “I mean, I like genitalia, just not as a name.”

“I get you,” I said. “How about ‘For Humanity?’”

“Love it, locking it in,” Pete said.

All four of our Controllers flashed with a message: Name Rejected. But in honor of your zealous choice, you gain a free Stat Point.

“Holy shit,” I said. “That’s huge.”

I immediately put mine into Reflexes.

“I need more aiming,” Iris said.

“Me too,” Pete nodded.

“Those are smart choices. I shall take Stamina,” Bethany said.

“Smart Choice. That’s our name,” Iris said, grinning. “We got lucky choosing each other, but it was the right call. And we already have Smart-Boy on our team.”

I rolled my eyes at her, but she just laughed.

Bethany entered the name, and we watched as it switched on the board. I looked around at my squad. Pete, a loveable idiot who’d latched onto me with more loyalty than I deserved. Iris, an athletic hottie with an insane work ethic. Bethany, a stone-cold killer and a stone-cold fox, all in one small package. I smiled at the group.

“What?” Pete asked, noticing my grin.

“We’re going to win this thing,” I said. “We’re going to be the best squad at Basic, and then we’re going to go out into the game and win the whole damn thing. For Humanity!”

The others tossed their hands in the air with me.

“For Humanity!”


Chapter Six

The rest of the day was similarly brutal. After lunch, we ran to the hill and back, followed by laps of the parade ground until we fell over.

Iris won that one.

The range was the same, with the simulation we’d already experienced. We did better, surviving the big green guys and the snipers. The green guy rush of forty screaming aliens shooting guns threw us off, and we stalled out both times we ran it. The second time, though, we did manage to have everyone survive.

Small improvements.

Halfway through, my Controller dinged. The rest of my team’s did before we finished. We all kept our cool enough to finish out the simulation, and then we huddled around looking at our options.

I increased my Stamina, bringing it to ten, and then upped my Reflexes and Aiming, bringing those to eight and seven, respectively. I was still playing my Ring of Boosting close to my chest, so I only mentioned Reflexes and Stamina to my squad. While I felt like I could trust them, I didn’t want to risk word getting out to others. Mainly Spencer.

I knew what Spencer was capable of, and I didn’t want to give him any ideas.

Iris said she upped her Aiming twice. Pete did one in Aiming and one in Knowledge. Bethany hesitated.

“You don’t have to tell us,” I said. “We won’t hold it against you.”

Bethany paused for a moment, then spoke. “One in aiming, one in Stamina.”

“You’re already such a great shot!” Pete said. I tended to agree, she probably didn’t need more.

“That’s what I’m best at, and I have a feeling whatever class I get will also need some aiming skills. Plus, every shot that hits is a shot I don’t have to take again, and we’ll get through the simulation faster.”

“I like it,” I said. “You’re playing to your strengths. And Stamina will help you train better, so we’ll all keep improving faster and faster.”

“Thanks,” Bethany said, blushing a little.

Pete wiggled his eyebrows at me. The man was incorrigible.

Practice ended, and we got dismissed for dinner.

The board had updated, and everyone crowded around to see. The order of the top four hadn’t changed, although a few of the lower teams had shifted around. No one else had leveled, though, so apparently results were all that mattered for ranking. Well, we all would shoot better and faster tomorrow, and hopefully that would be enough.

After dinner we headed back to the barracks, and found it had been divided up into rooms while we were gone. Where before there had been a big open area filled with bunk beds, now there was a central hallway, and each door opened onto a room with two bunk beds.

“Looks like we’re bunking together. I got top bunk!” Pete climbed up to his perch and threw himself down. “Ahhhh…”

“You don’t want a shower or something?” Iris said, eyeing the admittedly stinky recruit.

“Maybe later, rest now,” Pete said. “Man, I could go for an edible right about now. Just bliss out, get a little high, sleep for twelve hours. You think they have edibles in the game?”

“They might,” I said. “If we’re basically living here for a while, it would be weird to not have something, I think. Or booze or whatever. Anyway, I can take top or bottom.”

“He’s a switch,” Pete giggled.

Iris ignored Pete’s joke. “I’d believe it if you told me you had found some marijuana,” she said.

“It’s probably a quest reward,” Pete said dreamily.

“I will take the top,” Bethany said. “Girls can stay on this side.”

“Works for me. I’m going to shower, though,” I said, and headed off to the bathroom. It had never been overly crowded, but even still I could feel that we had less than half the people we’d had even a few days before.

I slipped into the shower and let the hot water wash my stress away. I heard movement behind me, and glanced over my shoulder. Iris and Bethany had joined me, but on the far side of the room. I respected their privacy enough to turn back to the wall, but not before catching a brief look at Bethany's side boob. Her breast was round and pert, with a perky nipple just barely visible. A perfect little handful.

My greatest ally chose that moment to betray me, as I started getting a bit excited down south.

I tried thinking of all sorts of things: the aliens, strategy, reloading my rifle. But nothing worked.

Behind me, I could hear small splashes of water and their soft voices. Being around attractive ladies all week, and seeing them in all sorts of undress in the shower would have been plenty, if I hadn’t already been on a dry spell leading to my birthday.

And apparently I would have broken that dry spell, at least according to the girl.

Ugh.

I toweled off and ran back to the room. Pete was already snoring, and I slipped under the covers, still slightly damp, but wanting to be able to hide my weapon.

By the time the girls got back, I had calmed down. Thankfully.

“Night,” Bethany said, climbing into bed.

“You mind?” Iris said, starting to sit on the edge of my bunk.

“Go ahead,” I said, and scooted over to give her some space.

The athletic beauty technically sat on the bed, but only the barest sliver of her bottom. “I won’t bite,” I said, scooting a bit further over.

The lights dimmed as I moved over. Every night they would lower half an hour before turning out completely.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“I just wanted to talk,” Iris said. “I feel like all I’ve done here is shoot and train and talk about shooting and training.”

“So, what do you want to talk about?”

I saw Bethany shifting around in her bed, and I scooted over more and gestured for Iris to lay down next to me.

“I don’t want to… sorry, I just don’t, um,” she stuttered.

“I’m not trying to sleep with you,” I said, “I don’t want to be a Sex Worker any more than you do.”

Iris laughed a bit, and then laid down next to me, over the covers. Our faces were only inches apart. I smiled at her, trying to reassure her. She grinned right back.

“What are you trying to be?” She asked.

“I have no idea,” I admitted. “Sarge hasn’t exactly been forthcoming on how this all works. All I know is I don’t want to be a laborer, sex worker, or grunt. And judging by how lonely it is here, probably not a teacher either.”

Outside the nurse, there wasn’t another soul in Basic Training who wasn’t a recruit. The two of them were here alone, watching a series of recruits appear and die, basically every month or so. It went a long way towards explaining why the sergeant was such an asshole. Not all the way, but it helped.

“I don’t know how broad the classes are, but I’m hoping for some sort of messenger or scout class. I can run, I’m fast, and I don’t love fighting.”

“I could see that. I do have three points in Magic, so maybe that’ll mean something.”

“You’ll probably be a leader,” Iris said. “You take charge so easily, and you’re great at it.”

“It’s your squad,” I said. “You picked us.”

“Shh, no, it's definitely your squad. I got lucky picking you and Pete.”

I could feel her heat through the thin blanket. She had gorgeous eyes, brown, but sharp and deep. She gave me a shy smile, and I smiled back.

“If I’m a leader, you’ll have to be on my squad. I couldn’t do any of this without you. Or Pete.”

“He’s a good friend. Probably going to get a brewing class or something.”

I chuckled. “He’d love that. Sitting around making beer and food for the troops. Bethany is going to be a sniper. Special forces.”

“One hundred percent,” Iris agreed. “She is already scary good. Imagine her with a few more points in Aiming and Reflexes. She’ll solo that simulation.”

“Probably. Now, the real question is how do we win?”

“The Game?”

I shook my head. “Someday, sure. But how do we win this competition between squads? The Best seem pretty confident. I think honestly that the Big Dicks is probably the team to beat. They are getting better and better, even without leveling up.”

“We’ll figure it out. I’m not worried.”

“Okay, we said we didn’t want to discuss training and shooting and look where we ended up. Tell me something about your life before all this.”

“Hmmm,” she had a deep look on her face. “You already know I ran track. I used to ride horses, but the ranch I went to burnt down in a fire.”

“That’s horrible,” I whispered.

“They got all the horses out safe. They just had to relocate, and their new spot was too far for me to go.”

“So you’re a horse girl,” I chuckled. “That makes a lot of sense.”

Iris gave me a playful shove. “I am not!” She glared at me for a minute. “What’s a horse girl?”

I laughed loud enough that Bethany rolled over to look our way.

“Sorry,” I said. “Shhh,” I shushed Iris.

“A horse girl,” I explained, “Is a girl who likes horses. You probably had a bunch of books with horses on the cover growing up. You just like horses a lot. Nothing wrong with that.”

Iris pursed her lips and considered this.

“Okay, I might be a horse girl. I didn’t know that was a thing.”

“I knew it!”

“What about you? What embarrassing secrets can you tell me?” She grinned at me.

“You know those dreams where you end up naked in front of the whole school,” I said, thinking about one of my more embarrassing stories, “Or your class or whatever? I had that happen to me in real life.

“I was in a play - big mistake, I’m a terrible actor - and I was getting changed before the final fight scene. It was a Shakespeare, maybe one of the Henrys. But I was supposed to have a blood pack, and it wasn’t in my costume. I’d already taken off my other costume, and so I’m frantically searching for it, the prop girl is helping me. Meanwhile, the stage manager has no idea this is happening, and the fight has already started, so without looking she just shoves me out.”

“No!” Iris gasped.

“Yes! And so I trip, roll onto the stage, and my underwear catches on a nail and rips clean off. So I get to my feet, totally naked, and two hundred friends and parents staring at me in all my glory.”

“What did you do?”

“I said, ‘This isn’t the sword I asked for,’ and walked back off-stage. The prop girl tossed a jacket and some pants at me, I pulled them on, and went straight back out to get stabbed. Pretend, sure.”

“I would absolutely die,” Iris said.

“I was a little embarrassed in the moment, but it all happened so fast I didn’t really think about it ‘til after. And when the prop girl came onto me at the after party because of what she saw, I decided I didn’t mind too much.”

“You’re kidding.” Her eyes were wide with disbelief, but they glanced briefly down to my covered crotch. Her face flushed in a bright blush.

“Nope,” I said, grinning.

“I can’t believe you told me that story,” she whispered.

“Oh, what is it they say? Everything is either a good time or a good story? I can laugh about it now.”

“You’re a sweet guy,” she said.

Iris bit her lip. I could see she was thinking hard about something, but I couldn’t guess what it was.

But before she said anything, the lights went out.

“Guess we should call it a night,” I said.

“Thanks for talking to me, Carter,” Iris said.

She gave me a quick peck on the cheek, and then hopped up and back to her bunk. I could still feel her lips on my cheek as I drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Seven

The next few days went by in a flash. We woke up. We ran. We worked out. We practiced at the range. Rinse, repeat. Our experience boost had apparently been pretty powerful because it was two days before another group leveled up.

Simulated aliens continued to be our biggest foe. We’d managed to cross the forty percent mark, along with The Best and Big Dicks. We moved up into third place. Surprisingly, Blaze420 moved up into fourth place behind us. They didn’t have any standout recruits, but they worked well together.

Spencer’s group maintained their dominance almost entirely because of the redhead girl on their team. She shot faster than anyone else, and with more accuracy. I’d thought Bethany was incredible, but the redhead was in another league altogether.

My squad realized our strength was training, which was being measured somehow. So the second day, after dinner, we ran to the hill and back. Pete and Bethany grumbled, but we all ran together. Iris probably wasn’t getting a ton out of it, but she loved running.

On Friday morning, we all woke up to the Sergeant’s angry whistle.

“Get out of bed, you ingrates. Today’s the day. Whoever is in first place at the end of the day gets a prize. And then I’ll kill the sad sacks at the bottom of the rung. One piece of advice to you bottom dwellers, you should push yourself extra hard today because if you manage to level, it’ll give you that last little boost to push a plow or whatever you end up doing. That’s free advice. I should make you pay for it. Well, I will, when I kill you.”

Our group headed out on the run. We made good time, and decided to do a second lap. We got odd looks from the people resting on the parade ground, but every bit counted. And I was right. We leveled up again, hitting level five half a mile from the end.

“Ignore it,” I said, “Finish strong.” We all picked up the pace.

The mess hall was starting to empty out when we got there, and the food was picked over, but we had enough time to stuff our faces for the rest of the day.

I added two points to Reflexes, and a point to Aiming. Everyone else added at least a point to Reflexes as well. Speed was what mattered now. Nothing in the simulation was far enough away to really need increased aiming.

Group One started with exercises, and we pushed through it. They’d gotten a little easier, but not enough to avoid being covered in sweat by the end of it.

A chorus of dings rang out across the parade ground, and the squad at the bottom of the ranking all cheered and hugged each other.

“We made level four!” One shouted.

The rest of us applauded. They weren’t talented, but they had tried, and they were part of our group. We’d all be sad when they left that night.

For a minute or two, then we’d be back to training.

“Hell yeah,” the punk chick shouted. “Get some!”

I’d learned her name was C.J. It was unclear if those were initials or she just thought it was cool, but it’s what she’d chosen when she joined. Each meal, she held court, joking and laughing with her squad and whoever else ended up at her table. At least someone was having fun here.

Our rest finished, my squad headed over to the range. We watched as Spencer’s squad finished their run, ending at fifty-two percent. We saw a giant alien burst out of a building on the left just as the simulation ended.

“Fifty-two percent,” the Sarge called out. “Good work.”

“That’s gotta be a record or something,” Spencer said, high-fiving one of his squad-mates.

“No, the record was a squad that cleared the whole thing on their second try. An actual former marine and an Olympic ski shooter were paired up, along with two other people who outclass everyone here. They hit sixty percent on their first try, and cleared it on the second.”

“How?” I asked.

“Smart Boy with the smart questions. Clever thinking and good shooting. The only way to do anything in the Game. Your Stats will only help, they won’t solve your problems.” Sgt. McKinley laughed.

“Now Group Two, get your asses to the parade ground and get to work. Group One, you’ve got four more tries to show me what you’ve got. I expect to be disappointed.”

“We’re going to fucking crush it,” C.J. yelled.

“We’ll see,” he chuckled. “Smart Choice, you’re up.”

We cruised through the section we’d already done. Our system worked well, and neither Bethany nor I ever swapped from single fire. We’d gotten fast enough that the loss of accuracy and time of flicking the switch wasn’t worth it. Pete and Iris would switch to auto when groups came out.

We hit the wave of forty alien soldiers and leveled them all without reloading. Big guys with rocket launchers popped up, and Bethany took them down while everyone else reloaded. We all started firing as two small vehicles rounded a corner, blowing them sky-high.

A swarm of snipers appeared, and we finished those off as well. I had to dodge a shot one of the snipers managed to get off. The air sizzled as it flew past, barely missing my arm.

“Close one,” I muttered.

The next part was the marker we hadn’t yet passed, but I could tell we had at least a minute left to handle it, and hopefully push further.

Ten aliens stepped forward, holding human shields. The problem we’d faced before was you had about two seconds from killing the first one until they started shooting their hostages, at which point you lost time, generally enough to end the run.

I took a deep breath. We’d spent the run this morning discussing our plans. “Go!” I shouted.

Bethany started from the left, working her way to the right. I started from the right, working in. Pete and Iris started in the middle and worked out.

“Aw, shoot,” I heard Pete mutter. I ignored it, and kept up my shots. They all fell before a single human got hit.

We’d never made it this far before, but we’d been able to watch the Big Dicks squad as they did.

Another tank came out on the right side, and behind it were two aliens setting up a Gatling gun. Bethany cleared the turret on the tank, and I emptied a clip into the driver’s window, finishing him with my final shot.

Iris and Pete had held their fire, and as soon as the tank went up in pixels, they unloaded on the gun, still in the process of setting up.

“Oh, yeah!” Pete hollered.

A mix of snipers and rocket launchers followed, which we’d watched the Big Dicks handle, and they didn’t slow us down.

We had maybe twenty seconds left when the building on the left exploded and an alien lumbered out.

This guy was thirty feet tall, big bug eyes, and a large, round head. He reached down for a piece of masonry and lifted it to hurl at us.

We all fired, emptying our clips at its head. It didn’t even phase him. He reared back and launched the masonry directly at me.

I threw myself to the ground while it whooshed overhead to screams from the group behind me. I didn’t bother to look, I just reloaded and fired again from the ground. Only seconds remained. We all kept firing until the timer expired and the range reverted.

“Holy shit, that thing was massive,” Pete said as I climbed to my feet.

I checked the group behind me, but they were all fine. “You okay?” I asked anyway.

“That rock exploded into pixels as soon as it passed the line there,” one of the recruits said. “It just scared us.”

“That was sick,” C.J. said, running up to our group. “Did you see how big that asshole was?”

“I noticed,” I chuckled.

“Fifty-two percent, Smart Choice,” Sgt. McKinley called out. “Next!”

My squad pulled off to the side where we could see the range, but we didn’t pay attention to the next few groups. C.J.’s squad was the only one who had the chance to go further than us, so we could spend a few minutes discussing strategy.

“We lit that guy up for like twenty seconds,” Pete said.

“Eighteen,” Bethany corrected.

We all turned to look at her.

“What? I counted. We needed the information.”

“You’re clever,” I said, grinning at her. “Can we do any more damage?”

“Eh,” Bethany said. “Maybe if we all reloaded a little faster, but I doubt we’ll level again today. The only way is more time.”

“And we’re barely halfway through it,” Iris said. “How on earth do you finish this?”

“Sarge said it was possible,” I cut in. We needed to keep our morale up if we wanted to succeed. “I don’t think he’s lying. So we can improve our speed earlier. Pete, what happened with the hostages?”

“Oh, I shot the wrong alien. Iris had cleared it already. I’ll get it right next time.”

“So that’s one second,” Bethany said. Then she laughed. We all did.

“Okay, let’s see where else we can get the time down.”

We spent the next few minutes talking strategy, but at most found where we could save five seconds or so. Everything else just meant hitting targets faster and in fewer shots.

We stopped when C.J.’s group stepped up to the range. They barreled through the simulation.

C.J. herself was on fire. She seemed to be filling a utility player role. Everyone else on her team covered a certain section, and she’d swing in to help anyone who needed more firepower. Occasionally, she’d call out, and they’d all focus on one enemy, and then revert to their zone coverage.

For all her talk, the punk woman took this very seriously. And she was good. Really good.

“That’s brilliant,” Iris said in awe.

The mean green alien beast burst out of the building right as she said that.

“Focus!” C.J. shouted.

“They have forty-five seconds left, at least,” Bethany whispered to me. I could smell the sweet, sticky sweat in her shirt. It wasn’t unpleasant.

I glanced down at her uniform, and noticed the top button was undone. I could see the gentle curve of her shapely cleavage. She looked at me and shook her head.

“Pay attention,” she whispered.

I blushed and looked back at the range, but I saw her smile slightly out of the corner of my eye.

The Big Dicks squad was dodging masonry and firing in a steady stream.

“Aim for the eyes,” C.J. yelled, and they all focused their fire there.

But it wasn’t enough. After a few more seconds, the alien ripped up the building across the street and tossed it at them.

They all screamed and flashed red as they rolled backwards from the blow.

The range reset to the field. They’d all wiped.

“Fifty-two percent,” the Drill Sergeant shouted. “Next!”

“Thirty seconds,” Bethany whispered.

“Then it wiped them. No way to dodge it,” I pointed out.

C.J. had struggled back to her feet and was helping her teammates up.

“Fuck, that hurt,” she said. “One star, would not ride again.”

Her squad limped to the back and sat down.

“How do we kill it?” Iris asked.

“I do not know,” Bethany said, her eyes still watching where the giant had been.

“What if we focus fire at its eyes, and shoot faster than we have before…” I trailed off. If I had to be honest with myself, the other squad had been ahead of us constantly, and if it was just raw damage output we were unlikely to do any better.

Looking around the waiting area, I could tell the rest of Group One had come to the same conclusion.

That less-than-jolly green giant would be where all of us ended, most likely.

∆∆∆

Everybody’s second round that morning went about the same, although Blaze420 managed to reach the giant, but only just as the buzzer ran out. My group shaved another six seconds off, but couldn’t kill the creature.

Word had spread at lunch that the top four groups were all stuck at the same spot. Each table was trying to strategize, and we heard whispered plans as we walked through to our table.

“If we all shot exactly at the same time, maybe it doubles the damage.”

“Hiding? Can we just hide and it will move on?”

“Maybe it has a weak point on its dick.”

The last idea would have some merit, if the aliens weren’t all smooth as a barbie. We took the last open table, and sat quietly. We’d already run through the obvious ideas and the dumb ideas.

C.J.’s squad approached our table. She slammed her tray down with a splash of juice and water, and sat down.

“How the fuck are we going to do this, boyos?” She asked, skipping any preamble.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I said.

“Don’t hold back on me, now,” she said, grabbing a roll off my tray and taking a bite. “It’s either one of us or that asshole Spencer winning this thing, and I’d rather it be one of us.”

“Mhmm,” Iris agreed.

“We just don’t know how to do enough damage,” I admitted.

“Yeah, it has that killer throw, and then we’re all dead.”

“Making it until the throw is still worth more, even if you wipe. You guys moved up to first place.”

She shrugged. “Won’t last. I have a feeling that the other team will manage to do something that inches them ahead. That’s why we’ve got to stick it to them. You sure you don’t have any other sick tricks like your lady’s reloading technique?”

Bethany shook her head. “We thought about practicing it, but that would do what, save half a second. Maybe. It doesn’t solve the problem that we can’t do enough damage in the time limit.”

“Ugh,” C.J. leaned back in her chair, to the point she almost fell over. Her Mohawk spikes poked the table behind her. “Whoops,” she said, sitting back up.

“So this is where the losers sit,” a cocky voice rang out from behind me. Spencer.

“You got lucky seeing how we did today,” he went on. “But we’ll crush you later. Don’t worry. The hot ones can all come visit us tonight to congratulate you.”

“Whatever will we do when those fifteen seconds are up?” C.J. said with a grin.

“Keep smiling,” Spencer said. “Just see what happens.”

He stormed off with his lackeys in tow. I noticed the redhead wasn’t sitting with him, though. She’d parked at an empty table and picked at her food.

“I hate that prick,” C.J. said.

“He’s pretty terrible,” I agreed, focusing back on the people at my table.

“He’s lucky the Sarge has the rule about killing. Otherwise, there’d be a line out the door in front of his room.” She grinned at me, a wide, crooked smile.

She had a harsh exterior, but up close she was beautiful, almost more on the cute side. Of course, her style accentuated all of her angles and sharpness, but she was cute, for sure.

“If you think of anything, please let us know. We need to beat this. One of us.”

I held out my hand, and she shook it.

“Absolutely.”

A loud crash echoed across the mess hall. We all looked and saw a table had been flipped over, and two squads were facing off.

Someone threw a wad of meat and potatoes that smacked square into the leader’s face. He reacted by firing his gun on full auto.

“Get down,” I said, turning the table over and pulling C.J. behind it. The rest of our squad followed my lead. The punk landed in my lap and grinned at me.

“Oh, Carter, what do you have planned?” She rubbed her ass on my crotch, teasing me.

I rolled my eyes at her and dragged her lower. Her Mohawk had still been poking above the table.

“Eat this, fuckers!” More shots and screams. I looked for a way out, but the only door was on the other side of the fire fight.

A few more shots rang out, followed by the pixelated explosions. I’d lost count, but at least five flashes had happened.

“They’re coming around from the side,” I heard someone whisper.

“Aha!”

Three more shots, and three more flashes. Bethany and C.J. both had their guns out. I could have kicked myself, forgetting to pull it out. I summoned mine and nodded to both Pete and Iris.

“You see anything?” I asked C.J. She was closer to the edge of the table. She peeked around the corner, and shook her head.

“Clear on this side.”

Pete checked his corner.

“Clear.”

“What do we do?” Iris asked.

“Hunker down,” I said. “Either Sarge will come and clear it up, or they’ll leave.”

“And if they don’t?” the athletic woman asked me, fear in her eyes.

“Then we handle it. We’re the two best squads in Basic. We’ll be fine.” The others nodded.

We waited, listening carefully. After five tense minutes of silence, I decided to take a risk.

I crouched, and ran over behind the buffet, rolling as I did. I landed in cover, and no shots had been fired.

Dropping my weapon, I raised my hands.

“We’re not here to fight,” I said. I carefully glanced out, and saw only Sgt. McKinley and Nurse Garza staring at me.

“Good for you,” the Sergeant said. “You all can come out now, show’s over.”

We all came out carefully, dismissing our starter rifles as we did so.

Nurse Garza was checking on a recruit with a wound in her leg. She stabbed a Quick Heal into the recruit, and she screamed, but the leg closed up.

“There you go, all better,” she said. The girl on the ground fainted.

The nurse shrugged. “That’s probably for the best.”

“Parade ground, now,” the Sergeant barked at us. We jogged out, and found a smaller group waiting for us. At least two squads were missing, maybe more.

“Done hiding, cowards?” Spencer mocked us as we jogged past.

“Shut the hell up,” Sgt. McKinley shouted, marching onto the parade ground. “I’m surprised it took this long for some idiots to try and take each other out. Where’s Red Squad?” Three recruits raised their hands in the back. The one in front had food stains on his shirt — he’d been the one hit by the meat.

In a flash, the sergeant was behind them, covering almost fifty yards in an instant. He fired his pistol three times and they all vaporized.

“There, that’s handled.” He holstered his pistol.

Everyone stood stock still.

I could hear my heartbeat in my ears.

“Red Squad killed two other squads, and killed members of two more. They also wounded two recruits who will be back on their feet shortly. I know this because I am not an idiot, and also because my Controller tells me who did what.”

He stopped and glared at everyone. He strode around, making sure we all were hearing what he had to say. “I warned you what would happen. To the genius who threw the food that started all this: I also know who you are. But you didn’t break a rule. That was clever. Don’t fucking do it again.

“All the loose members will be in a squad together. There’s only three of you, so try not to fuck it up too bad. Everyone run a lap to the hill and back, and then we’ll finish out. And to the bottom dwellers who think this means you won’t be eating shit later, you will be.”

We ran in silence.

Four full squads and another recruit were all gone. Seventeen people, out of sixty-eight. We were almost down to half our starting number, and we’d lose four more later that night.

Basic had just gotten real.


Chapter Eight

That afternoon, the Sergeant merged the two groups, making us exercise together. One brutal workout after another. Then he dragged us to the range.

“Because of the lost time, we’re going to run this once each. The order will be random. Whoever gets the furthest will be the winner.”

First up was Blaze420. They had steadily improved on their teamwork, and flew through the early sections. They got caught out on the tank and Gatling gun combo, losing a member. Even down one, they managed to get just to the moment the green giant burst free.

“Fifty-two percent,” Sgt. McKinley called out. “That’s the score to beat.”

The second squad was the bottom dwellers. They still had their letter / number combo name, having not bothered to change it. They struggled. Not one had good aim. They didn’t bother reloading and instead tossed their guns.

“Rough,” C.J. whispered to me, her squad having found its way next to mine.

“They’ve got heart,” I said.

“That they do,” C.J. said.

“Sixteen percent,” the Sergeant said after they wiped two minutes in.

He stepped forward and offered his hand to each member of the group, shaking them and giving them each a nod.

“In all my years teaching, I’ve never seen a group so terrible that didn’t just give up. You endured, even when you knew the result.”

“If we did, you would have killed another squad, right?” The question came from a short, chunky man.

“Yes, one group is eliminated tonight, regardless of how many remain.”

“We decided this way, four more people would be able to keep improving.”

“For Humanity!” the woman behind him called out.

The Sergeant had a tear in his eye. He wiped it, and sniffled.

“You make me so damn proud. For your loyal effort, I am giving each of you two Willpower points. I hope it serves you well, and I know you’ll make me proud.”

They all grinned at him.

“Now get the hell out of here! Next!”

The next few groups managed to make it to the late thirties, none wiping but none excelling.

“We Love Big Dicks, you’re up,” Sarge called out.

I bumped fists with C.J. “Good luck.”

“Thanks,” she smiled her crooked smile at me. “We’re going to try something out. If it works, maybe you can do it better. Unfortunately, Spencer will definitely steal it.”

I nodded. If they had figured something out, that would be impressive.

C.J.’s squad flashed through the early section, making spectacular time. They arrived at the green giant with a full minute to spare.

It crashed out of the building with a roar, and they focused fire on its eyes. C.J. easily dodged the first masonry chunk. Thirty seconds rolled by, and the creature feature reached for the building across the street.

“Now!” C.J. shouted and ducked behind the girl next to her. On the other side, the two girls scrambled to get into position, but didn’t make it. The chunks of the building hit and flashed red. But the simulation didn’t disappear.

C.J. stood tall as the building pixelated, and started firing at the giant. It gave her a confused look, and then exploded.

A few seconds later, the simulation vanished.

“Sixty percent, and a new best,” the Sergeant said. “Took you long enough.”

I high-fived C.J. “Great job, that was very clever.”

“Were you going to tell us if we got chosen before you?” Bethany asked, pointedly.

“Probably,” C.J. said. The punk thought for a moment, rubbing one of her Mohawk spikes. “Definitely.”

“The Best, Jesus what a stupid name, you’re up.” The Sergeant seemed just as annoyed with Spencer’s team as we were.

Spencer’s team took their positions, with the redhead standing as far from the others as possible.

The simulation started, and I got my first good luck at how Spencer’s squad worked.

The three men were fine. Probably better than average. But the redhead was a force of nature. She constantly fired, covering the entire field. Of the three snipers that popped up early on, she had them all dead in half a second. That was faster than Bethany and I working together could do it.

She was absolutely carrying this team. Shots crackled out from her rifle, and she was slamming new clips in almost as her last shot fired from the one before.

When the hoard rush came, she grinned and lit them up. I’d say she killed thirty of the forty aliens. I was pretty confident she could solo most of the simulation and still land in the top five squads.

They reached the giant phase, and the group started bunching together. When it reached for the building, they all collapsed into one line. The redhead jogged over, reluctantly leaving her post, and squatted at the back. The building hit and only the first man went down. Spencer shouted in exhilaration, and they spread back out, killing the giant quickly.

Five fast-moving bikes appeared, skidding around the destroyed street. Each had a driver and a gunner on the back. The redhead took out two, before the time limit expired. Spencer and his friend had just spent the remaining time dodging shots.

“Sixty two percent,” the Sergeant said, rolling his eyes. “Great. Next!”

The newly formed squad of three approached the range.

I recognized one, a scrawny kid with tattoos up and down his arms. He’d been competent. It sucked to see him dropped to a small squad because of some assholes.

They started up, and managed to do fairly well. While I didn’t think any of the three were better than anyone on my squad or C.J.’s, none were weak links. They cleared twenty-two percent before the timer ran out.

The scrawny kid collapsed on the grass with a sob of relief.

“You did it, you managed not to fail the first test. Congratulations,” the Sergeant said, not totally unkind. “Now get the hell off my range. Smart Choice, you’re the last contestants.”

Watching everything that had happened, I had a long shot idea.

I whispered into Iris’s ear as we walked up, and she nodded.

We stopped at the line, summoning our rifles. “I know we can do this, guys. Just be ready to line up behind me if we make it that far.”

“Fuck that, line up behind me,” Pete said. “I can’t shoot for shit. I’m way better as a meat shield.”

“At least you know your value,” the Sergeant interrupted. “Now go, or I start it without you.”

My squad stepped across the line as one.

Sometimes everything goes your way, and the start of our final run of the simulation was just that. We were in sync, handling aliens before they even knew what hit them. Nothing could touch us. Nothing even got close.

Then the big question mark hanging over all of our heads roared and smashed its way out of the building, earlier than we’d ever gotten there.

“Now, Iris,” I shouted.

She took a step back and then hurled her rifle like a javelin right at the creature’s head. I tracked it, and shot the rifle right as it impacted the big black eye. It exploded, and then the giant exploded as well. Three seconds. We had almost a minute left with all four members of our team still standing.

“Don’t fuck up,” C.J. shouted behind us.

Revving engines and the smell of burnt rubber alerted us to the bikes incoming. Bethany and I both fired at the first one, hitting the driver and gunner simultaneously.

“Gunners first,” I shouted to Pete and Iris.

They kept firing, and we dodged the shots heading back our way. The bikes were fast, and changed direction quickly. The glass wind guard absorbed a few hits before breaking, so I had to try and hit the aliens directly.

Two gunners went down. I missed a shot and got lucky, hitting the bike behind it, which swerved and crashed in a fiery explosion.

I could feel the heat from here.

We’d cleared two bikes, and had just one more to pass the other squad. Pete had changed tactics, switching to auto fire and unloading clip after clip at the bikes. He missed a lot of shots, but he did shatter the wind guard on two of them. Bethany and I followed up, and killed the drivers quickly. Iris mopped up the gunners. We weren’t following my plan, but it was working.

The last bike exploded with a shot from Bethany. A rumble started, tremors shaking my boots. An actual silver UFO with green trim descended. I almost looked around for a theremin, as it had the same eerie sound old cheesy movies used for them.

Before we could watch much longer, five big aliens dropped to the ground, and then the UFO spun in place and started firing at us.

“Think you can hit it with a throw?” I asked Iris. She shook her head.

“Focus on the ones on the ground, then,” I called out to my team.

Bethany headshot the first one to get clear of the rubble, and Pete and I took down the second. Then with a flash, the simulation cut out and we were back in the field.

The Drill Sergeant whistled. “Sixty-nine percent.”

“Nice!” C.J. yelled from the back, eliciting an eye roll from our trainer.

“Smart Choice, you managed to eke out a victory. Creative use of your gun exploding. Generally, people either figure that out the first time they face the giant or never at all.” Sgt. McKinley said.

The large drill sergeant stomped around in front of all of the recruits while dropping his next bit of wisdom. “Keep that in mind. The Game has clear rules. You cannot break those rules. But finding the point where the rules allow you to do something unexpected… Well, that’s how Humanity triumphs. Now, unfortunately, we must bid adieu to the worst among us.”

He moved, faster than my eye could track, and with a flash of light the worst team vanished. The Sergeant took a deep breath and blew it out through his nostrils.

“Carter, your squad finished this week of training in first place. Congratulations. Here.” He tossed a small bag to me. I pulled out four chain necklaces, the kind you’d hang military dog tags off. My Controller told me they were Chains of Damage +1. I passed them over to my squad mates and we put them on.

“I don’t feel any different,” Pete said.

“Same,” I agreed.

“What did you get?” C.J. asked, sliding over to me.

“A damage buff,” I whispered, as the Sergeant started talking again.

“They just got a nice little item that adds some damage to anything they do. It will go with them when they die. But they can transfer it to someone else if they want. Or even if they don’t want to.”

Sgt. McKinley looked amused at his comment, knowing what kind of chaos it might cause. I caught Spencer staring daggers at us, a predatory look in his eyes.

The sergeant continued, “But the rules still remain: No killing other recruits. Go eat, rest up, because tomorrow we have a lecture, and then everything changes. Again.”


Chapter Nine

We’d gone for our morning run, and then our usual exercise routine. Then the Sergeant herded us into the mess hall, where the tables had been cleared, and the uncomfortable metal chairs arranged in front of the old school screen and projector combo.

“Lazy ass recruits, get a move on!” he shouted. My squad took the front row, next to C.J.’s.

“First off, you’ve made it two weeks. At this point you’re likely, but not guaranteed, to get offered better classes than Grunt, Laborer, and Sex Worker. Now, who can tell me why that matters?”

“‘Cause I don’t wanna have to suck a dick to level up,” C.J. cracked.

“You just want to do it ‘cause you’re a slut,” Spencer shouted from the back.

C.J. shot him a glare, but he just high-fived his buddies and laughed. I noticed the redhead wasn’t sitting with them.

“That’s part of it, unfortunately,” the Drill Sergeant said. “You level up by doing what your class is meant to do. Laborers have to work, Grunts serve on the front lines, and Sex Workers provide sexual services. Now, that doesn’t mean every sex worker is going to just bend over for you. There are plenty of jobs within that Class type. You could even just be a friendly shoulder to cry on.

“If you got a Sharpshooter class,” he continued, “You would gain experience mostly from training on a shooting range and killing enemies with a gun. And the enemy thing goes a lot faster than training. Keep that in mind.

“When you leave here, you will revert back to level one, but you keep all the stats you’ve gained. But each class only uses four stats, and can only change those same four stats. So if your class doesn’t use Willpower when you get out of here, whatever it is when you leave is what you are stuck with. And try to remember what it was because stats that aren’t part of your class will no longer show up on your character sheet.

“But on the plus side, you gain two new skills. You can spend your points on those instead of stats, if you'd like.”

“What do you mean?” Bethany asked, leaning forward.

“Grunts have two skills called Rapid Fire and Hurry Up. Rapid Fire allows you to shoot faster and reload faster for a short time. Hurry Up lets you run quickly for a short time. I use Hurry Up when I move around quickly.”

He’d used it to flash behind the people he killed. I’d been wondering how he seemed to appear almost by magic sometimes. That was an impressive skill. He might be bashing Grunts in general, but those two skills alone meant they’d be set up well for combat.

“Of course, you also have to spend points to improve those skills instead of your raw stats. Hurry Up is tied to reflexes, so improving Reflexes helps Hurry Up a little. But a point in Hurry Up greatly increases it. I have fifteen points in Hurry Up.”

“Oh, shit. I haven’t even gotten fifteen points at all,” the leader of Blaze420 said.

“Indeed. You, with some exceptions,” his eyes flashed at me for a moment, “All gain two points per level per class.”

He let that hang in the air for a long moment.

“So if you have two classes, you get four points?” Bethany broke the silence.

“Got it in one. Each additional class gets you the same benefit as the first.”

“I want a second class, then,” Spencer laughed from the back.

“Second Classes are relatively rare, maybe one in forty people ever get one. We don’t know for sure because not everyone shares that information. If you don’t like combat, but got a second class called ‘Chainsaw Melee’, you’d probably not tell anyone. But I wish you would because that sounds like something I’d like to see.”

The sergeant sighed wistfully and stared off into the distance. I had to agree, Chainsaw Melee did sound pretty cool, although I also didn’t want to be anywhere near that.

He went on, “You can get more than two classes, although no human has ever gotten more than three, except for our current leader, the great Emperor Claudius. He has four classes. So every time he levels he gains eight stat points, at least.”

“How does that apply to prestige? You said you can get improved classes?” I asked.

“Right, so you only have to do one of your class responsibilities. I have a combat class and a teaching class, and I level up just fine only teaching. But they also might have different stat requirements. I can see five of my stats, for instance, instead of four. Every ten levels, the classes will prestige. They are on a separate timer, so it's ten levels with that class. If you’re level nine and get a second class, it’ll be level nineteen before you prestige. That clear?”

A few nods and shrugs around the room. It was a lot to take in.

“Finally, if one of you shitbirds are lucky enough to get a second class, I recommend reporting it. If you can do one of your classes in safety, you’ll be moved back to a protected location. Humanity needs all the help it can get, so leveling you up behind the front lines means when you do engage, you have that much more power.”

I realized that was why Nurse Garza was here - she could level up taking care of recruits, and then once she had a lot more points under her belt, she could move to more dangerous work.

Interesting. It wasn’t just meat grinders and death out there. If you were valuable, the powers that be would protect you, at least somewhat.

“Now, that ends the lecture. No fucking questions. You’re going to watch a video from Marlowe, and then you have free time the rest of the day, so don’t waste it. For Humanity!”

“For Humanity,” we echoed.

The sergeant picked up a tan plastic remote and hit a button. The screen whirred to life as it started unrolling. Our instructor sighed and tossed the remote on a table before storming out.

Strings and horns started playing, with a loud drum added in. I was starting to recognize the music they used in these videos - it reminded me of the stirring soundtracks of classic westerns, minus a bit of the twang those sometimes had.

This video started with Marlowe walking through a dark forest, one that looked very similar to earth.

“Recruits! You have continued to impress by surviving this far. Now you need to learn even more about how this world works.”

The blonde bombshell paused, and looked around her, before continuing.

“Aliens are real. And the first thing to remember about them is that they are not trustworthy. Under any circumstance.

“You have to remember that this is a game. But the stakes are very real. Winning here matters to Humanity, and it matters to those terrifying monsters out there that would be just as happy eating you as not.”

A big hairy alien from the previous video, red hair and horns, jumped out of the woods.

It roared, spittle flying everywhere.

Marlowe pulled a pistol and shot it through the head. It collapsed to the ground in a heap.

“That’s what is waiting for you out there. And they all want something. Sometimes it is as simple as killing you and taking your home. Other times they might seduce you to get secrets.”

Marlowe crossed her arms in front of her, which had the benefit of lifting and amplifying her already impressive bosom.

“You cannot be tricked like that,” she said. “You must be vigilant. Use the aliens around you before they use you. Because only one race can win the Game. And we want to win it for Humanity!”

She held her fist up in the air as the music swelled.

All of the recruits matched her, shouting out “For Humanity!”

“And that’s all you need to know,” Marlowe said, before giving the camera a quick wink.

The video ended, and the screen started retracting again.

“Hungry?” Pete asked.

“You know it,” I said, grinning back at him. “But let’s make it count.”

∆∆∆

My squad grabbed a few sandwiches from the mess hall, and then jogged out to the hill for some exercise.

Iris led the way, clearly holding back so we could all keep up. Bethany and Pete followed behind. We crested the hill, sweating and panting, and sat down looking out over the forest.

“Not a bad view,” Bethany said. “It’s nice to be able to admire it instead of immediately running away.”

I sat down on a rock. The forest looked alive and real. I could smell a fresh pine scent wafting on the cool breeze. Looking closer, I even saw a bald eagle swooping down near the mountains. It reminded me of a trip I took with my family to Oregon and Washington when I was a kid. That was a much more peaceful experience.

“I can’t even tell this isn’t a game,” I said. “If it wasn’t for people exploding every once in a while, I might not believe it.”

“It all feels so real.” Iris looked out over the forest. “The hardest part is I can’t believe I signed up for this. What happened out there that made me agree?”

War wasn’t my cup of tea either, so things had either gone poorly for Humanity, or terribly for me to end up here. I thought it was more likely I answered the call to serve than anything else. I wouldn’t have let people get hurt if I could do something to help it.

“Maybe there’s a reward for how well you do, so when we get out, we’ll all be living in mansions in a new colony.” Pete laid down and put his feet up. “I’ll grow some bud, maybe a local alien plant too. Cynthia and I will spend the days making more humans, if you know what I mean.”

“Not very subtle,” Bethany snickered.

“Well, what about you?” Pete shot back at her.

“I also don’t know why I would have signed up. I did ballet. Maybe the arts were defunded when war broke out? Maybe something happened to people I loved. I wish I could remember.”

“We all do,” I said, patting her thigh.

We chatted and ate our lunch, admiring the view. For a while, we were at peace. Pete told jokes. Iris told stories about racing. Bethany even opened up about working towards being a professional dancer.

But then a flicker of movement caught my eye. Near the bottom of the hill I spotted someone creeping along the path.

I caught Bethany’s eye and nodded towards it. She summoned her rifle.

“Keep talking,” I whispered to Pete and Iris.

I pulled my rifle as well, and we swept off to the side, an outcropping of the hill that led down a different direction, but gave a clear view of the path up. We crouched behind some gray boulders and watched. A minute later one of the members of Spencer’s team walked up the hill. His gun was out.

Bethany sighted on him, but I pushed her barrel down.

He stopped about halfway up, looked all around, although never up in our direction, and crouched. He pulled a metal serving spoon out of his pocket.

“What the hell is he doing?” Bethany whispered. I shrugged.

He started digging. Pretty soon it was obvious that he was making a trap. The guy picked a good spot. We would have been unlikely to spot it rounding the curve down, and it might have led to a broken ankle or worse.

I crawled out to the side a few paces, getting a better view of the path further down. Spencer and the other guy of his group were hiding behind a bush. They’d probably be concealed from anyone coming down, but it wasn’t the stealthiest move.

“Spencer’s below,” I said.

“Should I shoot him?” she asked. “Just a little.”

“As fun as that sounds, he feels like the kind of guy who’d die from stubbing his toe, and  if the Sarge decides this wasn’t self-defense, I don’t want to lose you.”

She smiled at that.

It warmed my heart to see her smile. And I meant it as well. I had grown close with her, Iris, and Pete. Closer than most of my friends in my previous life. Probably from all the life and death struggles, but I wanted to think we’d all have hit it off naturally if we met out in the real world.

The devious recruit finished up his digging, and I whispered to Bethany, “Let’s go warn the others.”

We crept back out of sight. Iris and Pete had run out of things to talk about, and were just listing movies they had seen.

“Riveting conversation,” I said, surprising them.

“What’s going on?” Iris asked, looking to me for comfort.

“Spencer and his squad are down there laying a trap,” I explained, “I think they hoped to disable one or two of us and steal the chains.”

“Shit,” Pete whistled.

“I have a feeling if we kill them, McKinley will know,” I added. “Even though we’re off the grounds.”

“So we go the long way,” Bethany said, nodding at the trail we’d just snuck down. It wrapped around into the woods. We could probably circle the hill and then run across the plains to get back.

“We don’t know what’s in there,” I said. “Knowing this game, there’s something even worse off that way. But we know Spencer’s idiots won’t risk killing us.”

“So we just walk into their trap?” Bethany did not approve of my plan.

“I say we run for it. I think we’re all faster than they are,” Pete said. “I overheard them in the can, they’ve only been putting points into Aiming and Strength.”

“It’s getting late,” I said, “And if we wait much longer, they’ll be in shadow. Right now, we have the element of surprise. If it doesn’t work, we can try running for it. Let’s go.”

Iris and Pete nodded. Bethany thought about it for a second, then agreed as well.

“Alright, captain, lead on,” she said.

We walked down the path, trying to play it cool. Bethany explained where to watch out for the holes. The one at the bend was painfully obvious if you knew where to look, but the guy had chosen well. I probably would have stepped there without thinking if I was on the inside running back.

I noticed a bit of disturbed earth another ten yards down, and decided to aim for it. The rest of my squad got the hint and kept to the side. Right as I would have stepped in it, I hopped a bit and said “Whoops.”

A rustle down below clued me in on our wannabe ambusher’s location.

“Go, go,” I heard someone whisper loudly.

The two idiots and Spencer popped out, rushing forward, only to see me standing with my arms crossed leaving against a tree.

“Shit, it didn’t work,” the one who dug the hole said.

“Now why don’t you three just turn back around and run to camp, and we won’t have any problems. It’s that way, if you forgot,” I said, pointing back to the training camp.

“Fuck this,” Spencer said, and his gun appeared in his hand. I kept my cool.

He stepped forward. “Give us the necklace and we’ll let you go with just another broken knee.”

“You can’t kill me, idiot. The necklace goes with me.”

“I can shoot you in the foot,” he said, raising the rifle.

A shot rang out, sending a shower of dirt up in front of him.

“Fuck!” Spencer shouted, falling backwards.

Bethany had his gun aimed at him and had stepped out from her cover. Iris and Pete also flanked her, aiming at the two goons.

“You can’t kill me either,” he laughed. He scrambled to his feet and stepped back towards me.

“No, I can’t. She can’t either. But I can do this.”

I sucker punched him right in the jaw. A felt a surge of energy crackled as I did, and he cried out, falling backwards. He writhed on the ground, clutching his elbow. Blood dripped down from a gash in his arm.

“You fucking cut me!” he whined.

“I just hit him.”

I looked back at my squad. “I only hit him, right?”

“Yeah, you decked him,” Pete said.

“In the jaw…” Bethany said, unsure of herself.

Spencer lunged for me, and I twisted out of the way. I popped him in the side with a jab, and he screamed and fell over, his ankle twisted awkwardly.

One of his buddies moved towards me, but Iris shot the ground in front of him.

“Whoops. I was aiming for his foot,” she said.

“How are you doing this?” Spencer whined on the ground.

I shrugged. “I’m just better than you,” I taunted.

“Let’s go.” My squad inched past the three stupid recruits, and then we broke into a jog. Iris showed off, running backwards while watching the attackers.

“How were you hurting him so much?” Bethany huffed at me.

I touched the chain I wore around my neck. It looked like our reward was already helping.

“Extra damage.”

∆∆∆

We got back to the mess hall, and found the redhead leaning against the wall near the door. She stepped forward.

“Careful there,” Iris said, her gun appearing.

The redhead raised her hands. “I didn’t know, and I would have warned you if I did. I only found out when I saw them halfway to the hill behind you.”

“And you didn’t think to come and warn us?” Iris gave the redhead a skeptical look.

“Would you have believed me if I did?”

“No,” I said. “Why tell us now?”

The redhead sighed, and glared off towards the hill where her squad was. “Those guys are idiots, and trying to steal shit from you is only going to make all of us weaker. I’m here for Humanity, not petty squabbles.”

That I could believe. I held out my hand to her.

“Carter Ash. No reason we can’t be friends. I know you didn’t choose them.”

She shook my hand.

“I’m Rebekah Short.”

I looked down at the petite redhead, who was the shortest recruit in the tutorial.

“I know, I know,” she said. “Crack all the jokes you want. I’ve heard them all.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” I said. “That’s beneath me.” She laughed.

“If I hear anything else they are planning, I promise I’ll try and let you know. First I’ll try and talk them out of it,” she added. “But I think they know that, and that’s why I wasn’t included.”

“Full disclosure, then,” I said, “Your squad is probably an hour away if they’re lucky. I messed up Spencer’s ankle pretty bad.”

“Shit. Uh, I’ll grab them some food so they aren’t angry, but I’m going to pretend you didn’t tell me that.”

“Your secret is safe with me, Rebekah. If it makes you feel any better, the Quick Heal the nurse uses hurts more than the injury.”

She had a twinkle in her eye as she smiled. “You know, that does help.” She waved and left us to get our food.

After that, my squad headed directly to the barracks. We took a brief trip to the bathroom to shower in shifts and get ready for sleep, and then headed back. After our encounter with Spencer we were all on edge. The necklace was a great benefit, but it also painted a target on our backs with everyone here who might be too opportunistic.

I stacked the four trunks in front and sat on the floor opposite.

“I’ll take the first watch,” I said.

“You really think they’ll come? Steal from us right under the Sarge’s nose?” Iris worried, chewing on her lip.

“Maybe. But we’ll be ready. Get some rest.”

I stayed awake for three hours, and then woke Pete for the next shift. No one came that night, although an hour into my shift I heard a blood-curdling scream of pain from the direction of the nurse’s building.

I smiled.

But I knew we’d have to keep this up going forward. Spencer wasn’t going to stop, especially now that he knew firsthand how powerful the necklaces were.


Chapter Ten

Bleary-eyed, my squad walked cautiously out to the parade grounds. The artificial sun still hadn’t risen, but we were getting used to our run in the dark. I’d reached the point where it was almost refreshing.

Almost.

I led my squad at a brisk trot. We each had our rifles out. I assumed that would be good practice anyway, but now it let everyone know not to fuck with us.

The sun slowly rose during our second trip to the hill and back.

I noticed that a couple people had rolled ankles in the traps “The Best” had left. I chuckled, though, because one was the guy who had dug it.

My squad had dodged all of them, but we’d forgotten to warn everyone. A night of rotating guard duty would do that.

“C.J.,” I shouted as I came back down. Her squad was behind us and hadn’t reached the hill. “Someone added some holes here, spread the word.”

“Good looking out,” she shouted back.

When we arrived back at the parade grounds, another group of recruits stood on the far side, arranged in orderly rows. I counted twenty-eight, so seven squads.

Something struck me as suspicious about the group, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

They all were shorter on average than me, but I was on the tall side. I’m not a giant or anything, but I was one of the taller recruits left. They also all were women, judging by the figures I could see. Lots more hair colors than I expected, although C.J. had bright pink hair somehow, so not too weird. And their skin was all shades of green, which matched their antennae, which was neat.

Wait. Their… antennae. Green?

“Oh shit, those are aliens,” Pete said, summoning his rifle.

They were aliens, although I pushed his barrel down. I pointed at Sarge. He was talking to a muscular female alien at the front of their group, laughing about something. While she was an alien, she looked like the female version of the sergeant, older and jacked.

I pointed it out to my squad, “Look, Sarge isn’t worried.”

I took another look at the aliens - they were humanoid, with antennae about six inches long sticking out of the top of their heads. One blond alien glanced my way, and I saw her eyes were large, maybe twice the size of a human, and solid black.

“They’re full-blown aliens,” I said, under my breath.

They didn’t look anything like the little green men we’d been fighting in the simulation. Those had been short and squat, and in many ways fairly cartoonish. The aliens in front of us came in all shapes and sizes, just like thirty humans would.

“What do you think they’re here for?” Iris asked me quietly.

“I’m sure we’re about to find out.” The Drill Sergeant turned and shouted at us to get in line. We hustled up and formed into ranks.

Over the next couple minutes the rest of the humans filed in from our morning run. Whispers broke out. C.J. scooted up next to me in line, elbowing Pete out of the way. He just gave me a thumbs up and slid down next to Bethany.

“Is it just me or are the aliens pretty hot?” she said.

“It’s not just you,” I said.

The aliens were generally fit, with long legs relative to their height, and a wide variety of chest and ass sizes. If I hadn’t been shocked at their alien nature, I’d probably have already been checking them out. I guess C.J. was just a little hornier than me.

“Recruits!” Sergeant McKinley barked at us, “I would like you all to extend a warm welcome to our friends here, the Delphinians. I know we have been telling you aliens are our enemies, and for the most part, that is true. But as you’ll learn when you get out into the full game, we have a few allies. The Delphinians are one of them.”

“Thank you, Sergeant. I already explained to my girls what to expect this week, and they are familiar with humans.” The Sergeant’s counterpart stepped forward. Her uniform was tight, revealing an impressive physique. She didn’t have nearly the same level of bulk as our drill sergeant, but she had a wiry strength. I didn’t want to fight her, that’s for sure.

She went on, “I am Marshall Villixa, and humans are both our closest ally and closest neighbor within the Game. We even share a few colony planets. Our soldiers generally use more Magic than humans, but as these are all beginners to the Game as well, no one has any skills in that direction.

“We will bunk separately from you, and I ask that both of our recruits keep to themselves during the night. Tensions can rise during training, and I don’t want any accidents to happen. Or anything else.”

The Sergeant stepped forward. “Don’t worry about that, Marshall, I already told these idiots no funny business after lights out. That still applies, got it?”

We all shouted in unison, “Sir, yes sir!”

Marshall Villixa chuckled, clearly a laugh but sounding almost more like chimes. “It always amuses me that humans are so cruel to their recruits as part of their training.”

“You forge iron in fire, Marshall. And Humanity needs iron in its soldiers.”

“Of course, of course, Sergeant McKinley.” The Marshall smiled again, still amused.

“Fucking bug-eyed aliens,” Spencer muttered behind us. “Why should we be training with them?”

The Drill Sergeant activated Hurry Up and appeared behind Spencer faster than he could blink.

“What was that, maggot?”

“Nothing, sir,” he stuttered.

We all saw him flinch, terrified the Sarge was about to finish him there. I’d bet half of us were hoping for it.

“Good,” Sgt. McKinley said. “I’d hate to have to put your squad down a man right before the next wave of training. And if I hear anyone insult or attack our allies over there, I will relish the opportunity. Marshall Villixa over there saved my life.”

“Twice,” she called out.

“Twice,” he said be he lowered his voice, although I was sure she could still hear him,  “Although between you and me I don’t think the second one should count.”

Speaking louder, he said “Either way, I won’t allow any disrespect. Humanity would have fallen to the Great Expansion Empire if we hadn’t had the Delphinian’s at our back.”

“We would have fallen too, Sarge,” Villixa said. “That’s what allies are for. Now there will be a healthy competition between all of you. Each afternoon we have an obstacle course to run.”

I didn’t know what they were talking about. The Delphinians on the other side of the field all nodded when Villixa spoke. Clearly they had not been kept in the dark the same way we had. Or were humans the only ones who had their memory wiped?

I had plenty of questions, but no time to ponder anymore. Sergeant McKinley turned to us.

He grinned, hunger in his eyes.

“But in the morning, humans, I have you all to myself. Get ready for some pain.”

∆∆∆

He did not lie.

After breakfast, the Drill Sergeant had us doing two hours of body weight exercises. We’d have to shift from squats to pushups to sit-ups to burpees. The closest thing we got to a break was running laps. Not even jogging, running as close to a sprint as we could manage.

It sucked.

We did not see our new alien training partners. Wherever they were training, they had avoided crossing our paths all morning.

“Every single one of them is over level six already,” the Sergeant yelled at us. “Our best is level five, and they got an experience boost! So I want to see some hustle. If I don’t have to call the nurse out here for some recovery, you didn’t work hard enough.”

C.J.’s group managed to hit level five that morning to a chorus of cheers. The rest of us toiled away, sweat soaking our shirts. I collapsed when the whistle blew.

“Fuuuuuck,” Pete said, laying down in the grass next to me.

“I’ll say.” Bethany said, dropping as well.

“Ten minutes, then go eat,” our tormentor yelled.

We laid in silence for ten minutes, mostly catching our breath and cooling off. Two recruits had actually collapsed and been taken to the nurse's tent. I felt pretty close to that myself.

Our ten minutes ran out, and we walked to the mess hall. The Delphinians hadn’t arrived yet, and so we loaded up trays and took our usual table.

After a few minutes of chugging water and scarfing food, we had enough energy to start talking.

“Those aliens are pretty hot,” Pete said. “They’ve got nothing on my Cynthia, of course, but if I were single…”

“You’d be getting just as much action as right now,” Bethany joked.

“Oh, come on,” Pete said as we all laughed.

“You’d risk getting killed by Sarge for that? Really?” I gave my friend a pointed stare.

He shrugged. “Maybe?”

“So they use magic more?” Iris asked, moving the conversation away from our allies' looks. “I wondered about that stat. Mine started at 1.”

Bethany nodded. “Same.”

“I started at two, actually,” I admitted. “And I added a point, just in case it gave me a different class. Although I regret not putting it in Stamina right about now.”

“Yes, we use magic quite a bit,” a soft voice said behind me. I turned to see one of the Delphinians standing behind me, flanked by her squad. She was just over five feet tall, with blue hair and a large rack.

“Do you mind if we sit?” she asked.

“Please,” I said, scooting over.

We introduced ourselves. “My name is Nillin.”

“Hiya,” Iris said.

“Hiya is an unusual name,” Nillin said.

Iris laughed. “Sorry, it’s a greeting. My name is Iris,” she said. We all introduced ourselves.

“You Humans do not use magic, we’ve been told. Is that true?”

“Not on Earth, no,” I explained.

“So interesting,” she said, her voice had just a hint of a lilt to it. “Generally, all of us have a little bit of telekinesis, and some can bend other energies. Obviously, the game amplifies that the same way it amplifies speed and strength.”

“Obviously? We’re so in the dark,” I said. “We only found out about second classes yesterday.”

“You poor thing,” Nillin said, touching my arm gently.

She explained some more, “Magic allows you to make barriers, shoot fire, see further. It’s used in a decent number of classes, and some even use magic to amplify non-magic abilities. Some Mayor classes can add their magic to workers in their town and make everything they do have increased results.”

“Damn, that’s sick,” Pete said.

“I think Humanity’s focus is throwing us into the deep end, and whoever makes it comes out stronger.”

“Yes, that does seem to be the case,” Nillin agreed. “And it has worked well for Humanity. We have been allies for years, but when Humanity joined the Game, we were not, and we lost a few dozen colonies to your expansion. We have since made peace. Generally, the Game makes sure your neighbors are more likely to be an ally than a foe.”

“Thanks for the explainer,” I said.

Nillin had been very forthcoming, and also was very attractive. I saw she had a ring on her hand, with a gemstone similar to mine. When I looked up from her ring, she smiled at me.

“We are Boost Buddies, no?” she asked.

“Boost buddies?”

“We are the lucky recruits who got the Rings of Boosting. In our culture it is a great honor.” She held up her hand with the ring on it.

“What’s she talking about, dude?” Pete looked over at me, confused. Iris and Bethany also tuned in to our conversation.

This wasn’t part of my plan for the conversation, and I didn’t know what to say. It felt like I’d been caught in a lie with my squad. “I, uh, found this ring the other day, and it apparently gives me an additional stat every time I level up.”

“Hell yeah, brother! Why didn’t you say something?” Pete offered a high-five. I didn’t leave him hanging, but lowered my voice.

“Sarge said it worked like the necklaces, but that he wouldn’t tell anyone else that the ring would go with me if I died. He possibly implied he’d encourage the other line of thinking. So I kept it to myself. I trust you all, of course, but by the time I knew I could actually trust you I felt awkward mentioning it. And then I kind of forgot a little.”

“All good, my dude,” Pete said.

“Very clever,” Bethany said, nodding.

Iris looked hurt, and didn’t say anything.

“But why wouldn’t your teacher guide you in this? There is always a Ring of Boosting in every tutorial, and we believe the Game chooses who gets it.” Nillin looked shocked at our lack of knowledge.

“He said if I couldn’t hack the pressure, I wouldn’t make it when I was in the real game.”

“That is wild,” Nillin said. “My squad knows and they also know every extra level here benefits both me and my people. We all lift each other up and thus we all succeed. There are enough enemies out there that we don’t need more in here.”

“But you yourself said Humanity stole colonies from you before we made peace.” Maybe there was a method to this madness.

“Bah,” another blue-haired alien at the end of the table scoffed. “When new species join the game, it is a surprise. We were in a war on two other fronts, and Humanity hit our weakest colonies.”

Nillin nodded. “Yes, once we turned our attention back to you, it was a much more even fight. I will gladly admit Humanity does produce some extraordinary members. I just wonder if it is at the expense of others who would also help.”

“Enough chit-chat,” Sarge’s voice interrupted our conversation. “Time for the real meat and potatoes of our training.”

“What a colorful way of describing that,” Villixa commented. “You are always a pleasure to work with, Sarge.” He grinned at that.

She addressed all of the gathered recruits. “We have assigned squads to work together. One Human squad and one Delphinian squad will run the course together, attempting to complete it in a set amount of time. As there are more Human squads, the Sergeant here has informed me the bottom three teams will run the course together, and if anyone drops down, they will swap out.”

“And all three teams at the bottom will be gone at the end of the week,” he snarled.

“I believe we are together,” Nillin said, walking beside me. We followed the instructors out of the mess hall.

“That’s fun,” I said. “How come?”

“My group was assigned to be with the other Ring of Boosting. It is hoped that we can bond and grow relations between our people, as we both could end up in powerful positions if we survive and thrive.”

“Really?”

“Of course. Almost all of our most senior leaders found the Ring of Boosting during their training. But only about a fifth of the people who find them survive long enough to truly benefit. The Game is a dangerous place, after all. And with the extra power it grants, the wearers are often sent on perilous missions.”

Somehow I’d ended up with diplomatic responsibilities as well. Nillin made it easy, though. She was kind, interesting, and seemed like a good person. Not what I expected after all the warnings and Marlowe’s video. And if I could leave the tutorial with a friend and ally I might be working with, all the better.

Our two instructors led us out of the mess hall and towards an area of the camp we’d never been to. We followed a path behind the nurse's area and a few hundred yards further.

When we arrived at the course where we’d be spending our next week training, I was not impressed.

The field the Drill Sergeant led us to was about the size of four football fields. One side had a small set of bleachers. The field itself had a trench, maybe fifteen yards deep, dug throughout it. One end ramped out towards the bleachers, with the other on the far side, a couple hundred yards away.

“Now, I don’t know this or that for how you Delphinians train, but to the idiots on my side, well, this course is not like the shooting range. It changes from run to run. One squad might see something entirely different two minutes after a different squad. It measures how well you adapt, and how well you work together.”

“There is another difference,” Villixa added, “But on the request of our hosts, I will let you all find that out for yourselves. And no one will observe the runs for the first attempt. Everyone is going in equally blind.

“Smart Choice Squad, you are up with Nillin’s squad. You shall go first. Good luck.”

My squad synced up and walked to the entrance, with Nillin’s squad on the opposite side of the ramp down.

The walls inside the trench were hard packed dirt, featureless. When we stepped onto the ramp, a countdown began. I summoned my starter rifle. Nillin gave me a thumbs up and summoned her gun as well.

Their starter gun was a pistol of some kind. It had a longer barrel, but was designed to carry and shoot with one hand.

“How should we do this?” I asked our alien counterpart. I figured she clearly had more knowledge, she might know what to do.

“No idea.” Guess I figured wrong.

“Okay, we’ll stay left, you stay right. Best shooters in the back. And be careful,” I said this with a look at Pete. “We haven’t worked together, so make sure there’s no friendly fire.”

The lights flashed, and all of a sudden, we were no longer in the field, but in a long metal corridor, dark steel. Rust, or maybe blood, covered a few surfaces.

Scattered throughout the tunnel were barrels or piles of scrap metal. I jogged forward and ducked behind the closest one. Bethany followed. Nillin and the blue-haired warrior advanced as well, taking the next one.

Nothing moved in the darkness ahead.

I signaled to Iris and Pete, and they jogged forward, Bethany and I covering them. They crouched behind a barrel.

“Well?” I whispered to Nillin.

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Advance,” I called out. Bethany covered me as I ran to Iris and Pete’s barrel, and the two of them shifted forward. Before they could get to cover, a door on the right flew open, and three aliens - the classic little green men type -  walked out.

Habits kicked in, and Bethany and I shot them. I noticed a few shots from Nillin’s partner as well. One ducked backwards, slammed the door shut. Two seconds later red lights started flashing.

“Well, they know we’re here now,” Pete deadpanned.

“Stay sharp,” I shouted. “Watch the doors.”

We continued advancing, prepared for other attacks. At the next corner, a hail of blasts cut us off, and we ducked backwards. The aliens had set up Gatling gun emplacements at the far end. The guns would need to be reloaded, which took a decent chunk of time.

Unfortunately, the aliens weren’t stupid. They alternated firing, so there was always someone spun up to shoot us.

“I got it,” one of Nillin’s teammates said.

She’d been in the back, supposedly a better shot. The alien woman raised her pistol and used her other arm to brace the long barrel.

She sprinted, dropped to her knees and slid around the corner, leaning back to make herself an even smaller target. Two quick shots and the Gatling guns cut off.

“Holy shit, that was impressive,” I said.

“Heral is the best shot in our training group,” Nillin said, proud of her squad mate.

Heral had sandy blonde hair. She was a couple inches taller than Nillin, and looked tough.

“Glad she’s on our side. Let’s keep up the momentum,” I said, running around the corner, gun up and ready.

Doors lined this new hall, one every ten feet or so. There was also no cover. Definitely a trap.

I looked at Nillin. “Run?”

“Run!”

We all booked it. I took the front with Nillin, Iris and Heral took the rear, both running backwards.

As expected, halfway down the hallway, doors opened in front of us. By the shouts of my team, I assumed they had also opened behind us.

An alien stepped right in front of me, before I could get my gun up. I smacked it with the butt of the rifle, and it crumpled. I shot it again, and it exploded. To be safe, I fired a few shots into the door that had opened, and slammed it closed. Another door opened ahead of me.

Shit, this was getting bad.

I fired into the door, reloading and firing to suppress anyone leaving. The door slammed shut. I turned to help my team. A big wave had gotten behind us, using open doors as cover.

I fired a few shots, but felt exposed from the rushing horde.

Nillin copied the simulated aliens. After clearing her side room, she ducked behind the door. She was definitely a good ally to have.

Before I could follow her lead, a roar echoed down the hall. From the direction we’d come, six larger armored aliens lumbered out, holding steel batons. Each of the armored guys were covered head to toe in steel armor. It was brutal and imposing, with big chunky shoulders and almost no weak points that I could see.

They rushed towards us, their smaller friends providing some covering fire. Pete got winged, a searing burn on his arm.

He crawled backwards, firing one-handed.

Then the armored aliens reached our front lines. Our shots were bouncing off them. Even Bethany couldn’t take one down.

The largest pulled his baton back and brought it down on one of the Delphinians in the rear. Metal smashed into her head. She didn’t flash red, though, she exploded in pixels.

The simulation had killed her.

“Yia!” Nillin shouted. She fired repeatedly at the big beast. One shot glanced off the face armor and into its eye, and it exploded.

At least now we knew they could die.

“Retreat,” I shouted. Bethany and I backed up, aiming at the tiny eyeholes now that we knew the trick. I couldn’t land a shot, but Bethany took one out right before it could smash Pete.

I backed up to the corner and fired at the growing crowd of aliens.

The danger of the simulation overwhelmed me, and I couldn’t pick a target. I just fired blindly. I had no idea if it was actually helping, but I didn’t know what else to do.

Pete made it around the corner, followed by Iris.

“My squad is here,” I said to Nillin.

The Delphinian looked back at where the blue-haired warrior - Yia - had died. Heral finished off one more of the armored aliens, and then retreated.

“We need to keep moving,” I shouted.

“Go!”

We sprinted away down the hallway, thankfully lacking doors this time. A few shots pinged after us, but we found a pile of metal beams we could hide behind. I ducked down, looking at our available exits. There weren’t any.

Somehow we’d reached a dead-end.

“Fuck,” I said.

“What now?” Iris asked.

“We’re going to have to go back that way. Unless someone sees an exit I don’t.”

Everyone checked the walls. Heral and Pete even shifted a barrel, but nothing was under it. While we caught our breath and reloaded, the simulation aliens kept busy as well. They rolled a few barrels out, and the armored guys started dragging big hunks of steel out. They were building cover back near the intersection.

It took me too long to realize what had happened.

We were trapped.

I crawled over to Nillin. “You got any magic you haven’t told me about? Now’s the time if we want to get out of here.”

I noticed that she had tears staining her face. “Your friend?” I asked.

“She was my best friend, even before this. I didn’t expect to lose her already. I know she’ll be out there somewhere, but who knows if we’ll ever see each other again.”

I touched her arm, trying to comfort her. She leaned into me. I hugged her.

“Not to break up this adorable moment of cross species bonding, but we need to get out of this kill zone,” Bethany pointed out.

She popped out of cover, fired off a few shots. Bethany ducked back down quickly. Shots pinged off where she’d been just a moment before.

“They’ve got a full barricade now,” Bethany said. “I’m not sure how we’d even climb it with those armored guys there.”

I glanced around the corner quickly. The sharpshooter was right. Ten armored aliens stood behind the line, and multiple alien snipers were aiming this direction.

“Try the old strategy?” I asked.

“What’s that?” Nillin asked, a sniffle still in her speech.

“Let’s show them, Iris.”

She stood. A hard throw, and her rifle speared towards the enemies. I rolled out, fired a shot, and watched as the explosion filled the corridor.

But when the dust cleared, only two snipers had died, and the barrier was unharmed. And the dead snipers were quickly replaced.

“Well, fuck that,” Pete said.

“Agreed.”

We needed a way out of here, and we needed it fast. If the simulated aliens managed to get a Gatling gun set up, we’d never make the charge.

“Let’s keep firing at them when we can,” I said. “The longer they can move about, the worse it will get.”

Bethany popped up in a new spot to fire. Before she could, though, she got hit in the gut with a shot. She collapsed to the ground. I pulled her over to me, putting a hand on her wound to staunch the bleeding.

“That hurts,” she whispered.

“It’ll be okay,” I said. “We’ll get you out of here, somehow.”

I knew it was a lie, but I tried to comfort my friend. It was all I could do.

I held her hand. With a poof of pixels, she vanished.

Bethany had lost her first life, and I didn’t know if I would see her again.

“Is there a time limit on this thing,” Pete asked. “Can we run out the clock?”

“I didn’t hear anything about that,” Heral said.

“I don’t think it will matter,” Iris cut in. “They are doing something.”

I crawled to the edge of our barricade. Risking a quick look, I saw what she meant. The small foot soldiers were assembling in front, easily thirty of them. The armored guys were also moving closer.

“They’re going to rush us.”

Pete blind fired over the edge of his wall. Heral and Nillin checked their pistols, and got ready.

Iris stepped over to me.

“Um, since I won’t see you again,” Iris said.

I cut her off.

“Don’t say that, we’re going to get out of this.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t see how. Just let me say this. I really liked getting to know you, and, uh, I think I have feelings for you.” She leaned forward and kissed me, awkwardly and hard. I kissed her back. For a moment, the hellscape we were in went away, and there was only her soft lips and tongue.

Then a spark from a ricochet hit my arm, snapping me out of it.

I broke apart the kiss.

“I like you too, Iris,” I said. “If we don’t make it out, I’ll find you.”

I knew without a doubt that I would. Nothing in this game would keep me from her and whatever we were building between us.

She nodded.

“We’ll all meet up at me and Cynthia’s place. First joint is on me,” Pete said. “Now, about the whole not dying thing.”

“We wait until they rush, and then go all at once,” I said, taking charge. “The big guys will shield us from the snipers. Heral, I want you to try and pick off any snipers you can, then focus on the big guys. Iris, Pete, clear any immediate threats and then push forward. The rest of us follow right after, to cover for them. Try not to die.”

Everyone nodded, agreeing to my orders. I somehow had shifted into commanding both squads. Someone had to.

It wasn’t long before we heard heavy boots marching.

“Let them get halfway,” I said. “I’ll blind fire, and that’s the signal.”

I switched my rifle to full auto, waited until the steps were almost deafening, and then fired.

My Controller dinged with a level up right as I did, so I must have hit something. Small mercies.

Both squads flowed out, firing and screaming.

I leapt the barricade, firing my rifle into surprised aliens. Three went down quickly, and I switched to burst fire as I reloaded. Another few shots and I had cleared the right side.

Iris and Pete moved into the gap, firing. Two aliens lunged forward and fired directly into Pete’s stomach. He exploded with a surprised look on his face.

Heral managed to clear a sniper. The other snipers focused on her, though, and she went down almost immediately.

The fourth member of Nillin’s squad, whose name I had forgotten, was swarmed by little green men and beaten to death.

Nillin screamed and fired into the pile until I grabbed her hand and dragged her away. We’d made it halfway down the hall, and the snipers had lost line of sight on us.

But that was because we were surrounded by armored aliens. One swung for Nillin. I got a lucky shot off, hitting it in the eye and saving her at the last second. I wasn’t as lucky with Iris.

One of the armored guys knocked away her gun, grabbed her by the leg. She reacted quickly, firing directly into his eye. But when he exploded, a sniper picked her off.

At least it was painless.

Nillin and I backed up, blocked in every direction. We ended up back to back, firing at the aliens to keep them at bay. They could easily kill us now, but I could tell they wanted to make this painful. One final lesson from the tutorial.

“If we meet up again out there, Carter Ash, know you have a friend in me.”

“Same, Nillin,” I shouted back.

In the short time I’d known her, I knew she would be a strong ally to have. Hopefully, our paths would cross again. But I would be finding Iris first.

With a grunt, an alien near her lunged forward and speared her with the dull end of his baton. She screamed in pain. It reached down and ripped her head off, sending her away in a shower of pixels.

I didn’t want this to be the end, but I’d just lost everyone I cared about. I yelled in frustration, and rolled between the legs of the alien nearest me. My rifle butt smashed the head of a small alien open, killing him instantly. I darted to the barrier, and rolled over it before the snipers realized what had happened. I killed two.

But I couldn’t kill them all.

One shot my leg, burning pain shooting up and down it. I collapsed. On the way down I hit my head on a metal outcrop. My vision swam with stars. I crawled forward, picking up a sniper’s rifle and killed the one who shot me.

My leg wouldn’t work. I couldn’t stand.

“Fuck,” I moaned in pain. I killed another sniper that showed his head, and dragged myself down the hallway.

CRUNCH.

My other leg broke as an armored alien stepped on it.

“Ahhhh!” I screamed.

It kicked the gun out of my hands, and then reached down, pressing its meaty finger into my stomach.

Intense pain radiated from it. It kept pressing until it broke through, spearing my gut. I could feel my blood draining out, and the world went black as I died for the first time.


Chapter Eleven

“Ahhh!” I screamed, sitting up. I summoned my rifle in a panic.

“Easy, tiger,” a familiar voice said.

Someone gently rubbed my shoulder.

“I know that was pretty traumatic, but you’re okay.”

“Holy shit, that hurt so much,” I said. “I can’t believe I lost a life. Wait, where’s Iris?”

I realized I was in the medic tent. And Nurse Garza was here. The rest of the room was empty.

“Why am I still at basic?” I asked.

“Check your Controller,” she said, kindness in her voice.

I opened it, and saw my character sheet. I still had three lives.

“Why do I still have three lives?” None of this made sense. I’d just died. The rules were the rules, right?

“Surprise!” Nurse Garza said. “Sarge likes you to find that one out on your own. I disagree, as it can be very traumatic. But everyone’s first death is, so maybe it helps get some of that pain out of the way.”

“And the rest of my squad?”

“They’re all fine. Some psychic damage, sure, but fine.”

I sat back, letting out a deep breath. “Thank god.”

“You really got put through the ringer, though. Comforting a friend dying, a last-minute love confession, having to rush a kill zone. Plus, you fought for so long that the pain is still there, I’m sure. Woof. I don’t envy you.”

“You saw that? How?

The lovely nurse walked over to the wall, and lifted a panel. Behind it was a TV, displaying the course we had just run from above. A few button presses and it zoomed in on the current squad running it. C.J. and one of the Delphinians were all alone, sprinting through dark corridors and blasting away aliens.

“They get turned around?” I asked. C.J. was running back towards the entrance.

“No, probably think they can escape that way. But it doesn’t work.” A massive giant alien broke down the wall, towering over the two runners. It grabbed them and smushed them together in a pixel explosion.

“Ouch,” the nurse said.

“What do you mean that the pain is still there?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah, you had it extra rough,” she explained. “When you die, the last few moments are generally erased from the recruit’s memory. So none of the others suffered, really. But you hung on so long a lot of those memories are probably there.”

“Then they didn’t suffer?” I needed to know for sure.

She shook her head. “Not at all. And that’s true for real deaths in the Game as well. Sometimes people remember what happened, especially if it was important. But the pain itself is gone. Just whooshed away by whatever controls all of this.”

I tucked that knowledge away. Apparently we’d all be dying in the simulation, knowing Sarge often, and we’d all die in the tutorial.

But the people I cared about wouldn’t actually feel any of the pain. I don’t think I could have handled seeing Iris in true pain.

“Thanks,” I said.

She waved me off. “Okay, get on out of here, I need to welcome in the next wave of casualties.”

I stumbled out into the sunlight. The parade ground was empty, and I thought I could use some alone time, so I jogged over to a tree and sat against it.

I pulled my character sheet back up. I added a point each to Strength, Recovery, and Magic. I could tell that raw strength could potentially help out in the course, and if a point of recovery made the difference between dying and limping out with a wound, it was worth it.

The Magic was forward-thinking. Telekinesis, energy blasts, barriers. Even buffs. I wanted that, so hopefully if I could put a few more points into it, I would get a class that used it.

“Hey, you okay?”

Nillin walked up and laid down on the grass next to me. “That sucked, huh?”

“It really did, Nillin, it really did. You handling it okay?”

She shook her head. “No. I’ve never been so scared. And I honestly thought I lost my best friend. Why would your Sergeant do this?”

“I don’t know, really,” I explained. “I think now we won’t be totally shocked when we actually die. We’ve lived through it, so maybe we won’t be afraid in the future.”

“I’m afraid of it, now more than ever,” she said. “I hope I get a diplomat class. Or a town manager. I want to go somewhere quiet with a lot less guns.”

“That does sound nice.” I knew I’d end up somewhere riskier, especially if I got a Magic class. There was definitely an appeal to a quiet class, though. Just keep my head down and help the wheels turn. Humanity needed heroes, though, so if I had the option of a good class, I’d take it.

“But I can’t let my people down,” she whispered. “So I will go where they send me.” Nillin echoed my thoughts.

“How does this help anyone?” I asked.

“The Game?”

I nodded.

“How do you not know?”

“We were told we fight for Humanity, and our enemies are out there, but not much more than that.”

“The Game is how the universe is divided. Whenever a civilization becomes truly interstellar, they join the Game automatically. Any planet or colony you take over in the Game becomes yours in the real world. If you destroy a planet, the planet is destroyed out there. So people try not to do that. Capture a technology outpost, and your people gain technology.”

“How can that possibly work? Who runs the Game?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“God? A cosmic AI? 10,000 Brachians typing randomly? Who knows? The Game just exists.” Nillin sounded like this topic was one she’d discussed so often that it wasn’t worth even bringing up.

“My people aren’t interstellar, though. We’ve barely gone to other planets in our system.”

Nillin looked at me in a new light, then. Dumbfounded, mostly.

She explained patiently. “So, the game erases memories back a certain distance. People outside the game can see the status, what’s happening, all of that. Some people even view highlights like a sport or entertainment.

“But because everyone watches it, that means there might be information they see that people in the game don’t have. Like an ambush being planned or army movements. That sort of thing.

“Which generally means a relatively large memory wipe when you join the game. Everyone resets to about the same age, so it depends on how long before that you joined. If you are my age and enlist, you probably end up on ice for a set amount of time. Uh, how old are you anyway?”

“Twenty-one years,” I said. “But that probably doesn’t mean anything to you.”

“I’m twenty-five. So, hmmm, let me do the math.”

She thought for a while, staring off into space. I took the moment to admire her features. She was gorgeous. She had a thin face, pale green skin, and blue hair like her friend Yia. Her body was very slim, but she had a massive rack for her size. The kind that I would assume were fake if I saw them on a human.

I actually didn’t know if fake breasts would come here, if you already had them at twenty-one. C.J.’s pink hair came through. Another mystery.

“If you have no knowledge of the Game at all, that means you probably enlisted around your hundred and twenty-fifth birthday. At least. Maybe later because I don’t know how long I was in stasis after I joined the Game.”

“The fuck I did,” I shouted. “The oldest human ever was like one hundred and sixteen.”

“Yes, before you joined the Game. After you joined, your species gained access to technology centuries ahead of where you were. The Uplift. Everyone gets a set amount. Before our Uplift we lived about fifty of your years if my math is right. Now we live six times that, or longer.”

“This is a lot to take in.”

“I can imagine. It also does clarify a lot of things. All humans are probably in the same boat - you have no knowledge of the Game even existing before entering.”

“No one I’ve met has.”

“That’s pretty crazy,” the green skinned alien said.

“Oh shit that was crazy!” C.J.’s voice interrupted our discussion. “Yo! Carter! I got smashed into an alien lady. Oh, hey alien lady.”

“C.J., this is Nillin, Nillin, C.J.”

“Sick,” C.J. said, flopping onto the grass next to me.

“So, Carter, you wanna fuck or something? I could really use a lay.”

I coughed, her question surprising me.

“‘Scuse me?” I asked, not quite sure if I heard her right.

“You wanna fuck? Sarge said we probably were getting more than the base three options already, so no need to hold back. I mean, I read that last part between the lines. And he said we wouldn’t be killed anymore.”

I looked back and forth awkwardly between the pink-haired punk and the blue-haired alien. “Um,” I stuttered.

“Oh, shit, were you about to bang this broad? Can’t say I blame you, those are some grade A titties.”

“Thank you,” Nillin said. “I like your legs and ass.”

C.J. held up her hand for a high five. Nillin looked confused.

I explained, “She wants you to slap her hand. It’s a human gesture of excitement or congratulations.”

Nillin high-fived C.J. It was awkward.

“We’ll figure it out,” C.J. laughed. “Listen, I feel like this might be awkward, so I’m going to head to the stands and watch some people get merc’d. Carter, you have an open invitation to this ass. There’s not a ton of talent around here for me, so I ain’t going anywhere.”

She hopped to her feet and ran off towards the obstacle course. Nillin looked over at me and flushed a darker shade of green.

“Do you intend to procreate with her?” The alien turned an even darker shade when she asked the question.

“No,” I said, “Definitely not. Procreation is not on the menu. For me or her.”

“But she made an attractive offer, and is herself very sexy.”

“Yeah, she just wants to have sex. For pleasure. Not procreation.”

Nillin’s eyes went wide. “That was very forward of her then, was it not?”

“It was,” I laughed. “But C.J. is a character, for sure. What about you? I noticed no males were part of your group.”

Nillin sighed. “Yes, our males are exclusively laborers in the game. They train for two weeks and then die voluntarily before the next phase. They are shorter and scrawnier than us. Not, um, at all like you.” Her eyes roamed my body.

“Do you only have sex for procreation?” I asked.

“No. Our men are not necessarily gifted, so generally women pleasure each other if we desire it. But, apparently Humans and Delphinians are sexually compatible. That’s partially why we are neighbors.” She had turned so dark green at this point I worried she’d burst a blood vessel.

I let her off the hook.

“That’s fascinating. Maybe we can talk more about it later. How about right now we get a snack and walk back over to the course?”

“Yes, thank you, yes,” she said, hurrying to her feet.

We walked in silence to the mess hall, and I picked up an apple. She also grabbed one, biting into it.

“Your human food is very tasty.”

“You can eat it?”

“I don’t know if I could outside of the Game, but everything in here that is edible for you should be edible for me. We have similar biology.” Her face blushed again remembering the previous topic.

“Your gun was neat,” I said to change the subject. “How you balanced it to fire was really cool.”

“Oh, yes, it adds some flexibility in exchange for a loss of power. Yours does more damage, but is harder to use close up.”

I nodded. “Makes sense.”

The rest of my squad was waiting for me at the obstacle course. Iris wouldn’t meet my eyes when I walked up.

“There’s the man,” Pete said, giving me a high five. “That sucked, huh?”

“You’re telling me.” I grinned back at my friend.

“Thank god I don’t remember the worst parts,” Iris said.

“I don’t even remember getting shot,” Bethany said.

“Yeah, just one minute I’m running, the next I’m in the nurse’s bed,” Iris agreed. I’d remembered a lot more than that. Maybe that was because I’d dragged it out a lot longer.

I was happy to see all of them. Pete’s doofy over-exuberance. Bethany’s seriousness and hints of wry wit. Iris’ kindness.

And apparently Iris had feelings for me, which I wasn’t sure how I felt, but I didn’t hate it. She was gorgeous. Her raven hair complimenting her pale, pretty face. Her toned runner’s body. Amazing legs and ass.

I’d also told her I liked her. I mean, I did like her a lot. If this was a class back on Earth, I’d be asking her out. But we were in Basic Training in a video game that determined all of the universe, and we’d have at most a month more together.

Could I handle losing her? One of us would be watching the other die, and having lived through that once I could safely say it sucked donkey balls. I knew I would try and find her after all of this. And either way we’d be having a conversation later.

From the stands we could see the obstacle course - where we’d been it had felt like a closed series of tunnels. Here, though, the ceiling was transparent from this direction, and screens also floated up to give angles of the action.

The current action featured Spencer’s group. He’d convinced, or forced, his alien compatriots to take the lead, and two were dead already. One of his human teammates was also dead. The layout was different from ours, but they were already pinned down about thirty yards into the course.

Spencer screamed at the alien in front of him, badgering him into rushing forward into a hail of fire. He used that distraction to retreat back to the entrance. He banged on the door, but it wouldn’t open.

I saw the Sergeant grimace.

“This can happen in the face of the unknown,” Villixa said to him.

“Humanity needs to be stronger for what’s coming,” he said.

The rest of Spencer’s group fell to a concerted push of regular aliens. Spencer followed shortly after.

I did enjoy watching that.

“What did they do wrong?” Villixa asked us.

“They allowed themselves to get trapped, much like we did,” Bethany said.

“Yes, good,” the alien leader responded. “This version of the course encourages constant movement. Tomorrow will be different. But when you have a goal and overwhelming forces coming towards you, keep moving so they cannot bring their full strength to bear. What else?”

“Spencer wasted his allies,” I said. “I doubt they could have gotten out once the enemies had become so dug in, but trying to force them to rush while covering your own retreat isn’t a good strategy. Plus, they are our allies, not a resource to be spent.”

Nillin grinned at me. Villixa also smiled. “Yes, I would agree tactically they blundered there. If they were planning on a retreat, alternating covering fire would work better and assure more people would escape.”

“Escape is not an option, here,” our Drill Sergeant said. “And it often won’t be an option out there. Carter’s bold, if ultimately unsuccessful move, is often the only plan that has a chance of working.”

The next group entered, and we spent the rest of the afternoon watching friends and colleagues die horrible, unexpected deaths. The all human team actually did alright, possibly because they had slightly more in numbers and didn’t notice the first two deaths until they’d rushed most of the way past a trap.

And then that was it. We’d get to run the course again the next day. Oh boy.

∆∆∆

Dinner was a somber affair, most people too shell shocked to hold lively conversations. Iris ducked out before the rest of us had finished, and I followed after her.

I came out of the mess hall into the cool evening air. Iris was off and jogging, already halfway across the parade ground and heading towards the hill. Her jog was closer to my fast run.

I trotted after her, having no hope of catching up.

I reached the hill winded, and in the dimming light took some time to fill back in the holes before heading up. I didn’t want to trip on the way down. The dirt piles to the side toppled in when I kicked them over.

My squad mate sat at the top of the hill, looking out over the darkening forest. I sat down next to her.

We sat in silence for a while as night came on. Our first night outside the training camp.

“I feel silly,” Iris said, breaking the silence. “That was some deathbed confession.”

“So you don’t like me,” I said, giving her a playful nudge with my elbow.

“What?” The woman turned to look at me, glaring. “I don’t, um…”

My lips cut her off. I leaned in and kissed her, pulling her close to me. She tensed, and then relaxed and scooted closer.

She broke the kiss off with a sigh, and leaned back.

“Okay, yes, I like you,” she said.

“That’s good,” I said. “I like you too.”

She sat back, away from me. “But what does that mean? Here? I have a feeling we’ll both make it at least through the week, but you heard Sarge. We all die within six weeks. Everyone does in the tutorial. That means less than a month until we die. And no one says where we’ll be assigned.”

“We could ask,” I said.

Iris laughed at that. “Sarge didn’t tell us aliens were going to join us until after they were here and we might have killed them. You really think he’ll help?”

“No,” I conceded. “But I do have someone I can ask.”

“Well, ask, then.” Our eyes met.

She had gorgeous brown eyes that sparkled with the artificial starlight.

I kissed her again, and this time we didn’t stop for a while. Her kisses were as shy as Iris was. I teased her with my tongue, and she got more into it. Her soft lips felt perfect against mine.

Unfortunately, we knew lights out would be happening before long, so we jogged back to the camp.

Iris’s Controller dinged on the way.

“Oh, nice,” she said, “I leveled up from the run.”

“Or maybe something else?” I said, winking at her.

“Oh my god, if kissing gives experience, you’re going to be in high demand around here.” She gave me a playful shove.

“That’s how you unlock the gigolo class,” I joked back.


Chapter Twelve

Our next few days followed the same pattern: we busted our ass all morning, and then we got violently killed in the afternoons. Occasionally, we got to run the course multiple times in the same day, but that was generally when we got killed quickly, so it really sucked.

At least we didn’t remember our deaths. After my unusual first death, I experienced what everyone else had. I’d be mid run and wake up in the nurse’s office to find out that a sniper had got me, or some alien surprised me.

The course in front of us was totally different, just a raw sprint with goons popping out left and right. We made it about two minutes before getting gunned down.

Nillin and I hit a groove. She served as my second in command, but anyone could suggest ideas. She was smart, and thought quickly on her feet. Bethany and their sharpshooter, Heral, were the core of our team, and we worked on protecting them and moving forward quickly. Once they died, we all quickly followed.

The rest of the squad leveled over the next day. We were all level six, and Nillin confided she was actually level eight. After finding the Ring of Boosting, she’d worked out after hours for the first week to get some extra experience.

C.J.’s group and Spencer’s group remained our main competitors for finishing the week in first place.

After recovering from his shock at dying, Spencer continued his ruthless strategy of spending his Delphinian teammates to get further in the course. It worked. Not well, but he did occasionally out pace both of us. And the humans in his group got more time and experience than the rest of us, as they always made it further on average.

Our other opponents, C.J.’s squad, were reckless. They ignored cover when they could, working more on rushing and killing than tactics. The first day C.J. got shot in the back, accidentally, by one of the aliens. We were all alarmed. No one knew if friendly fire would kill her like it would out here.

We got our answer when she strolled out of the nurse’s tent, jazzed up for another run. The simulated aliens didn’t seem to handle their wild assaults well, and they had shifted into first place.

The first time I died again, I took the opportunity to ask Nurse Garza about how assignments worked.

“Sarge being tight-lipped?” She studied me for a moment.

“Let me guess, your squad mate doesn't want to get too attached if you’re only here for a week or two before moving on.” She paused until I nodded. “I’ve seen it before. There’s no real way to know where you’ll be assigned. Humanity High Command gets your character sheet and then assigns you based on that. If you all end up as grunts, then maybe you get dropped into an active war zone together. But even then, you could be on different squads or platoons.

“If you have different classes, you’ll have a harder time finding them. I’ve never seen anyone from my basic training. Although two of the Delphinians from my group did cross paths with me again. So it’s not impossible. And I didn’t really care for most of my group, so it’s not like I ever sought anyone out. The best way would be to end up in leadership and get them transferred.”

I shared that disappointing news with Iris that night. We’d taken to doing evening jogs to the hill every night. The extra experience wasn’t bad, but more than that, we just enjoyed the peace and quiet.

“It’s what I expected,” she said. “We’ve only met two other humans, and they both are very high level. I think most people probably don’t last that long. Definitely not soldiers. What should we do? About us?”

“Why don’t we just enjoy whatever small time we have? I have a feeling it will get busier and busier the longer we last. Although I don’t think either one of us wants to risk getting a bad class.”

She shook her head. “Nope! I’m not doing that, that’s for sure. Sorry.”

I laughed. “No, no need to apologize. I am hoping for an interesting class, maybe even one with magic. I also don’t want to jinx it.”

“But, uh,” she looked at me, her hair shining in the artificial moonlight, “I’d still like to kiss a little bit.”

“Just for the experience, though,” I said.

“Of course. Every little bit helps.”

We made out for longer than we should have, and just barely made it in by lights out.

∆∆∆

After more brutal days of practice, we’d reached the end of the week. Each of the top four groups had escaped the course once - Blaze420 had picked up steam as we trained.

My squad had leveled up again. I checked out my character sheet.

Carter Ash




Race: Human

Gender: Male

Lives: 3

Class: Unassigned

Level: 7

Stats:

Strength     — 7

Reflexes   —11

Aiming  —8

Stamina  —10

Magic      —5

Knowledge      —4

Willpower—10

Recovery           —5

Skills: None




Inventory: Starter Rifle, Ring of Boosting, Chains of Damage +1

My plan was still to spread my points out wide. I figured Magic wasn’t helping now, but since I had an extra point it was worth pursuing. I was more concerned with flexing into whatever my squad needed. Heral and Bethany could shoot circles around me, and Iris was our workhorse, although Stamina had faded in usefulness. She did seem able to take more damage in the runs, and knowing games it probably made sense that her health would be increasing.

Even Nillin didn’t know exactly how each stat worked. Each class implemented them differently, and she had a suspicion some of that knowledge had been erased when she joined the Game. Plus no one ever watched the tutorials.

We just had to wing it and hope.

The final run arrived, and Sarge told us we’d each only have one attempt to make it through. The rankings would be based only on this final run. As such, it would be blind. We’d know how each team did, but not how well.

Obviously, we wanted the reward.

“I’m not too worried,” Pete said. “This damage necklace is nice, sure, but it hasn’t made us just blow through this or anything. Plus, I don’t know that I want to be on the front lines anyway. I’m hoping for a Farmer class.”

We were milling around the stands, waiting for Sarge and Villixa to finish preparing the course.

“I want it!” C.J. shouted. “Gimme some more damage. Or maybe a knife or something. I need to hit them more.”

C.J. had blown herself up once during the previous run. She’d taken to using her gun as a club as she pushed through, and one hit against an armored guy had set it off. Boom. No more C.J. Although it had also cleared out half a dozen armored aliens and even more normal ones, leading to her group having the best run of the day. Plus she’d leveled up doing it.

“You can punch and kick,” I said.

After my run in with Spencer, I’d done that when it was too close to shoot my gun. The Chains of Damage really helped there. The simulated monsters would sometimes explode if I hit them hard enough. It felt pretty good.

“Boring!” she shouted.

“I feel bad for those guys,” Iris said, nodding to the all human team who was on the bottom of the rankings.

“They’ve done great,” I said. “We always knew one of the teams was leaving today, and they’ve improved a lot. I think we’re all just that good.”

“Yeah, it just sucks to know you’re going to die,” she said.

“Do not count them out yet,” Bethany said. “We still have to actually win.”

“I ain’t worried,” C.J. said. “We’re going to dominate, and then keep dominating.”

“Keep it up, we’ll see,” I laughed.

“Okay, shut the hell up,” Sgt. McKinley shouted as he stomped out onto the field. “We got this all set up. Teams will go in blind. The rankings will also be blind.”

“Over my objections,” Villixa said.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the Sergeant cut her off, “We get it. But you’re in my house, Marshall, and you play by my rules. We can have the namby-pamby, feel good nonsense when I bring them over to your spa training camp. Okay?”

The Marshall just nodded. Her antenna moved backwards, and a couple of the Delphinians snickered. The antennae were part of how they communicated, although I hadn’t figured much out yet.

Sergeant McKinley continued, “So once everyone has run, we’ll announce the order, and then send the bottom place team on to their next life.”

“You, Bottom Dwellers, you’re up.” He pointed to the all human team. They looked at each other nervously, and then jogged to the opening, guns ready.

The Bottom Dwellers entered the dark, iron opening into the trench. The door slammed behind them, echoing across the field.

We waited in silence. Ten minutes passed. At that point Sarge and Villixa stepped away and checked something on their Controllers before returning. Another ten minutes went by.

“Holy shit, did they just move in or something?” C.J. asked to a chorus of laughs.

Five minutes later, the exit opened up, and three bloody humans stumbled out. “Well done,” the Sergeant said, an uncharacteristic grin on his face. “Blaze420, you’re next.”

We didn’t know why he was grinning. The twenty-four minutes and thirty seconds it had taken the Bottom Dwellers to exit was the longest any team had taken on the previous versions of the course. Outside of the death traps on the first day, most teams had made their runs in ten minutes or so. I assumed he was proud of them the same way he’d been proud of the team that stuck around, so other humans could improve. But I was wrong. Very wrong.

We found out three minutes after Blaze420 entered when the course reset, and the squad ended up in the nurse's tent. They had wiped that quickly.

“That’s more like it,” the sergeant said. “Next!”

This was far and away the hardest course we’d run.

And somehow the Bottom Dwellers had beaten a course Sarge thought was unbeatable.


Chapter Thirteen

During the past week, when I had been training, and even getting my evening jogs in with Iris, the Bottom Dwellers had been working out.

They had stayed up in their rooms doing pull-ups, push-ups, jumping jacks, anything. They’d boxed and fought each other, never hard enough to risk killing each other, but enough to grow. The first level they got they split their points between stamina and recovery. The next level was all recovery. As was the level after that.

With a higher Recovery, they didn’t need to sleep as much, and they could fight each other harder and heal quickly. It was honestly pretty brilliant. They kept it up all week, keeping it a secret from us. I assume the Drill Sergeant knew, but still hadn’t expected what they had done. They entered the obstacle course with the lowest member at level fourteen, the highest at sixteen.

Almost double my squad’s level.

“I didn’t even know you could train at night,” C.J. shouted, throwing her hands in the air. “That’s what I get for getting all my beauty sleep. You’re all welcome.”

The Bottom Dwellers were gloating now that they’d sprung their trap. They’d even finally changed their name to the Bottom Dwellers to mock us. Since we were all going in blind, any of us could have one bad turn and end up on the chopping block.

“I did know that,” I said, “Iris and I went for some jogs, but nothing like that.”

“Uh huh,” C.J. said, disbelief in her voice. “Jogs. I offered to go ‘jogging’ with you. But no, I’m all alone.”

Iris raised an eyebrow at that, but I ignored it. We had more pressing concerns.

“What do we do?” Bethany asked, getting us back on topic. The second team had also flopped out in only a few minutes. We didn’t know exactly how long, but it was fast. Spencer’s team was gearing up for their run.

“Stick to the plan,” I said, looking to Nillin for support.

“Yeah, we move forward quickly, protect our best shooters, and clear it. They had the stats,” she said, looking at the Bottom Dwellers, “But we have the practice. We actually tried on this course a ton. Stats help, but experience is its own benefit. Winning would be great, but we just want more time to grow before our assignments. And that is doable.”

The doors clanged open, and Spencer’s group went in. They lasted five minutes. C.J.’s group headed in right after, and lasted four and a half.

Before long it was our turn.

We stepped down from the stands, our feet dragging as we approached the intimidating entrance, a set of iron double doors fifteen feet tall.

“Remember the plan,” I said. “We trained for this.” I wanted to reassure the group, but I think I was mostly reassuring myself.

The doors swung open with an ominous, groaning creek. A musty odor wafted out. The normally dim tunnel was now almost completely dark, an inky blackness stretching out in front of us.

“I, uh, don’t like it,” Pete said.

“In we go. Timer doesn’t start until the doors shut,” I said. “We’ve got this.” I don’t know whether that was to reassure my teammates or me. Probably both.

We walked in.

Our steps echoed through the silent hallway. In the vanishing light from outside, we could see blood splatters and burn marks throughout the area. A small pile of steel beams sat twenty feet in. I jogged to it before it got too dark to see, and waved my team over.

CRASH

The doors slammed shut behind us.

Darkness descended. Our eyes started to adjust, but I could barely make out anything at all. The only light came from tiny green dots spaced about ten feet apart. They looked like the LED lights from carbon monoxide detectors.

“I can’t see shit,” Pete said.

Bethany scanned the hall. “I can see about forty feet ahead, maybe fifty.”

“Aiming gives you dark vision…” I whispered angrily.

“What do you mean?” Nillin asked.

I explained, “The better your aiming score, the better you can see in darkness. It must be one of the benefits. They’re still teaching us stuff even with this murder corridor. Okay, we need to keep moving. Heral, Bethany, call out where we should move to. You two have the best vision, I’m sure. Pete, stay next to them and keep them safe.”

My friend hadn’t put as many stats into aiming, focusing instead on Stamina and Strength. He planned on taking the laborer class unless another non-combat class presented itself.

It was a slight variation on our plan, but until someone showed up behind us, we needed to move forward. I took the lead.

I banged my shin into the next piece of cover, and the clang scared all of us. We held still, guns pointed forward. Nothing. No sounds from in front or behind.

“Clear,” Heral called out.

Iris leapfrogged my position, moving to the next set of cover. It was just at the edge of my field of vision.

Bethany moved forward to my spot. Yia and our fourth alien squad mate, Ploa, joined us, and then moved forward.

We’d only advanced thirty yards or so, and the doors were already lost in the dark behind us. This was going to be rough.

We continued this pattern, moving forward in small hops, covering ourselves. We moved slowly, but we made progress. So far, nothing had jumped out at us. I eventually swapped Ploa to be our rearguard, as Pete’s vision was so bad he could barely see to the next set of cover. I’d ask him to work on that, but I knew he didn’t really want to be in combat.

Nillin stopped near me during one of our shifts. “How long has it been?”

I checked my Controller, but the time function had been deactivated. “No idea. Maybe five minutes? How did the others die so quickly and we haven’t seen anything?”

We continued again, this time paying more attention to the time. Another five minutes passed, and we found the first change in the corridor. The hallway branched in three directions, identical as far as we could tell. At the intersection barrels and steel had been arranged to provide cover from every direction.

“Is this a trap or do we need to ride it out?” I asked the squad.

“Could be both,” Pete pointed out.

“Do you see anything?” Bethany and Heral had spread out, covering two of the new approaches.

“This hallway is clear,” Heral called back. Bethany’s was the same.

The eerie silence kept prickling at the back of my neck. Where were the enemies? We’d never been in here this long without at least seeing something.

I huddled with Nillin, Yia, and Iris while the others kept watch. We kept our voices low, trying not to draw attention from anything that might come after us.

“We’ve got a decision to make,” I said. “Do we stay and fight or push forward? If we push forward, which way do we even go?”

“I’ll go wherever you say,” Iris said.

“Nillin?” I asked, wanting our alien teammate’s advice.

“I am inclined to follow your lead,” she said. “This is confusing. We’ve already been in the maze longer than any team except the Bottom Dwellers.”

“I think we move forward. Which direction?”

“I can help with that,” Yia said. “In our culture, the cross symbol is often used as a direction marker, with the north point being the direction of travel. I think we should continue in the direction we were moving.”

“But this is a human training camp,” Bethany said.

“Marshall Villixa helped design the course, though,” Yia said.

“That’s good enough for me,” I said. “Might as well keep moving.” There was some sort of trick here, and I wasn’t sure if we’d missed it or had avoided it somehow. But standing around wouldn’t be the solution.

We informed the others, and moved north. Another ten minutes of moving and leapfrogging, and we still hadn’t seen anything. I had the squad hold position, and moved over to Bethany’s lookout.

“How far have we traveled?” She generally had the best sense of distance and time. I watched her run the numbers in her head.

“At least a mile. Straight.”

She confirmed my worst suspicions. The course field was only a few hundred yards across. We’d be well outside of it by now. But this was not a normal course. Something unusual was happening. I signaled to move forward, and we passed another intersection. This time we didn’t stop, we just kept on.

After the third intersection, I stopped us again. We’d been inside for at least an hour. The darkness had been starting to get to each of us.

“Sit, take a break for a few minutes,” I said.

The adrenaline had worn off, and we all could feel the exhaustion of staying alert this long. It sucked.

It really sucked.

“Are they looping us?” Pete asked. “Are we walking forward only to teleport back and see the same intersection over and over again?”

I hadn’t paid enough attention to the intersections. “It’s possible,” I said.

“No,” Heral said. “They were arranged differently each time. Slight, but noticeable.”

“Any pattern to them?” Nillin asked.

Heral shook her head, her antennae matching the motion. “Negative. Nothing I noticed, anyway. Maybe attacks were supposed to come from a side with more defenses?”

None of us had a better idea. And so far, nothing had attacked us, which meant we couldn’t even confirm it.

We’d all caught our breath, and I had us continue before we cooled down too much. Another hour went by in the same manner, an intersection every fifteen or twenty minutes. I worried we were going crazy, but I agreed with Heral, they each looked different, with even doors spaced differently down the side halls.

Finally, around what, I assumed, was the three-hour mark, we reached a set of giant iron doors. Every other time we’d run the course they’d been open at the exit. But these were not.

“Well what the fuck now?” Pete said, expressing all of our thoughts fairly well.

“Maybe there’s a latch or an exit button?” Iris wondered.

I searched around the doors, but couldn’t find any way to open them. Searching the empty hallway had similar results. But I did notice there was a lot more cover here. It had been arranged defensively, to guard at the door and provide cover from anything coming down the hallway.

The course stumped me. Everyone else died so quickly, and even the one group to make it through had lost members. And yet, we were three or more hours in and hadn’t fired a single shot.

“Oh,” I said. “It can’t be that, can it?”

“What’s that?” Iris asked.

“Okay, I’m going to try something, but we need to get ready. Pete, Iris, Yia, you three take that front-row right there. The furthest of these defenses. Bethany, Heral, there’s two spots close to the door, and you should be able to see almost as far as those three there. Ploa, Nillin, and I will take the middle.”

Everyone arranged themselves at my command. If this didn’t work, I’d look a little silly, but who was watching? Besides all my friends and the Drill Sergeant. You know, everyone I knew in the entire world.

“Close your eyes,” I shouted. “I’m going to fire, and the flash will probably hurt.”

I gave it a couple seconds, and then closed my eyes and fired at the door behind us. I heard the energy blast ricochet off into the ceiling.

Suddenly massive lights flared on, disorienting me even with my eyes shut. I ducked down behind my cover, and the lights shut off. Then they were back on. An alarm sounded in the distance.

“Incoming,” I shouted, opening up my eyes and looking down the corridor.

Our enemies had finally arrived.

The doors along the hallway had opened, and little green men flooded out. The light kept strobing, and the alarm was loud enough to drown out our voices unless we shouted near each other.

The alarm cut off. The lights kept flashing. A loud, deep voice boomed out. “The doors will open in ten minutes.” The blaring alarm came back on.

Bethany and Heral wasted no time, cutting down the nearest aliens while the rest of the group got their act together. The disorienting noise and lights had slowed the front line down, and the rush of simulated aliens was getting close.

I popped off a clip, taking down a few. Iris realized what was happening when I fired. She alerted the other two, and quickly they had cleared the zone in front of them.

A sizzling crack and a rocket flew directly at us. I dove out of the way, and it exploded against the doors. Shrapnel and fire rained down on us.

Bethany and Heral had avoided most of the damage. I ran back to Bethany.

“You okay?” I had to shout to make myself heard. She nodded. “Watch out for those. If you see who is shooting them, kill them.” She gave me a thumbs up.

I scrambled back to my central position. Armored aliens had moved forward during the rocket distraction. Snipers had taken position further back. They hadn’t been too aggressive, but they would attempt to pin us down while others rushed.

Maybe thirty seconds had gone by since the door announcement. This was going to be a long fight.

Bethany and Heral focused on the distant snipers and the armored aliens. The rest of us had our hands full with a rush of the regular foot soldiers. They reached the first line of cover and started scrambling over.

The first one exploded when I shot it right before it landed on Iris. Pete clocked one with the butt of his rifle, sending it to pixel-heaven as well. I watched them switch to full auto. They lit up the nearest, but there were just too many. A new one would rush in whenever they killed an alien.

They retreated to my position while we covered. In the flashing light, I could see the surrounding layout much more clearly. We had three rows of steel cover, and a few smaller positions further back. But if the whole group had to retreat there, we’d be in terrible shape. Not everyone could fit safely in that area. We’d already lost the first row of cover.

“Nillin!” I shouted. “Fall back to the barrel’s and help keep those snipers off us.” The green woman rolled back and crawled to the back, keeping well out of the line of fire.

Pete and Iris were taking turns blind firing over the cover. I had no idea if it was working, but we hadn’t been swarmed yet. I interrupted Pete and sent him to the next row back. He wasn’t as strong a shot, but we needed cover if we’d have to pull back further.

I popped to my feet and fired, running to the side. I wanted to get a look at the situation. It was grim. I rolled at the last second, ending up by Iris.

The armored aliens had reached the first wave of cover, and the foot soldiers had started massing behind them. They’d totally blocked out the snipers and rocket launchers further back. The worst part was that the armored aliens were covering their eyeholes with their batons, the only reliable way to kill them.

I tossed my fully loaded rifle forward, hoping someone would see and get the idea. The back line couldn’t hear me over the wailing siren.

BOOM!

A bright flash. I summoned my gun and checked the corner. Someone had blown my rifle and cleared a small hole in the armored aliens. I fired quickly, catching two snipers with surprised looks on their faces.

Another armored alien fell as they stumbled from the blast and one of our shooters got them. All of the other green enemies in the vicinity had gone up with the rifle. In the chaos I backed up, joining Pete at the last line of defense.

We still had all of our squad, somehow. I checked the doors - still firmly shut. An odd clicking noise caught my attention. Three little green men had run forward, holding long metal tubes. One pulled a trigger and a big gout of flame flew forward, almost catching Iris. I shot the enemy, and it exploded in a ball of fire, taking all of the aliens carrying it with it.

Another jumped forward on the far side of our new front line, and it sprayed Yia. She screamed, shot the alien, and they both disappeared in a ball of fire.

“Shit,” I muttered, my voice drowned out by the blaring alarm.

I took a risk and raised up for a long moment, and took out two more of the gas bags. These were behind enemy lines and took some of their friends with them,

“Five minutes until the doors open,” the deep voice intoned. Halfway.

The piercing crackle of a rocket sounded. Before it could reach us, Bethany blasted it out of the air. It took out two large armored aliens. There was now only one near the front, although I could see more stomping their way forward from the back. A single file line of them sticking to the left of the hallway, keeping it clear for their sharpshooters.

A whirring started up.

“Gatling!” I screamed and ducked, not knowing if anyone could hear me. Hundreds of shots crashed around me before shifting backwards to our back line. They were pinned down.

I tried to shoot around the corner, but sniper fire hit. I fell back. I scrambled to the far side, jumping up and firing a few shots before rolling back to my original position. I’d spotted the snipers.

This time I came out of the corner and got both.

The Gatling was still focused on our back row, chipping away at their cover. I lined up a shot and put it right between the gunman’s eyes. The rapid fire gun swung out of control, chewing up a few of their own men before swinging back at me.

“Whoops!” I fell back into cover, hitting my head in my uncoordinated flop. I felt blood trickle down my face, but I ignored it.

I checked in with my team - Ploa had also gone down at some point. Just Iris and I were on the front line now. Shots fired in both directions through the air above us. Bethany and Heral were hopefully doing some serious damage.

Crawling to her, I tapped her on the shoulder and almost got shot for the effort. She stopped just short, and sighed. I pointed to the back line, and she nodded. I counted down and then stood and covered her while she ran.

At that point, my luck ran out. I took a sniper shot to my right arm, spinning me around and out of cover. Burning pain ran up and down it, and I dropped my gun, unable to hold it. I rolled and scooted backwards, shots hitting around my feet, and then felt strong hands grab my shoulder.

Nillin pulled me behind the back cover. My arm hurt like hell, and I couldn’t move my hand at all. I looked at the wound, and a hole had been burned straight through it. Nillin pulled her pistol and fired. When she crouched back, she shouted to me, “What do we do?”

“Pull back,” I said, summoning my rifle in my left hand. I didn’t think I could fire it well, but I could surprise a few aliens when this position was overrun.

“One minute until the doors open,” the deep, booming voice declared.

“Come on, all of us should get out,” Nillin said, helping me to my feet. We crouched and ran for the back barrels. Shots pinged all around us, but neither of us got hit.

We were now all trapped behind the final small amount of cover near the doors. I blind fired when I could with my left hand, but I couldn’t reload, so I just had to resummon it each time. I’d gotten used to the speed, and this took much longer. Especially when every second counted.

Nillin screamed and fell on top of me. Her foot had taken a glancing hit, sizzling.

“The doors are opening. Please stand by.”

A clanking, grinding sound drowned out the alarm, and the doors started to swing open at a snail's pace. It’d be another minute before we could squeeze through.

Behind me Heral fell, a shot glancing off her cover had showered sparks in her eye, and she was rolling on the ground in pain. Iris met my eye, and I nodded at our wounded alien squad mate. She gave me a thumbs up. We all waited as the doors slowly opened.

“Go!” I shouted, when I thought they were open enough to sleep through.

Pete hustled and dove out, twisting as he did to slide through. He vanished once his feet cleared it. Iris sprinted to Heral and dragged her out, while Bethany backed up, firing faster than humanly possible and killing dozens of small aliens rushing forward. When Iris was out, Bethany followed. I didn’t blame her, it did not look like Nillin and I were getting out.

I handed Nillin my gun, and said she needed to cover us. She had a confused look. “Toss it and shoot it. Sorry about this.”

I grabbed her the only place I could get a grip with one hand: her ass. It was very soft, although I did not let myself stop and think about it. I hoisted her with a grunt so she was facing me. She put her arms around my neck, the guns facing backwards while she wrapped her legs around my waist.

If I went down, at least I’d cover her for some of the way.

“Oh, I see,” she said. It was an awkward reverse piggyback ride.

I grinned.

I lunged to my feet and ran for the door. The weeks of brutal squats had paid off, as I barely even felt the petite alien’s weight. I felt her throw the gun and fire, way too soon.

Maybe we should have talked through this more.

But it was too late now.

The blast caught my back and hurled me through the door and everything went black.


Chapter Fourteen

My back was on fire. Literally. The explosion had carried Nillin and me through the doors. I’d blacked out for a moment, but the burning sensation woke me up. I rolled around, finally putting it out.

I moaned in pain.

“Want me to kill you, get it over with?” Sgt. McKinley said, standing over me.

“Maybe,” I said.

“This’ll be worse,” Nurse Garza said, before stabbing me with a Quick Heal. It felt like I was on fire again as the healing worked through my blood.

I blacked out.

When I woke up this time, I was alone on the grass. I didn’t hurt anymore. I looked over at my arm, and noticed the hole had closed up. I sat up cautiously, and took in my surroundings.

The door to the course had vanished, and all I could see was the dirt trench we normally saw before it started. Somehow we’d run in a straight line for hours and ended up about twenty yards from where we’d walked in. My brain was too tired to make that illogic work, so I ignored it and crawled up to my feet. I stumbled to the bleachers and laid down next to Pete.

“Still hurting?” he asked.

“No, but I feel like I should be dead.”

“You should be!” The Drill Sergeant was strutting around the front, proud as a peacock. “Two groups survived that. Villixa here owes me a keg of her people’s finest brew. It’s a spicy pepper beer. You’d think that would be disgusting, but I can’t get enough of it.”

“You all did very well for entering an instance unprepared,” Marshall Villixa said.

C.J. raised her hand. “What’s an instance?”

“It’s a dungeon!” Sarge shouted. “They appear out in the Game. Get ready for this because normally the outside is smaller than the inside, so you have no idea what to expect. Completing one often gives great rewards. You might even have a quest to go to one.”

“That’s why it was miles long?” I asked.

“Sit up, soldier!” He used his class ability to pop over my face and scream in it. Spittle flew and covered my face.

“Sorry, sir,” I said, sitting up.

“But yes, end to end the course is four miles long, and a mile wide. This one also had a boss and a treasure room, but no one found those. But two groups did escape, so you should have rewards on your Controller. Even if you died, you should get something.”

I didn’t have the energy to check right now. I looked up at the sun, and it looked like it had barely moved.

“Sergeant, how long were we in there for?”

“Forty-two minutes,” he said. “Felt longer, huh? Time can move differently in a dungeon. You finished second. Although you got more people out, so Villixa and I are debating how to decide the winner. Again, you idiots didn’t die like you were supposed to.

“Unfortunately, Blaze420, your time is up. Villixa isn’t letting me kill you all, as she says it is cruel. So, goodbye.” He hit a button on his controller, and the four humans and four aliens exploded in a cloud of pixels.

“Welp, that’s done,” he said. “Everyone go get some rest. We’ll announce the winner at dinner.”

I just laid back down and closed my eyes as everyone else wandered away.

“You okay, Carter?” I heard Nurse Garza ask me. I gave her a big thumbs up, but kept my eyes closed. I needed a break. “Okay, let me know if you need anything.”

Dozing in the sun, I spent the afternoon half-conscious. I might not have been injured anymore, but my body was exhausted, and the sun felt good.

Eventually, I shook off the brutal hours and sat up. I checked my Controller. I had leveled up twice, and also received a message about a reward.

Congratulations on completing your first dungeon. You can select one of the following items, or pick a random reward that will be slightly more powerful.

The items were a mix of semi-useful gear. One was a detachable sight for the starter rifle, another was a bayonet for it. An armored jacket appealed to me as well, although I doubted anything in the tutorial would be worth keeping too long. Accessories like the necklace and ring could always stay on, but I couldn’t wear eighteen jackets and still fire a gun.

It probably was a dumb idea, but I just hit random. I had no idea what was coming, so maybe this would help, maybe it wouldn’t.

You have been awarded an armored dog tag + 2.

I hadn’t noticed the dog tag in the options, but I hadn’t read too closely. I realized I shouldn’t be making these kinds of decisions this tired. Lucky for me, the dog tag had been precisely what I wanted, an accessory that paired with my necklace. It apparently provided some general protection to all physical attacks. Not bad.

I put all six of my points into Recovery. I wish I had remembered to tell my squad to do the same, but they were smart. Except for Pete.

When I locked in my choice, I started feeling better almost immediately. Within two minutes I felt like I’d slept eight hours. My recovery stat was 11, above the human limit. No wonder the Bottom Dwellers had been able to train so much. I’d just had one of the hardest days of my life, and now I felt like I could do it again right now. I needed to tell my squad about this. We’d want some extra now in case we ended up with classes who didn’t have access to it.

The mess hall was empty, except for Pete who was pushing food around a plate. He lit up when I walked in.

“There he is,” he grinned. “Wasn’t sure you were going to recover from that one.”

“Funny thing,” I said, “I did.”

He had leveled up, and for once, he took my advice and put all his points into Recovery. “It’ll help with the hangovers,” he chuckled.

We walked back to the barracks, where we found Iris and Bethany napping. I woke them up.

Bethany had already assigned her four points. She’d put two into Recovery, and then one each into Strength and Willpower. “They are low, and I need to do more. I won’t always be able to shoot my way out.”

Iris hadn’t put any points in yet, and she followed my lead as well.

“What did you guys get from the dungeon?” I asked. “I got an armored dog tag.”

“That wasn’t on my list,” Pete said. “I took a shovel. It said it's good for hitting things, but also for digging. Seemed cool.”

“I took a scope,” Bethany said.

“I haven’t decided yet,” Iris said. “The running shoes are nice, they give a boost of speed once per day.”

“Sounds smart!” I said. She grinned. When she locked in her choice, a pair of sneakers appeared on the bed beside her. She pulled them on.

“Feel any different?” I asked.

“Not really,” she said. “But we’ll find out.”

“Later,” I said.

∆∆∆

We spent the next hour before dinner relaxing. I showered, washing the blood and smoke stains out of my hair. The one positive to dying in the course is that you respawned fresh and clean.

At the mess hall, Sergeant McKinley and Marshall Villixa greeted us.

“We’ve decided both teams will get a reward. Bottom Dwellers will get the intended reward: a set of bayonets for your starter rifle. Don’t poke yourself.” The Sergeant waved his hand and a bayonet appeared on the tables in front of each of them.

“The Smart Choice team, for getting more members out, gets their own miniature Quick Heal. You can use it once per day. Unlike Nurse Garza’s Quick Heal, this one doesn’t hurt. But if you use them more than three days in a row, it will kill you in the Tutorial. Out in the Game it just makes you black out. That sucks. You’ll probably die.”

“Why give us something that would knock us out?” Heral asked. I just assumed everything here was designed to make our lives worse. But the Delphinian’s experience was pretty different.

“Because this is the Tutorial,” Marshall Villixa answered before Sarge could lay into her. “You can take some of the items with you, but none of them will be as good as what you can find out in the game. Nurse Garza’s Quick Heal was part of her class. Other items can drop in the game, or be rewarded for quests or dungeons. They will have a lot less limitations than the ones in the tutorial.”

While the bayonets would definitely be nice in a situation like what we had just faced, I couldn’t help but think we got the better end of the deal. Judging by Villixa’s smile, she thought so too.

Nillin sat next to me. “Thanks for saving me,” she said after our trainers had left.

“You wouldn’t have really died,” I said.

“Still, you took a big risk to help me, and you didn’t know you’d get a reward just for getting out. It means a lot, Carter.”

“We’re teammates,” I said. “Squad mates. And our people are allies. I see this as the start of a great friendship. Hell, I didn’t even know aliens were real a month ago, and now I’m friends with one.”

She smiled at me, a big wide smile. Nillin really was beautiful. She had a cute oval face, and her teeth were human-like. Her small nose stood out in between her larger eyes. I tried to stop myself from getting distracted, and pulled our whole squad together.

“Did you all already assign points?” Everyone nodded. “Damn. I forgot to mention we should all load up on recovery. I have a feeling everyone else will, and if we don’t want to be eliminated next, we’ll be practicing twenty-four seven.”

“I did put a couple points in it,” Nillin said. “I’m at ten, now.”

“That’s impressive. I put all of mine and only hit eleven. We can’t solely focus on it, but I think another full level will really help us. It also just made me feel better quickly, so I imagine the actual healing will help too.”

Our team continued to talk and eat. After the insane day, most people were enjoying a bit of a break. The Bottom Dwellers were laughing and talking loudly in the far corner of the room. I noticed Spencer watching them, before dragging the rest of his team out.

“That’s our cue,” I said. “Let’s get to training.”

“Already?” Pete said, hurriedly shoveling another few bites into his mouth.

“Yeah, no rest for the wicked.”

∆∆∆

I led the eight of us on a hard jog to the hill. Dinner had been earlier than normal, and it was still late afternoon. I could smell pine in the evening breeze.

At times like that, I had trouble believing I was in a game. It felt so real. The cool air, the feel of the dirt crunching under my feet as I ran, the ripple of wind through the trees. If you put me in the real world and then this and told me to tell you which was real, I honestly don’t think I could.

With our improved recovery, I led us directly into push-ups. We still ran out of energy as quickly as before, our muscles fatiguing. But when we finished a set, it only took a minute or two to feel like we’d not worked out at all.

Nillin and her squad followed our lead. They did not normally do the same kind of exercises as us, but she said she could feel they would work. We each did two hundred push-ups and sit-ups, alternating when we got tired.

After that, Nillin led us in some stretching and balancing exercises. It reminded me of yoga, although my experience with that was two Saturday mornings on the college quad when I tried to date a really crunchy granola chick. It didn’t work out. I thought she was into me, and she was into girls. But we had that in common, so we became friends.

I wonder what happened to her. Apparently that was over a century ago…

The first exercise started as a lunge, then we lifted our back leg off the ground and held it for as long as we could. Every stabilizing muscle in my body was on fire. Pete fell over first, but I only outlasted him by fifteen seconds.

I panted and recovered, and restarted. Iris and Bethany both made it another few moments, but clearly this was working muscles none of us had used before.

Pete fell over a second time before any of the Delphinians stopped. Nillin grinned at us, a mischievous look in her eyes.

“Alright, now this one will be hard,” she said.

“Do you mean that wasn’t hard? I’m dying over here,” Pete said.

Nillin didn’t lie. It was hard.

It was basically a handstand, but done on our elbows. We slowly lifted our bodies above us, and had to balance. Once up, we kicked our feet in circles, basically running in the air.

Pete couldn’t do it at all, and Nillin showed him the children’s version, which involved lifting and dropping his legs. I could reach the position, but I couldn’t hold still. Iris and Bethany weren’t any better.

After a minute, I collapsed to the ground. My Controller went off with a ding. I’d leveled up again. “Holy hell,” I said, “That really works.”

“As it gets easier, you’ll get a lot less experience. There are diminishing returns, though, which is why you needed to do more and more. And you will probably get almost none when you get your class,” Nillin said. “Recruits or trainees get experience from almost everything. But if, for some reason, your class ends up needing exercise as part of its job, these will all continue to provide experience.”

“Man, I wish the Sergeant had shared all this with us,” Bethany complained. “We all could have been working as hard as the Bottom Dwellers.”

“There is some wisdom in your leader’s decision,” Ploa said.

She rarely spoke up. She was short and blond with a pixie cut, and always had a surprised look on her face. Her antennae were also four inches longer than all the other Delphinians. Nillin gave her a sharp look, but Ploa ignored her. Maybe this wasn’t supposed to be shared with us.

“Humanity has only been in the Game a hundred years or so. And while we don’t know the specifics of the Game State right now, our instructor informed us you have been quite dominant. Allowing for discovery and differences has led to many opportunities. It has led to many defeats as well. Are you familiar with the Tiers?”

I shook my head. “I know about things like tier lists and stuff from gaming on earth, I assume it's similar.”

Ploa wobbled her head back and forth, I gesture I’d come to figure out was a Delphinian shrug. A lot of the others had taken on human mannerisms, but Ploa had not. “Probably a similar concept. Tier One is reserved for the most powerful empires. There are currently two. They do not have allies, they have dependents or slaves. If they focused their power on any other empire besides a Tier One, they would probably conquer it.”

“Why don’t they just rule everything?” Iris asked.

“If they spread too fast, the other Tier One empire would attack. And if they went to war with each other, Tier Two empires could rise up and potentially gain enough to challenge them. It leads to an uneasy peace.”

“We had a few periods of Cold War on Earth,” I said. “Mutually assured destruction and all that.”

“Tier Two empires are also powerful, but lack the resources, manpower, or ability to conquer anyone else the same way as the Tier Ones do. But they are formidable, and they are much more likely to expand. They stay away from the Tier Ones areas of influence, generally. Tier Three empires can hold their own against a Tier Two if they bring all their forces to bear, but they generally either control a small area, or a large area but hold it weakly.

“Finally, Tier Four is the bottom rung. They try to keep out of the way of the higher empires. They form more alliances, sometimes even merging into one larger collective. And below Tier Four are species that are too weak for expansion. They generally control a few systems near their home world, and try to colonize undesirable areas. If they are unlucky enough to live near a dominant species, then they might become dependents or worse of the more powerful empire.”

“Where is Humanity in all that?” I asked.

“You and the Delphinians are Tier Four. But normally it takes a few hundred years for a new race to make it to the Tiers if they ever do. Humanity did it in thirty. Partially that was because they allied with us and the Tojilians. But you surprised everyone. And I’d imagine your training had something to do with it.”

We continued working out. Ploa’s description of the Game kept running through my head. Humanity had made some strong gains, but we were still the bottom of the barrel. And we had two alien allies. There was a lot to learn about the Game. Hopefully I’d be able to learn it, and not just end up in a trench on some faraway battlefield.

I put two more points into Recovery, and another into Magic. I’d need to stop that at some point, but I still really wanted a spell casting class. I always liked throwing fireballs when I played games, and if Magic was rare for Humanity, it might also give me more status or options in the Game itself.

We kept working until the sun set. Iris wanted to leave before it was totally dark, but after our run through the horrible tunnel, Nillin and I thought training at night would help. We shadowboxed each other, making sure not to actually injure anyone. The humans all took their chains off, sliding them into their pockets. We didn’t want any bad accidents.

No one else leveled up, but I could tell we were making progress.

Our lights out warning came up, and we called it a night. Iris led us in a hard jog back to our barracks. Unfortunately, we weren’t the only ones out at night.


Chapter Fifteen

The path back to the training grounds was smooth dirt, packed tight by all of the running. It was flanked on both sides by waist-high grass. I’d never stopped to examine it, but during the runs I had plenty of time to see it. It had a yellowish green tint, thick blades, and was very flexible.

That made it the perfect cover for ambushing.

Our first indication that something was wrong came from Heral. She held up her hand and we all stopped. Before I could ask why, I heard it. A small scraping sound.

I summoned my gun, and the rest followed my lead. Nillin’s knife also appeared in her hand. I made a circular motion with my hands, and we stood back to back. I couldn’t see anything in the dark. Artificial clouds covered the fake moon. It wasn’t quite as dark as the tunnel, but it was close.

Pointing my rifle at the grass, I started stepping cautiously back towards base. The others followed my lead. We didn’t hear anything else.

FLASH

Heral fired her pistol, a line of green energy flew out and struck something in the dark. It exploded in pixels.

With a roar, other creatures pounced on us.

The beast in front of me looked like a six legged tiger, with yellow and white coloring. It had a massive head, jaws a foot wide. It stood maybe three feet tall, but could rear up on its back four legs to seven or eight feet high. Like that, it could keep running while slashing with the front legs.

I fired a burst into the nearest one, and it screamed and ducked back into the grass. Other shots rang out, and then silence.

“Did we get any?”

“I got another one,” Bethany said.

But that was it. They could take a lot of damage. The one I had shot took at least three hits from my gun. But I didn’t have my chain on. I pulled it out of my pocket and slid it back on.

“Chains on, guys,” I whispered.

The others all pulled them back on.

“Okay, keep moving, aim for the heads if they appear again,” I said. Iris took the back, having been running backwards all week. I matched her. I didn’t like being unable to see where I was going, but I wouldn’t force it on anyone else.

If we ran full tilt, we were about five minutes from the barracks. At our current speed, maybe fifteen or twenty minutes.

Unless we had to stop and fight again.

A shadow crossed the path behind us, and I fired. A yowl, but the creature bounded off the path. They were tough. I’d have killed all but the armored aliens with the amount of damage I just did.

The group had paused when I fired, and we waited for another attack. It didn’t come.

“Move on,” I said.

We walked for another minute, when my Controller dinged and spoke a warning, the same time as everyone else. “Lights out has commenced. You are outside your designated sleeping area, and cannot be guaranteed of your safety. Reminder, killing other recruits will result in your own termination. The nighttime corollary to this rule is self-defense is allowed if you are outside the designated sleeping areas.”

I didn’t quite catch all of that because the creatures around us rushed in. I shouted a warning and fired. Pete and I focused on one, killing it. I saw another with burns from a previous shot and finished it off as well.

“Ayyyyyy!” Nillin trilled and dove at a creature, rolling under it and cutting its stomach. It exploded as well, and she returned to her position.

The beasts backed off again, disappearing into the grass that was just an inch or two taller than they were.

“Run. Stay together, but run,” I said. We ran.

I could hear the creatures shadowing us, but couldn’t see them. I doubted I could see them in the daylight, even. I fired a few shots into the grass, but there was no reaction. I’d never understood how tiger camouflage worked, but I was getting a practical lesson.

I let us run another minute, and then called a stop. We circled up, back to back, and faced the grass.

“What’s the plan, boss?” Pete asked.

“I want us to be ready when they attack again. They move faster than us, so they definitely will attack before we get to the gates. And I don’t know if that message meant they might also follow us until we get to our barracks. Or our rooms even.”

We waited, guns ready. Breathing hard, I felt my new recovery kicking in, and slowly my heart rate dropped to resting. Well, slightly above resting because I was nervous as fuck. I was absolutely sure if we died out here, that was it.

Tutorial over.

The training camp’s lights were visible in the distance, maybe a quarter mile away.

“Where are you?” I whispered to the beasts hunting us.

I didn’t have to wait long to find the answer. A roar and a large group rushed from our right. We fired, killing two but three more pushed forward.

Pete got bowled over, and the creature pulled back to swipe him. I switched to full auto and unloaded the whole clip at point-blank range. It exploded.

Pain ripped through my back and I was tossed forward into the grass. I rolled to a stop and tried to stand. I couldn’t. I rolled over, feeling dirt and plants work their way into the large wounds. I reloaded.

“Carter?” Iris called out.

“Over here.”

A few more shots rang out, and then Iris appeared above me. She dragged me to my feet. I could feel blood running down my legs.

She pulled out her miniature Quick Heal, but I waved her off. “I got healed today already. Who knows what crazy combo might happen. It might make things worse. Let’s just hurry.”

We ran, or in my case limped, back towards the base. Pete and Nillin walked behind Iris and me. I held my gun in my left hand, leaning on Iris as we moved.

Bethany stopped and fired into the grass, and two explosions of pixels confirmed her hits. That woman was unstoppable.

Fifty feet from the gates, a half dozen of the creatures emerged, blocking our route. I could hear more around us. Heral fired at the ones in front, but they had started dodging, and she wasn’t able to kill them as quickly.

“We need to clear them,” I mumbled. “Bethany, Heral, Ploa, concentrate on the gate. Everyone else, keep the others off.” I fired into the grass, my aim terrible.

Pete and Nillin were working well, keeping the path behind us clear. Iris stepped away from me and kept our flank clear.

But the main problem was the gate. One beast had fallen, and been immediately replaced from the grass. I hurled my gun towards them, but one darted across the road and batted it out of the air before Bethany could detonate it.

The beasts were smart enough to keep us from using that trick on them.

Heral killed another in front, and again it was replaced immediately.

“There’s too many,” Iris said. If they chose to rush, we’d be dead. And judging by the glint in the creature’s eyes, they knew it. They’d been toying with us.

“Wahoo!”

A crazy, high-pitched cry came from the grounds, and a half dozen shots hit the creatures by the gate. A few went down. They milled about in confusion.

“Go! Go!” I yelled. We ran as quickly as we could. The cats had scattered and didn’t regroup fast enough. We hit the parade ground and turned, but they had stayed outside the gates. I looked at our saviors. C.J. and her squad grinned at us.

“So you really do go for a jog at night,” she grinned, her crooked smile opening wide.

I sat down, my blood loss catching up to me. “What were you doing out here?”

“We came to see if you wanted to train, and when we didn’t find you, we worked out by ourselves. When they called lights out, I figured you were up to some kind of trouble and I wanted in. I was hoping it was a fun orgy or something though, not fighting terror tigers. You look like shit.”

“A terror tiger got me.” I actually was already feeling a little better. I pulled off my shredded shirt. C.J. and Iris looked at my back. C.J. whistled in disbelief.

“Yeah, they got you alright. How are you still alive?”

“I upped my recovery. And my Stamina is pretty high. I think that helps out with how much damage you can take.”

“It does,” Nillin said, joining us. She made an alarmed squeak when she saw my back, and then covered her eyes.

“I’m just going to go see the nurse,” I said. “Someone help me up.”

Iris jumped forward, practically elbowing C.J. out of the way. “Here,” she said, helping me to my feet. She ushered me away from the other recruits.

“Go get some sleep,” I shouted over my shoulder.

∆∆∆

The nurse’s tent was dark when we arrived. Iris helped me down onto one of the rickety beds. She left to find Nurse Garza, and I shut my eyes. I must have fallen asleep because I woke up with a start when the lights flicked on.

“Are you ever going to stop getting hurt?” Nurse Garza yawned and rubbed some of the sleep out of her eyes. She stopped short when she saw my back.

“Jesus H. Christ, kid, what did you do?”

“Stayed out past lights out.” She tsked at that.

“You’re lucky to be alive. Normally these things kill with one hit. We almost always lose a group out there sometime this week. And that’s when they know what’s going on.” She pressed a few buttons on her Controller. “Ah, you’ve got some decent armor. That Dog Tag is solid for the whole tutorial.”

I was still stuck on the first part of her statement. “Wait, you know there’s big tiger monsters out there?”

“Only at night. Well, at night outside the gates. The woods and everywhere else are dangerous all the time.”

First, the nurse sprayed an antiseptic over the cuts. Then she bandaged me up, taping large strips of gauze over the wounds. “That’s all I can do. I can’t Quick Heal this one until the timer runs out. Plus your Recovery should kick in and help. You’ve been upping it, right?”

“It’s 13.”

“Good choice. Those Bottom Dwellers figured it out fast, but it also helps with this kind of thing. You get it up over forty or so, and these cuts would have closed up within minutes. It won’t keep you from dying, that’s a mix of Stamina and Willpower affecting your health. The ratio is different for every class, though.”

She looked over at Iris, sitting nervously by the door. “Get some sleep here,” Nurse Garza said. “Because of my class, you’ll heal better if you stay. I’ll check on you in the morning.” She glared pointedly at Iris. “You actually need to rest. No hanky-panky.”

Iris flushed red as the nurse left.

“I wasn’t planning on any hanky-panky,” she said, coming to sit on the edge of my bed.

“Not even a little,” I pouted. She gave me a kiss, soft and short.

“Nope. Get some sleep.” She hopped off the bed and smiled at me before leaving. I wasn’t quite ready to sleep, so I checked out my Controller.

I’d leveled up again during the fight. Geez, I was flying up the levels now. I guess the variety was helping, new exercises, new monsters. If Nillin was right about everything potentially giving experience, it might even mean I got it from leading the squad. I’d have to check with C.J. None of us had official roles, but I knew she was the de facto leader of her group.

It was boring, but I repeated my last level selection, one in Magic, two in Recovery. I checked out my updated character sheet before drifting off.

Carter Ash




Race: Human

Gender: Male

Lives: 3

Class: Unassigned

Level: 11

Stats:

Strength    — 7

Reflexes  —11

Aiming —8

Stamina —10

Magic   —7

Knowledge—4

Willpower—10

Recovery  —15

Skills: None




Inventory: Starter Rifle, Ring of Boosting, Chains of Damage +1, Armored Dog Tag +2, Miniature Quick Heal


Chapter Sixteen

Sergeant McKinley lectured everyone the next day about the dangers of the tutorial area. He said it was the planned lesson, but even so he watched my reaction. We’d learned everything his lecture covered the hard way the previous night. But we hadn’t learned the final part of his lecture.

“This week, only three squads will advance from the Human side and the Delphinian side. You will still train together, but the final day will consist of a trial by combat. Since there are six Delphinian squads, you will have to defeat one other squad. For Humans, since there are currently nine squads, you will have to face two teams. Prepare accordingly.”

He stomped off with Villixa in his wake. The whole room burst into furious conversation. Every squad immediately started sizing up their soon-to-be adversaries. Pete just put his head down on the table and sighed.

“More training,” he whined.

“So much more, buddy,” I said, slapping his back. “You need to get as strong as possible so you can find Cynthia.”

He grinned at that. “I am going to find her,” he said. “Just you wait.”

My squad had all leveled again during the fight, as had Nillin’s half. Everyone had loaded up recovery. My back healed up overnight, and while I still had some aches, I felt almost good as new.

Training had also shifted. We’d get a short lecture in the morning, and the rest of the time was our own. I took our squad to the range for the morning, and alternated running the static course with Nillin’s team. I wanted something light after our brush with death the night before.

Nillin’s squad impressed me, they made it to the giant throwing the building before getting wiped out. By the end of the morning we both were completing the course with ease. I could tell we all felt energized being able to see how far we’d actually come.

After lunch, we ran the obstacle course. There was a wait to do it, but we could watch teams go through. I thought it would be a good place to size up our competition. C.J. had the same idea, and plopped down next to me, ignoring Iris’s glare.

“Who do we have to kill, do you think?” The girl came in hot with the questions.

“I assume the top three teams will be separated. But the Bottom Dwellers are three human squads,” I pointed out. “So maybe one each against us, and then one of the other teams? For all his bluster, I can’t imagine Sarge making the Bottom Dwellers cull themselves or the other three top teams doing the same. I mean, I absolutely can see him doing that, I just don’t think it benefits Humanity to let weaker teams through.”

C.J. nodded. Before I forgot, I asked C.J. if she was getting more experience than the rest of her team.

“Oh, shit, I am. I didn’t want to tell anyone because I thought it was a crazy bug or something. I’m a level higher than the rest of my team, yeah.” Her pink Mohawk bobbed up and down as she fidgeted in thought. “I was debating letting one of them lead for a bit. Ah, well, I think they’d be bad at it, I’ll stay leader.”

We got to run the obstacle course twice that afternoon. Neither were as difficult as our murder run. After dinner we did another night run, but made sure to be back before the lights out bell sounded. In our own room we’d shadow box and wrestle.

I figured out a way to do pull-ups on the underside of the bed as well. It was awkward, but since we didn’t normally do pull-ups, it seemed like it added a pretty big boost to our training.

And our week repeated like that, for four days. Our gains had slowed. We’d each only leveled once. I thought if we actually fought harder, it might help us grow, but none of us were willing to injure the other.

Except for Yia. She really wanted to throw down with me.

∆∆∆

After training that night, Iris sat down on my bed to talk. I could tell Pete and Bethany were both tired and annoyed, so I suggested we head out to the parade ground.

Iris and I hadn’t spent too much time discussing what exactly we were. We barely had time. Even with our improved Recovery we ended the days exhausted.

We sat down under a tree with a clear view of the gate. The terror tigers hadn’t followed us through them, but I wanted to be safe. Occasionally I would see one or two wander by, but they never looked our way.

Plus it was a comfy spot. The roots were almost comically perfect, designed for two people to cuddle in them. Which is exactly what we did.

Iris sat in my lap, and I held her tight waist. I could feel her strength and lean muscles through her shirt.

Her soft ass rubbed against my lap as we made out, and I knew if we kept going it might be too hard for both of us. Honestly, too hard was an apt description for me anyway.

I broke apart the kiss.

“Why’d you stop?” She pouted.

“Someone had to,” I teased.

We sat in silence, looking out in the darkness. The clouds parted and the full artificial moon shined down on us. I could actually see some of the terror tigers prowling through the grass. They showed no interest in us.

“Carter,” Iris started to say something, but then trailed off.

“What is it?”

“I think we’re going to win this week. But we might not. And even if we do, we’re at the four-week mark. We’ll only have less than two weeks before the tutorial ends.”

“Yeah. It sucks,” I said.

I pulled the athletic woman closer to me, and she leaned her head on my shoulder. I could smell the same cheap shampoo in her hair that we all had to use, a lemony scented thing. But on her it smelled nice.

“What I wanted to say was that I know you’ll be doing great things and meeting plenty of interesting people. And there will be Sex Workers out there and such…” She had trailed off again. I could tell whatever she wanted to tell me was difficult for her. I kissed her again.

“I won’t have eyes for them, if that’s what you’re asking,” I said.

“No, no, that’s not what I meant,” she said sharply. “You should if you want to. Nothing is guaranteed out here, and if something or someone brings you joy, I want you to pursue it.”

“And what if you bring me joy?” I asked. I gently lifted her chin to look into her eyes. She smiled softly.

“That would make me happy. But I’ll be happy just knowing you’re out there making the universe safe for Humanity. I know I’ve been jealous of other ladies recently, but it was because I worried they’d be taking you away. And I realized this whole damn Game will be taking you away, eventually. So I’ll enjoy the time I have with you now. And you enjoy your time however you need to.”

I didn’t know what to say to my sexy girlfriend telling me to date or at least sleep with other women. I decided the wisest action was to say nothing at all. So I kissed her again.

She sighed into the kiss.

“What about you?” I asked when we came up for air again. I felt like I should offer her the same option, but the thought did not appeal to me.

“Oh, I’m yours, wherever I am. Always.”

“Iris, wherever you end up, I’m going to find you,” I promised her. “Somehow. Not even a thousand terror tigers could stop me.”

She kissed me again. This time it was soft and sweet.

We held each other a bit longer. I knew she was worried about getting a bad class, so we went no further.

∆∆∆

Two days before our battle, I knew we needed to step up our training. I pulled our teams together and told them my plan.

“I think we should fight the terror tigers again.”

“Go fuck yourself,” Pete said.

“It does seem like a rash decision,” Ploa agreed.

“We stay near the doors, keep that clear, and we can fight a few and retreat,” I explained. “I came out last night and watched, and you can see them roaming. We’re not gaining quickly anymore, and I think it would help us. But it has real danger, so I won’t make anyone.”

“I’m in,” Nillin volunteered. The rest of her squad quickly agreed. Bethany just shrugged, which I took as a yes.

Iris and Pete both looked skeptical, but with the previous votes of confidence, they agreed as well.

That night was the perfect chance to test it out. No clouds and a full moon. We took up positions a safe distance from the gate, but the vicious cats never looked our way.

“Prepare to run if they rush,” I said. “Heral, Bethany, see the one nearest the path to the left? Try taking it out in three, two, one.”

Both women pulled the trigger at the same time. The shots flew true, and then splashed on some sort of shield around the cat. It licked its paw and then resumed walking.

“That was a kill shot,” Bethany said.

“I thought so,” I agreed. “Okay, so we cannot hurt the terror tigers from inside.”

“C.J.’s group did, though,” Pete pointed out.

“We were outside then. Maybe someone has to be at risk to break the shield. But we’re not going out there in small groups. It’s either the whole group or no one.”

The plan was simple. We’d approach the gate, if the creatures didn’t attack us before crossing, we’d step out as a group, try and kill as many as we could, and then retreat backwards.

It might be dumb, but we needed to grow. And it was this or beat the tar out of each other.

The creatures had no reaction to us walking up to the edge of the gate. I counted us down, and we stepped across at the same time. Every set of eyes turned toward us.

“Fire!”

Four of them went down immediately, and the rest vanished into the grass. Apparently, they could hide better when they knew we were around. We lined up in two rows. Bethany and Heral took the rear, the other six of us fanned out in a semicircle, down on one knee.

A roar and a flash of color and a half dozen of the terror tigers lunged forward. Our guns shot aggressively, and all six went down. We reloaded and waited. A few minutes later another group rushed us. Heral and Bethany started picking them off early.

We repeated this for an hour before they stopped coming at all. Each of us had leveled again.

“I think if we are going to keep doing this, we’ll have to go further out,” I said. “And that feels risky. Let’s call it a night and see if they respawn tomorrow. It’s a game, so hopefully that happens. If not, we can scout further out and retreat back here. And I’d recommend some Stamina and Willpower for anyone without a specific goal. We need to be able to take more damage, ‘cause these guys hit hard.”

I followed my own advice, except I put my extra point in Magic.

We repeated the process the next night, but no one leveled.

I wanted to push further out, but we held a vote. Most of the team decided it wasn’t worth risking the night before the big fight.

So that was it.

None of us had caught up to what even the lowest member of the Bottom Dwellers had been the week before. If we ended up facing them the next day, we wouldn’t be winning from raw levels.


Chapter Seventeen

Villixa led us from our breakfast out to the obstacle course. Overnight the empty fields and dirt tunnels had changed to a deep pit, about the size of a basketball court. Ladders led down on each side. Clean steel walls surrounded the floor, which had an assortment of wooden walls and tables spread out across it. The floor itself was dirt.

“Welcome to the end of the line for most of you ingrates. Here’s where we’ll find out what each and every one of you is made of. Probably literally when you explode.”

The Sergeant had gotten on one of his diatribes. I tuned him out, and held Iris’s hand. She squeezed it back.

I could feel her nerves, she practically vibrated from worry. Pete and Bethany sat on my other side. Nillin’s squad was up first, so she hadn’t bothered to sit down. The rest of the humans had packed the stands. Well, there were only thirty-one of us, so ‘packed’ might be a bit much.

His speech finished, and all of us shouted “For Humanity!”

Villixa stepped forward at the cheer, nodded to the crowd, and announced the first squads to begin.

Nillin’s opponents, as we expected, were the lowest ranked Delphinian squad. We were all worried for our friends, though, as the Delphinians were all relatively competent. Anything could happen down in the arena.

“So, to respect our host’s preferences,” Villixa said, “If you die in the challenge today, you will come back in the medical tent, if your team wins. If not, you will exit the tutorial. So, say your goodbyes now, if you wish. There is little guarantee you will end up in the same place.”

I watched as some of the Delphinians hugged each other. They would rub their antennae together when they did.

Sarge’s patience impressed me the most. I assumed he’d rush them, but I guess he could be diplomatic when the situation called for it.

Before long it was time. Nillin’s squad approached the far end of the field. Her opponents were on our side.

Each wall had a small starting area with a painted circle marking where to stand. The two teams got ready, summoned their weapons, and waited.

A buzzer sounded.

Nillin and Yia immediately ran forward. They crouched as they did, and made it to just past the midpoint of the arena. Heral stayed back, firing shots at the opponents. None of the shots were close to hitting someone, so I knew it was mostly suppressing fire. The other team had hunkered down behind cover near their starting area.

The enemy squad had a good defensive position, but I knew it wouldn’t last. And I’d lost Ploa in the first rush, which meant so had they. She reappeared behind them. She managed to kill two before they could react and shift away to better cover. But at that moment Nillin sprang forward.

She leaped over their cover and shot one and ran the other through with her knife.

In all it had taken about sixty seconds.

My group whooped and cheered when Nillin’s squad climbed out. They grinned at us, although without as much joy.

The moment was more somber for the Delphinians. They’d known those women for weeks. But I didn’t care too much - Nillin and the rest had become good friends, and I was happy for more time with them.

The next two groups' battles lasted longer. Each squad tried to follow Nillin’s example to mixed results.

I definitely agreed boxing in your opponent was a solid move, but it wouldn’t work with our battle, at least at first. We’d have two different opponents. Extending to take out one would leave us open to a counterattack.

And that’s exactly what happened in the first human fight.

Spencer’s squad went first, along with the Bottom Dwellers squad with only three members and a squad of big beefy men I hadn’t gotten to know. The Bottom Dwellers had the unfortunate luck of starting on the side between the other two teams.

The Bottom Dwellers squad rushed the beef cakes immediately. They ignored cover and just flat out ran. I didn’t blame them for it, they were sandwiched between the two and probably would have died quickly.

The three members dove headfirst into the group, one literally tacking a man twice his size. Four quick explosions followed. When the dust cleared, one Bottom Dweller had fallen, three of the others were down.

The final big man was being slowly choked by the Bottom Dweller on top of him. The extra levels and stats had paid off because I would have assumed the big man was much stronger, but he couldn’t break the grip.

Then: poof! He exploded and the Bottom Dweller fell to the ground.

They’d miscalculated, though. Before they could get their bearings, they both fell to shots in the back from Spencer. His squad had snuck forward during the fight and ambushed the attackers.

It was another quick battle, just slightly longer than Nillin’s.

C.J.’s group was next. Her all-girl squad was up against two full squads of men, one Bottom Dwellers, the other a mean group that had enjoyed getting up close and personal in the obstacle course.

Each group had a wall behind them, and the wall to the north was wide open. C.J.’s group, on the west, bordered the empty zone. At the buzzer, she led her girls in a crouching run and took position behind that starting zone’s cover. They never fired a shot.

The Bottom Dwellers who had been at the south rushed to the west, expecting to find C.J. But finding the area empty, one of them died to a pot shot from the mean group. It turned into a brutal firefight, with both squads pinned down.

C.J.’s team still hadn’t fired yet.

Growing frustrated, the mean group rushed forward. One copied the earlier Bottom Dweller’s group, leaping directly into the middle of them. Two Dwellers went down before the man exploded. That left one Dweller and three of the other squad.

And still C.J. waited. I had to give it to her, she was brash and impulsive, but she held back here and let her enemies kill each other. That showed some leadership and tactical chops I hadn’t expected from my horniest friend.

The other squad spread out, possibly assuming that the Dwellers had finished off C.J.’s group. They made short work of the pinned opponent and then started high-fiving each other.

C.J.s squad rose as one, and three shots rang out. With that, her squad won, barely firing a shot.

I fist bumped her when she climbed out.

“Damn, C.J. That was slick as hell.”

“That’s how I roll,” she said.

“For Humanity!” I said, and we bumped fists again.

“Now, are we going to have some celebratory sex when you win?” she asked. I coughed, surprised.

“Think about it,” she said. She slapped my ass as she walked back to her teammates.

I didn’t have time to think about what she said because by then it was my squad’s turn to descend into the arena. I could tell all four of us were nervous. It was now do or die.

Literally.

∆∆∆

My squad had the west wall. The north was empty, and the Bottom Dwellers had the south. A decidedly mid-level squad had the far wall on the east side.

The Smart Choice squad had already discussed our plan. Even after seeing C.J.’s brilliant maneuver, we stuck with it. Her plan probably only worked once, and ours had some flexibility.

Bethany took up a position near the wall where a small wall provided a limited amount of cover from almost every direction. The rest of us fanned out in front of her, covering the whole arena.

The starter buzzer sounded, and we put our plan into motion. Ironically, it was mostly no motion. I scooted off towards the side of the arena with the empty wall, keeping low. The other three kept their original defensive positions.

About forty feet from my team, I took up a spot that gave me a clear view of anyone rushing our defenses. I didn’t think anyone had spotted me.

Our sharpshooter fired twice, and an explosion followed the second shot. I couldn’t see who she tagged.

From my cover, I saw the Bottom Dwellers had decided to rush the other team instead of us, and that team had attempted to copy C.J.’s strategy, without much success. Both teams were out of position and trying to get the jump on the other.

Two explosions, one right after the other.

Then silence.

The Bottom Dwellers had retreated, three of them still standing. I couldn’t see the other squad, but from where the Bottom Dwellers were retreating, I could tell that their two remaining members were now closer to the north wall than their starting position.

Crawling on the cold steel floor, I crept closer.

Ahead of me I saw the boots of one recruit. From their angle I could tell he was facing away from me. As quietly as I could, I made my way to the piece of cover behind them. It was a small concrete block two feet high and four feet long. As soon as I stood they could see me, so I waited.

“Shit, shit,” One of them whispered. “Where did they go?”

“I don’t know, man, I can’t see them. You want to stick your head out and let that crazy chick blow your head off.”

I figured they were talking about Bethany.

“I mean, she’s a fine piece of ass,” the second voice continued, “Don’t get me wrong. But I wouldn’t want to get anywhere near someone who could kill me from a mile away.”

Their words infuriated me. The derision and denigration nagged at me. My body felt hot, like I wanted to explode. How dare they talk about my squad mate like that? I leapt to my feet in one smooth movement.

“Oh, shit,” the second voice shouted, a weaselly looking man with a goatee. I killed him first. The second tried to raise his hands, but I shot him as well.

Then I dropped back to my belly, crawling towards their starting zone.

“Fuck,” I whispered. That was not part of the plan.

Shots were exchanged between my squad and the dug in Bottom Dwellers. Hopefully it was distracting them from wondering where the other squad had gone off to.

I was now firmly behind the Bottom Dwellers, near the defeated squad's home base. This had been my original goal, so maybe my outburst hadn’t disrupted it.

Thump, thump, thump. I heard running heading towards me.

“He’s got to be over here,” someone said.

“Then go kill him and come back.”

The steps got closer. I sensed the man circling my position, and I kicked my foot out. He toppled to the ground with a squeal. The man landed on top of me, our guns pinned together.

He had size and strength on me, and he was trying to crush me.

Now that he’d gotten his bearings, he grinned. The gun inched closer. The only thing keeping it from choking was my own weapon.

My strength was no match for him. I knew sooner or later he’d get enough leverage to choke me to death. So I decided to cut out the middle man.

I dropped my gun and started slugging into his stomach.

He grimaced in pain and knocked my gun away. He started choking me.

Breathing came harder and harder. But I kept pounding my fists into his stomach. Bruises appeared on his eye, then his chin. Blood dripped from a cut that formed on his arm.

“What the fuck?” he muttered, confused. From the way his eyes dilated, I figured he had a concussion. All from a round of stomach punches.

None of that kept him from keeping the pressure on my throat.

The world started to turn black when I connected my last blow, and he exploded. My increased damage had turned my punches deadly.

I pulled my Quick Heal out and jabbed it into my thigh. I felt the healing magic course through my body and I felt better immediately. Jumping to my feet, I crouched back behind the nearest cover.

“Dougie? Did you kill him?”

“Yeah,” I grunted, trying to copy the dead man’s voice.

“Shit, that asshole killed Dougie.” Guess I didn’t do a good job.

At that moment, I wished there was a Charisma Stat I could have used.

I didn’t know where the two remaining people were, but they knew where I was. So I did the dumb thing and copied their strategy. I vaulted over my cover, gun in one hand and came face to face with them.

All three of us were surprised. I fired my gun first, killing the one nearest. The other staggered and swung his gun around and fired once before exploding. Back at my base, Bethany gave me a thumbs up.

We’d won.

My arm was on fire. I looked down and saw he’d shot me between my arm and chest, burning both.

My squad jogged over, and Iris pulled out her Quick Heal.

“No,” I waved her off. “Already used one. I think I just have to let this one heal for now. Again.”

It hurt like the dickens, but I could already see the burn shrinking slightly. The Recovery stat was pretty great. I might want to put more points into it, just in case I didn’t end up with it with whatever class I got.

We climbed up out of the arena and Nillin and C.J. ran to join us.

“You crushed it, man,” C.J. said, fist bumping me.

Nillin gave me a hug as well.

“I was so worried when you were trapped under that man,” she said. “But you were quite vicious when the moment required. In a good way.” She smiled at me, with something that struck me as more than friendly.

“I guess,” I said, a little embarrassed.

“What was up with killing those two guys?” Pete asked. “That wasn’t the plan.” I glanced at Bethany, who also looked interested in my answer.

“They were jerks, and I got a bit carried away. My bad.”

“Eh, it all worked out,” Pete said.

“Congratulations,” Sgt. McKinley shouted at all of us. “You all have survived. That’s the damn prize this week. Go get some rest. Tomorrow you’re in for a world of fun.”


Chapter Eighteen

My squad headed off to the barracks while I walked over to the nurse’s tent. My wound was healing already with my increased Recovery, but I knew some bandages would help as well.

Nurse Garza patched me up with some words of wisdom: “Stop getting hurt, you dummy.”

I’d gained another level taking out those guys, and I added my three points to Stamina, Magic, and Recovery. I guess killing other players was worth a lot of experience.

After, I crashed in my bed for a nap. I woke up to Iris standing over me.

“I’m alive,” I said.

“Great,” she chirped. “We’re going on a date.”

That perked me up.

I sat up and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes.

“What’s the occasion?” I asked.

“Honestly,” Iris started, “The way Sarge was grinning at us made me think we were due for a lot of trouble. This might be the last moment we have before it really gets crazy.”

“I don’t want to find out what really crazy is,” I said.

I got out of bed, shaking the stiffness out of my joints. Iris looked good. She’d styled her hair and gussied up her uniform. We only had access to lemon scented soap, yet somehow she’d found a way to impress me.

“You look beautiful,” I said.

“Thanks,” she blushed.

She took my hand, her warm fingers lacing through mine. The beautiful former college athlete led me out of the building and across the camp.

We snaked through the green grass of the parade ground and surrounding trees. She led me to the shooting range, currently powered off. Right now, it was just a field with a hill.

“What are we doing here?” I asked.

“Follow me,” my date said.

She walked to the side where we shot from. The section was covered with a wooden roof. “Boost me,” she requested.

I put my hands together and she stepped up, then lifted herself onto the roof with ease. I jumped and grabbed the roof, pulling myself up.

Before the Game I couldn’t even do a pull-up, and now look at me.

On the roof we could see most of the camp, and even over the walls to the forest in the distance. The hill that had tormented us on our runs looked lovely. The spot she’d found was downright romantic.

“Fun spot,” I said, sitting down next to Iris.

“Yeah, I thought about it a few days ago, and then figured after all the chaos it’d be nice to have a semi-private place.” We were far from the rest of the recruits.

The ravishing raven-haired beauty pulled out a few canteens of water and some sandwiches from a sack she’d been carrying. She handed me some water. She’d been busy while I napped. In the evening light she was even more gorgeous. Her wide, brown eyes. Her shy smile. Just breathtaking.

“I wish we knew more about what classes were available to us,” I said. “This mystery sucks.”

“I know,” Iris said. “If I wasn’t so nervous I would have jumped your bones weeks ago.”

I choked on my water at that point. Thirty seconds of coughing and back pats from Iris followed as I tried to recover from her shocking confession.

“Is it that surprising?” she asked.

“I wasn’t expecting it,” I admitted. “Not that I haven’t thought of it either.”

“This just isn’t fair,” she complained. “We volunteered for this, sure, but we have no memory of doing it. Aliens didn’t even exist for me a month ago. And now I’m a soldier who could be cursed with a terrible job if I go too far with my boyfriend.”

“We don’t have to do anything,” I said, trying to comfort her. “Just being with you is great.”

She snorted in derision. “Like hell. I mean, sure, it’s great, but I want to be close to you, to share myself fully with you.”

“I want that too.”

I did. Iris was incredible. Not only gorgeous but kind and caring. Although she was the hottest girl I’d ever been on a date with. I’d come to find out that there were some perks to joining an interstellar war game.

“But I just can’t risk it,” she said quietly. I barely heard her, but I knew what she meant.

We sat in silence, Iris cuddled up to me as we watched the sunset behind the mountains in the distance.

“I’ve never actually done anything,” Iris said after a while.

“Really? You’re a virgin?” I asked.

“Is that so hard to believe?” She looked angry at my question.

“No, not at all, I just assumed.”

“I spent all my time working out and running, and I have to travel so much. I always told myself later, later, later. Now it's probably never.”

“Honestly, Iris, you aren’t missing out. Sex really sucks.”

She looked at me, eyes wide with disbelief. Then she slapped my shoulder.

“You jerk,” she laughed.

“Sorry, just trying to make you feel better.” I leaned in and kissed her. I breathed in her scent, lemony but with a hint of sweetness that was all Iris.

We broke apart, and she snuggled into my arms.

Iris was right to be nervous.

Our new world was so unknown. We hadn’t even really entered the real world yet, our new real world. We stood on the precipice, a yawning chasm of uncertainty stretching off into the distance. We had enemies out there, literal monsters from our nightmares ready to chew us up for a mission we couldn’t even know.

Even our alien allies like Nillin didn’t really know what they were in for. The game state was a secret to them too - their memories wiped like ours. We might exit the tutorial and find out both our species are on the losing end of a war. Or maybe we’ve conquered half the galaxy. There was no way to know.

But we had each other for now. And looking at Iris in the rising moonlight, I felt something I’d never felt before. A deep connection. Surprising that it had happened this fast, but the tugging I felt in my heart, in my entire being, couldn’t be denied.

So I told her.

“I love you.”

The moment stretched out - she didn’t respond. My heart caught in my throat. I felt foolish.

Something glistened on her cheek. She was crying. She threw her arms around me.

“I love you, too,” she whispered.

Despite all of the obstacles in our way, we’d found each other in this strange virtual world.

∆∆∆

We cuddled and talked about nothing and everything for the rest of the night.

I don’t know when, but eventually we fell asleep.

The sun crested the horizon, a bright beacon. Our Controller’s beeped simultaneously, waking us up. We were spooning, my arm draped around her waist. The night had gotten colder than I expected. In fact, the mornings had never been anything but warm.

Weird.

I wanted to check the message, but my Controller was stuck underneath her.

“What does it say?” I asked.

“Uh,” she lifted her Controller and read it. “‘Everyone get your asses to the mess hall.’ Only it’s all caps because it's Sarge.”

“I bet it does that automatically. Like he has a special setting or something,” I joked.

We didn’t want to be late, so we started moving. I helped Iris down and we hustled over. C.J. gave me a suggestive look as we jogged up, and I just rolled my eyes at her. We went inside, wondering what fresh hell the Sergeant had in store for us.

The mess hall felt empty. We’d lost people at a steady rate, but now there were only twelve humans inside.

“Good,” the Sergeant barked as we entered. “You’re all here. You get to watch one more video. When it ends, get your asses to the parade ground.”

“Is there food or something?” Pete asked. I could hear his stomach rumbling from ten feet away.

“Not right now, maggots,” the Sergeant shouted. “Shut the hell up and watch. When it ends, get your asses to the parade ground. No lollygagging.”

The screen started unrolling. I still didn’t know why they used this old set up, when we’d seen screens appear in the middle of the air whenever Sarge wanted.

Before I could think much more about it, the loud orchestral music started. Stirring strings, horns that made you want to charge down a hill towards the enemy, and drums that kept a marching rhythm.

This video had Marlowe, the Mouthpiece of Humanity, marching across a battlefield. There were dead bodies everywhere, and she stepped over them like they weren’t even there.

“Recruits, you’ve made it far, further than most humans ever make it. Further than almost anyone. You are the cream of the crop, the best Humanity has to offer.”

She stopped and gestured around her.

“This was once a grand colony, focused on creating new technologies that cured diseases and extended the lives of humans everywhere. It wasn’t a military target. But our enemies razed it to the ground and brutally murdered everyone here. Where we thought we were safe.”

Marlowe shook her head.

A single tear ran down her face.

“This is what aliens want to do to us. We have to be strong. Humanity can only rely on itself. Humanity cares about Humanity, and no one else.”

She stopped and looked directly into the camera as it slowly panned forward. She grew larger and larger, dominating the frame.

“You must do everything you can to grow stronger. Do not hesitate, do not have mercy, do not spare anyone. Grow stronger. For Humanity!”

She paused, and the twelve of us called out “For Humanity!”

“And that’s all you need to know,” she said.

The video ended, and the screen cranked back up.

We walked back out to the parade ground. The Delphinians arrived shortly after us, and we lined up by squad, three rows for each species. I gave Nillin a friendly nod, and she grinned back at me.

Sergeant McKinley, Nurse Garza, and Marshall Villixa walked over from their quarters.

“Thanks for coming,” Villixa said, welcoming us back. “We have thirty minutes to prepare you for the next stage. Six more squads will be joining us any moment, and then you will be briefed on the final part of the tutorial.”

A portal swirled to life behind her. White light appeared in the air, spinning in a circle until a deep red opening appeared, black and red twisting in space like paint. A hulking scaly beast stepped out. It was humanoid, and a mix of earthy yellows and greens. It stood in stark contrast to the bright, almost cartoony green of the Delphinians.

“So your little creatures survived,” it hissed. “Good enough. Come on.” Three squads of similar, if smaller, creatures stepped forward.

“These are the Gumalagians,” Villixa said, introducing the newest guests.

“We’ll be your masters soon enough,” a female member of the group said. She stood taller than me, and had a bright red stripe running down her nose.

Despite the scales they still had some features I would call mammalian. She looked like a cosplayer, like she could pass as almost human if she wasn’t wearing a costume. Only it wasn’t a costume.

I noticed all of the Delphinians were tense. Yia had stepped out of line and put herself in front of Nillin. And I could understand why. The Gumalagians looked like brutal killers, claws and sharp teeth.

Another portal opened, this one a mixture of blue and yellow. The first alien to step out of this one made both Pete and my jaws drop.

The aliens were blue skinned, but otherwise looked like models. Sharp, angular faces, all in the realm of classically attractive. Some trended higher into unbelievably good-looking. But what really drew our attention was that the women all had three breasts.

Listen, they might be very dangerous and end up killing me, but I was twenty-one and full of hormones.

“Well damn,” Pete said, a low whistle.

“Awoooga,” C.J. said, making a silly, horny noise.

Iris elbowed me pointedly. I returned my attention to the leaders. Each alien race had one representative here. These must all be the equivalent of Sarge and Villixa for the other races.

“Thank you for hosting us,” the man leading the newest arrivals said, bowing slightly to Sarge.

“All good,” Sarge said. “These are the Mizarians. Now that we’re all here, we can begin. Let these assholes kill each other, right? I’ve got some whiskey for anyone who drinks.”

“That would not go amiss,” the lizard leader said, drawing out the ‘s.’

“Sergeant McKinley, we do owe them an explanation,” Villixa said gently, a hand on Sarge’s arm.

“Right, right. Okay,” he said, before sighing.

“We’re going to open a portal up right here, and each squad will walk through it. You’ll be placed randomly somewhere out in the wilderness. This is the final stage of the tutorial, of your training. Once you die, that’s it. If you survive for two weeks, and that is impossible, the Game will reward you.”

The Gumalagian with the red stripe looked at their squad mates with a wide grin.

“There are food sources out in the wilds. You each will get a canteen of water that refills. The weather will continue getting either hotter or colder…” He looked up at the sky. “Feels like cold this time. Eventually the nights will be deadly to all of you. Shelter exists and is the only way to survive the nights. Possibly even some weapons will be lying around out there.

“Dungeons also appear sporadically, and offer great rewards with an equal amount of risk. Your inventories have all been activated and can be accessed from your controller. I’ll let you figure out how those work.

“When you inevitably meet the end of your first life, you will wake up in a blank room with a larger version of your Controller. Each class you have qualified for will be there. Choose wisely. The second you select it, you will awaken at your first assignment.

“Keep in mind that the dangers are not just what the Game creates. This is your last chance to level up before your class is assigned. The best experience comes from killing other participants of the game.”

The human recruits around me all got nervous. We were being sent out to kill the other aliens. Judging by their reactions, the Delphinians also didn’t know, but the other two groups did.

The red striped reptilian caught my eyes. She licked her lips, a long forked tongue sticking out.

“So kill everyone and everything you can. Level up, and make your people proud. Mizarians will start first, followed by the Delphinians and the Gumalagians.”

“We are the greater race, we should have the honor of going last,” the red striped woman hissed.

“Quiet, Ossana. The host is given the honor. That will always be the way.”

Ossana hissed, but kept her place.

Sarge ignored the outburst. “Let’s get this show on the road. Remember, two weeks, and every day will get harder.”

A few button presses on his controller and another portal opened, this time a deep blue. The Mizarians lined up and began entering.

Nillin ran over to me and gave me a hug.

“Good luck out there, Carter,” she said. “And be careful of the Gumalagians. They are a Tier Two empire, and they got there without any allies. They destroy or enslave everyone.”

The green alien squeezed me again.

“Good luck, Nillin,” I said.

She smiled and curled her antennae in a circle.

Then it was their turn, and she ran back to her squad. They stepped through and were gone.

“I hope we don’t have to kill them,” Bethany said.

“Jesus,” Pete exclaimed.

“For real, Bethany,” I said. “They’re our friends. And our allies”

“But out there in the woods, with our lives on the line? You heard Marlowe. We can’t trust anyone. And we are all just trying to level as much as possible. Can we trust them to not try and kill us first?”

That stopped us all. We each had three lives, and this one was coming to an end. The better we did now, though, the better off we would be in the real Game. And Humanity would benefit too. If we were thinking that, Nillin probably was too.

“Battle Royale rules,” Bethany said. “You can’t trust anyone but the people on your squad.”

“Not even other humans?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t trust Spencer,” Iris said. Come to think of it, I wouldn’t trust him either.

“Listen, the woods out there are massive, and the mountains are, too,” I said. The squad needed to focus on survival, not hypotheticals. “We probably won’t even run into them. If we do, we’ll be cautious. But I don’t want anyone shooting at Nillin’s squad first. Okay?”

Bethany stared me down. She was a dynamite shot and a fierce fighter. Despite her cute appearance, I knew she’d do whatever it took to survive. But she blinked first.

“Okay, boss,” she said, looking away.

The Delphinians had finished and the Gumalagians had started. Ossana turned her red striped face back to me and smiled, sharp teeth glistening in the morning light. She kept up the eye contact until she vanished into the portal.

I did not like that.

“Okay, maggots. It's your time to shine. Get out there and give them hell,” Sarge waved us on. Spencer’s group ran through first.

C.J. stopped at the portal and faced me. She gave me a wink and jumped backwards through it.

My squad was all that remained on the parade ground. The four instructors and Nurse Garza all watched as we walked forward towards the swirling portal.

We’d spent a month here, and most likely would never return. Good riddance.

“Good luck,” Nurse Garza mouthed at me. I nodded at her in thanks.

I summoned my rifle. The rest of the squad did the same.

“For Humanity!” I yelled, and we ran through.


Chapter Nineteen

The portal froze my skin. Then it peeled it off. I felt everything inside me twist and shake like I’d been dropped into a food processor. Somehow I could still see the whole time. I sailed through a tunnel of flashing lights.

Then a loud pop and I appeared in the middle of a clearing in the woods.

Three more pops and my squad arrived as well.

Iris promptly threw up, just dry heaves. Luckily, we hadn’t eaten that morning.

“That sucked,” Pete complained, doubling over.

“For real,” Iris agreed. “They can just teleport us, why not do that?”

She was right. We’d all been moved to the training ground without issue. Of course, I’d been unconscious at the time, so maybe that was just as bad.

“Guns up,” I said, raising mine. Bethany aimed hers around, quickly scanning the surrounding forest.

The trees here were maples, old growth with big leaves turning from green to yellow and red. They rustled with the wind. Bushes dotted the landscape, shrunken but blocking line of sight.

“Rrrraaagh!” A creature five feet tall burst from behind a nearby tree. It wielded an ax and charged me. I fired quickly, and in three shots to the chest it exploded.

Iris had recovered by now and had her gun up as well.

“What the fuck was that?” Pete asked, still holding his stomach. It had looked like a goblin, but purple. Big ears, sharp teeth.

“Yaaarrghh!” Three more ran forward. Bethany put two down and I took the third. They weren’t tough, but I didn’t want to feel their rusty weapons, that was for sure. They looked painful and disgusting.

“Move!” I said, and we headed away from the direction the purple goblins had come.

Trees flashed past as we hustled away. More calls came and we had to shoot a few attempted ambushes. One even shot an arrow at me, cutting my thigh. But this was nothing compared to the obstacle course.

The only difference was that this time we were playing for keeps.

When nothing had jumped out for a few minutes, we paused and got our bearings. My cut had already closed up, leaving a small pink line. I knew even that would fade by the next day. Dumping points into Recovery had been a great idea.

The mountains were back in the direction of the goblins, and a river could be heard in the distance as well. I couldn’t pinpoint where it might be.

“Wait,” I said, realizing something. “Those creatures had tools. They might have shelter.”

“You wanna go back to the crazy purple demon things and fight them?” Pete asked.

“Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

Pete sighed. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

I agreed. “We’re all going to die. Let’s do it at a higher level.”

Bethany and Iris rolled their eyes at me. I grinned.

“Come on, let’s go kill us some monsters.”

∆∆∆

We handled a few sentries as we made our way back through the forest. These creatures didn’t seem too dangerous or smart. And one headshot was all it took, so if we caught a group by surprise it went quickly. I made Iris and Pete take some of the shots, so that Bethany wouldn’t get all of the experience.

Eventually we found their source, and disappointingly it wasn’t a building. These creatures lived in a cave.

Their territory butted up against the mountains, and a sheer rock wall. A large opening, maybe eight feet tall and six feet wide split the dirty brown rocks. The purple goblins had cleared the trees away in a thirty yard area. We smelled cooking meat as we approached.

Pete’s stomach rumbled again. We were all hungry. None of us had eaten since the night before.

Our plan was pretty simple. Bethany climbed a tree, and the rest of us crouched behind some bushes. Once our sniper was in position, we charged.

It was quick, dirty work. We mopped up the stragglers, and searched the cave. It was empty. The food cooking was deer, or close enough to make no difference. We all ate half of what we found and stored the other half in our inventories for later.

It hadn’t taken too much work to figure the inventory system out. Once it had been activated, we could access them on our Controllers. I tried adding the meat to it, and it vanished from my hand. When I selected it again, it reappeared back in my hand.

“Neat,” I said. I showed the others how it worked.

The cave ran back into the cliffs for forty feet, shrinking in height a little ways in. Never short enough we couldn’t all stand, but claustrophobic. It also sloped downward somewhat.

“Now how are we going to defend this?” Bethany looked out at the clearing. “This is a disaster waiting to happen.”

She wasn’t wrong, we had no real cover. Anyone with guns or projectiles could take us out with ease.

“Actually,” Pete said. “I’ve got that covered.”

He summoned the shovel he’d chosen as a reward. At the front of the cave he dug a trench, and used the dirt to build a half wall at the entrance. It took the man three hours to do it, and by the end he was sweating up a storm. The rest of us kept watch.

“Want me to take a shift?” I offered.

Pete shook his head.

“I might not end up a laborer,” he said, “But I will definitely choose a non-combat class if I can. So let me do this and try and open up some doors. Plus, I already leveled up. I think I might do it again soon.”

Pete was right. His Controller dinged again when he put the finishing touches on our dirt wall. It was impressive, the amount of work he’d done would have taken me all day before I started growing my stats. Maybe even two.

I checked my Controller and noticed a new piece of information. There was a timer blinking in the corner. It said 331:42:14. The last number ticked down constantly. We had three hundred and thirty-one hours and change left in the tutorial. It felt like a lot.

The next few hours crawled by. Two of us kept watch and two rested. Once a small patrol of the purple goblins returned and tried to rush us, but Bethany and I finished the five of them off before they made it halfway across the field.

Another time when Iris and Pete were watching, a larger creature came out of the woods. It had six legs like the terror tigers, but stood taller than a horse. It resembled a crocodile more than anything, a long head filled with sharp teeth, and bony armor along its back.

We watched it sniff around for an hour before heading back into the woods. A creature that big felt out of our reach to kill before it could at least get one of us. And if it pushed its way into the cave we’d be done for.

One day we might try and kill it, but that day was sure as hell not today.

The sun started setting earlier than normal, and we ate the rest of the food we’d found. We’d have to go searching in the morning for more.

As shadow swept across the forest, we heard explosions in the distance. We couldn’t place them. They had a distant quality to the sound, like fireworks across a lake, potentially miles away.

We needed less sleep than normal with our increased recovery, so Pete and I took the first watch. Two of us would be awake at all times.

“So you don’t want to do combat? Even with all we’ve learned?” I asked him. “We’re probably going to get some really high-end classes for making it this far.”

“Nah,” he said, “I’d probably been just as happy to go in the first week as now. Especially now that I know we won’t remember the pain from dying.”

He looked over at me and grinned. “I’m glad we met, of course. You’re a good guy. I just think I’ll be more helpful to Humanity making food and building things than blowing them up. Need to leave that to the experts, like you.”

“I think about doing the same thing, sometimes,” I admitted to my friend.

He perked up at that, but didn’t say anything. I kept talking. “But I’ve got this ring, and I’m not bad at all of this, even if I thought I might be. I mean I’m mostly making it up as I go, but it seems to be working. I think I’ll take something that lets me keep helping. If it means protecting people like you and Iris, even better.”

“So, tell the truth, you bang Iris yet?” He wiggled his eyebrows at me.

I had whiplash from the subject change.

“No!” I heard my voice echo around the cave. Hopefully I didn’t wake the ladies.

“No,” I whispered. He gave me a hard stare. I finally shrugged. “Okay, I wanted to, but she’s too worried about getting stuck with a bad class.”

“She shouldn’t be. Ploa explained it to me.”

That caught me by surprise. I didn’t realize they’d spent much time together when we weren’t all training.

“Ploa?”

“We both tended to die first a lot, so we got to know each other. She’s cool.” I guess that made sense.

Pete continued, “Apparently it works the same for every species, although the classes are different. If you qualify for a class it will offer it to you, but it will offer you every class you qualify for. At this point, we’ll all probably have ten or twelve classes, minimum. Why do you think I wanted to build fortifications? We’ve been fighting so hard I might only have Laborer as a non-combat class. It’s all based on what we do in here.”

I heard some shuffling behind me, but when I looked both of the girls were still on the floor. Probably just struggling to get comfortable on the hard cave floor.

Pete focused back on me. “Shit, you’re going to have a ton. Probably a bunch of leadership options.”

“I didn’t want to be a leader,” I said. “That should have been Iris. She put the squad together.”

“You stepped up. And Iris was happy to step back, trust me on that. You found a good one, Carter.”

That was a sentiment I agreed with wholeheartedly.

“She told me to date other women when I get out there,” I confided in my friend. “Can you believe that?”

“Lucky dog,” he grinned at me. “Will you?”

“I don’t know, man. This world is so weird. I doubt I’ll have any time for that.”

“Cynthia would never let me,” Pete said, “I wouldn’t want to even if she offered. I’m a one woman man. You should think about it. Get a honey in every port. We only get one life.”

“Technically, we get three. And this is our second one already.”

“Okay, shut up,” he chuckled.

Dating multiple women had never been on my college bingo list - I always felt lucky when anyone liked me. But if Iris was okay with me dating other women, I’d definitely consider it. C.J. had made her interest known, early and often. Bethany was cute. Even Nillin seemed somewhat taken with me. Who knew what the rules were with fraternizing with an alien, though?

A branch snapped in the woods, shaking me out of my thoughts.

We both shut up at that point. I scanned the edge of the forest, but didn’t see anything. We’d been careless, and now something might be out there.

Finally, I spotted a terror tiger creeping out towards the cave. It had a darker coloring than the ones we’d encountered near the camp. This one matched the forest. Now that I knew what to look for, I saw two more.

Pete ducked back to our squad mates and woke them. With all four of us at the wall I felt more confident.

I assigned targets, and when I fired, three more shots rang out. Then we let loose, and quickly killed all of them. They exploded in bright flashes of pixels.

I checked my Controller. 321:21:45. If we arrived at eight am, it was barely past ten pm on the first day.

This was going to be a long night.


Chapter Twenty

I hated that I was right.

It was a long night. We rarely got more than an hour of sleep without getting interrupted. Three more groups of terror tigers attacked, as well as a swarm of goblins.

The death croc, as we’d come to call the colossal roaming monster, had also swung by. It still didn’t investigate the cave, but it clearly lived in the area.

On a positive note, we leveled up again. Mine happened during my sleep, so I must have been getting credit for giving orders or setting up the watch rotation. Or maybe just surviving at this point granted some experience.

This Game was weird.

I put two points into Recovery and another into Aiming. I really wanted more magic, but I knew I needed help with my lack of sleep more than anything.

The girls had taken the final shift of the night, and hadn’t seen anything once we started approaching morning. The sun rose almost forty minutes later than usual. Winter was coming on quick here.

Pete’s rumbling belly matched my hunger. We needed food, and ideally a source we could return to.

“I think we should go as a team,” I explained to them. “We might lose the cave, but if we are attacked separately, there’s no way for the others to know. Whoever stayed behind might end up starving or having to leave on their own anyway. I’d rather have to retake the cave or find somewhere else.”

“We should also keep an eye out for wood we can burn,” Pete said. “If we stay in the cave we’ll need a heat source. Bedding or blankets would help too. Unless you wanna snuggle up with me. Or maybe someone else.”

The jokester winked at me. Iris blushed fiercely.

“Good idea, Pete. We should look for anything that makes the cave more defensible.”

So we set out, my merry band of recruits marching through the woods.

That early, we didn’t run into anything dangerous. But Bethany spotted a deer grazing in an open area. She took the shot.

Unfortunately, the deer exploded in a cloud of pixels. Just like everything else in the Game.

We still went to check out the area. In the clearing we found a small item. I picked it up and read it. “Uncooked Deer Steaks x2.” It looked almost like a greeting card.

“It’s loot!” Pete said. “They dropped loot!”

“I wondered what happened to the goblins’ tools,” I said. “They must disappear with the creatures. But maybe other things will drop loot, too.”

I added the card to my inventory, where the two steaks appeared. When I summoned one out, a raw hunk of meat appeared in my hand. I quickly threw it back in my inventory and grimaced.

“Yuck,” Iris said.

The blood had vanished when I unsummoned it, but my hands still felt grody.

“Well, if we can find fire, that’s breakfast sorted,” I said.

We tried breaking off branches, but they vanished when we did. Shooting trees also led to them exploding as well. We’d have to find some loot to make a fire.

If it wasn’t one thing, it was another.

Our plan was to circle back and forth, clearing the area around our cave. The main concern was the death croc, but we didn’t see any trace of it.

Another patrol of goblins crossed our path. We held our fire and followed them, finding another cave and camp like ours, maybe two miles down the mountains from the one we’d slept in. They had a fire going, and we could smell roasting meat.

The previous cave had about fifteen goblins, plus their guards. This one had twenty, with maybe a few more inside. And instead of rusty axes and a couple bows, every single one had a bow. A few larger ones had helmets and swords.

My squad started strategizing. We’d attempt our previous plan with Bethany sniping from a tree and us clearing the ones that ran. A brilliant idea.

Except a patrol returned and spotted us.

“Rrrrraarrghg!” A shout came from behind us. Bethany popped it’s head, but our cover was blown.

“Stand and fight,” I said.

The patrol rushed us, a half dozen of the purple goblins with swords and axes at the ready. My shots pinged off the helmets, doing no discernible damage. Bethany saved us, hitting them in the neck where the cover ended.

Barely finishing off the surprise group, we found an attack behind us already in progress.

Arrows flashed by, almost hitting Bethany in the face.

I rushed into the crowd to draw some fire, hoping my armored dog tag might help. Up close the gaps in the armor were much easier to hit, and I put two goblins down.

Bethany recovered and started clearing out the shooters in the back. The rest of us mopped up. It had been a violent flurry of activity, but when all was said and done we’d cleared the camp in less than two minutes.

“Ouch,” I said.

My leg hurt. I looked down and saw a jagged cut through my uniform, slicing down my leg. “I didn’t even feel that,” I said.

Iris pulled out her Quick Heal.

I stopped her. “No, I think it’s not that bad. We only have four of them a day, so save them for emergencies. Plus three days in a row and we’re dead.”

A rustle of paper caught my eye. I picked it up. On it was the word “Lighter x1, Wood x4.” I handed it to Pete.

“Aww, sick, we can make fire!”

“That’s all you, homesteader,” I joked.

We looked around but didn’t find any more loot. The fire here had food on it, so we ate that and saved our leftovers.

A crunch came from inside the cave.

“Let’s clear that,” I whispered.

We spread out, guns at the ready. The cave was dark and gloomy. It stretched further back than ours and had a sharp turn so we couldn’t see everything.

I led the way and stepped around the corner. A sword slashed out, almost cutting my nose off.

“Fuck!”

I didn’t have a clear shot, so I slapped the butt of my gun into the creature's chest.

“Rrrrrarrggh!” It roared and swung again. I retreated, hoping my squad mates could kill it.

“I can’t get a clean shot,” Bethany called, businesslike in the face of danger. Out of all of us, she’d always remained cool and collected.

The goblin swung again, only missing my neck because it hit the wall. His sword got stuck in the rough dirt.

I stepped into his reach and shoved the barrel of my rifle under his helmet. I fired until he vanished.

I sat down on the hard ground.

“Fuck,” I groaned. My heart was racing.

“You okay?” Iris asked, kneeling by me. I nodded.

Bethany shouted “Clear,” after checking the last bit of the cave.

“I don’t love getting attacked by goblins,” I said. Everyone laughed, letting the tension out.

“Beats the terror tigers,” Bethany said. “Those things are nightmares. Literally. I used to have nightmares about clowns or homework. Now it’s exclusively those creatures.”

“We’ll be getting a lot more nightmare fuel before all this is done,” I said.

“Should we head back to the cave and rest?” Iris asked.

Her hand hadn’t left my arm since she kneeled. I could hear the concern in her voice.

“I’m okay, Iris. And I have a better idea,” I said. “Pete, you want to dig some more?”

“Hell yeah, brother.”

My heart rate returned to normal and I got back to my feet. Pete summoned his shovel and we headed back to the entrance.

“This place is so much better,” Pete laughed. “We’ve got that curve for defense, and while it slopes down, there’s a flat area for sleeping at the bottom. Plus I have some other fun ideas like - “

“Trees!” Bethany shouted, raising her gun. Before she could fire a blast caught her and spun her around.

More shots rang out from the woods. We lunged for the walls, getting a small measure of cover.

“Surrender, and we’ll make this quick,” a voice yelled. “We get bonus experience if you surrender before we execute you.”

I spotted the speaker. One of the Mizarians had a long-bladed sword pointed at me. It glowed.

My gun was still in my inventory, and I knew I couldn’t pull it out in time to fire.

“Uh, how about you surrender, and then we call it a day,” I shouted back. “No need to kill each other.”

“Bah,” the woman said, spitting on the ground.

She had bright blue skin, dark eyes, and black hair. She also had three massive breasts somehow packed into her uniform. I’d be turned on if I wasn’t fearing for my life. “The other human said the same thing, and then killed Xaxarax. Your species may be a higher tier, but you have no honor.”

Bethany groaned on the floor, blood leaking from a wound in her side.

“Your friend's suffering helps no one,” the woman called.

“One o’clock,” I whispered to Iris, the only one of us with a gun still out. “Pete, toss me your shovel.”

He nodded and did.

I jumped up and caught it, swinging it around. The glowing sword flashed, and a sword shaped energy projectile shot towards me. I rolled out of the way and it splashed against the wall.

Iris understood what I had wanted, and rose. Three quick shots and the woman exploded. We all ducked back as more energy sword blasts tore through the cave.

Pete and I both pulled out our guns.

“See any others?” I asked. I’d been distracted.

“Noon, behind a tree with a weird branch, and then I think a bush to the left of that.” Pete said.

“You can still surrender, if you want,” I called out.

“Eat shit, Earthling.” A sword crashed into the wall just above my head. The rocks were providing some cover, but soon the aliens would figure out they could just blow up the rocks and then kill us.

“I got the bush, you two get the one behind the tree.”

I rolled out and fired along the ground on full auto. There were two bushes, so I destroyed one, reloaded, and destroyed the other. My reflexes made it quick. I felt like my hands were practically a blur. An explosion came from the second bush.

Iris and Pete got the other.

“Anyone else out there want to surrender?” I called. No response.

“They said someone else died already,” Iris said. “I think we got all three.”

It didn’t matter whether we did or not, Bethany looked dangerously close to death. A huge pool of blood and spread out, trickling towards the back of the cave.

The needle of my Quick Heal plunged into her leg. She sighed as the healing medicine started working. Her wound closed up, but the sharpshooter was still unconscious.

“Help me get her around the corner,” I told Pete. To Iris, I said, “Keep a lookout.”

We moved our sharpshooter out of sight of the woods, and made her as comfortable as we could on the rough ground.

“Pete, let’s make that cover first.” He nodded, summoning his shovel back to his hands.

“I’ll cover you,” Iris said, following him forward.

My canteen appeared in my hands when I called, and I took a long swig of water.

“Carter?” Bethany’s faint voice was barely a whisper. I sat next to her.

“It’s okay, you’re healing,” I said. “Drink some water, you lost a lot of blood.” I held the canteens to her lips and she sipped a little.

“I feel like hell,” she said, wincing as she tried to sit up.

“Those Mizarians basically shoot swords. I think they got you through the stomach. I used my Quick Heal, though, so you should keep feeling better.”

“Feels about right. Pete? Iris?” She glanced around, not seeing them.

“They’re fine. They’re covering the entrance.”

“Good. Smart. You saved my life.”

“I don’t know about that. If you hadn’t called it out we would all be dead right now.”

She shook her head, and sat up.

“No, this whole time. Without you, I’d have been one of those groups that fell earlier, or stuck being someone like Spencer’s hit woman. You made our team great.”

I didn’t know how to take her kind words. She normally was so taciturn. Before I could say anything, Bethany leaned forward, put her hand around my head, and pulled me in for a kiss.

Her lips were chapped and rough. She kissed like she fought, direct and with strength. As quickly as it started, she pulled away, her cheeks turning red.

“Wow,” I whispered.

“Really, thank you,” she said.

“I’m with Iris,” I said.

“She told me she gave you permission to … How did she put it? See what was out there.”

My face must have looked as surprised as I felt.

“What? Girls talk.”

“I can’t imagine you doing ‘girl talk.’” She slapped my arm.

“Anyway, that’s all you’re getting right now. You need to stay focused if we’re going to keep surviving.” She laid back down, a smile on her face. “Thanks, Carter.”

I walked away, not sure how to take the whole experience. The cute Japanese girl scared me because she was such a fierce fighter. But I couldn’t deny she was also pretty attractive, with a figure I’d caught myself checking out at various times. I wasn’t going to do anything now. Despite what Iris said, I’m sure she didn’t mean hooking up with the rest of the squad while we fought for our lives.

Pete’s controller dinged as I walked back up.

“Aw, hell yeah,” he said.

I checked mine. Apparently killing the aliens had leveled me up. I threw my points in Aiming, Stamina, and Magic. I glanced down at my Character Sheet to see where I’d ended up. I was making some serious progress. My Aiming was now as good as anyone alive on Earth. Not too bad.

Now I just needed to get everything higher.
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Chapter Twenty-One

After he finished the defenses, Pete shared his next great idea.

“I want to make an escape route.”

The rest of the squad gave him blank stares.

“Come on, we are basically trapped in here if anything bad comes up. I’ll dig a tunnel out the back. I’ll leave my shovel leaning against the last few feet. If things get bad, whoever is here can sneak out and either run away or get behind our attackers.”

“Do you just want to level up from digging some more?” I asked, skeptical of his true intentions.

“Yeah, obviously, man, keep up,” Pete laughed. “But there’s also no reason not to.”

“It’s a good idea,” I agreed. “We only have a little food and wood. We need blankets too.” If we wanted to last as long as possible, this cave probably wouldn’t keep us warm enough for too long without a lot of work.

“Then we split up. You three go. I’ll dig my tunnel, and if I hear anyone coming, I’ll hide. Sound echoes down here like crazy.”

“And if something happens to us out there?” My friend was not equipped to handle being on his own, and as much as I liked him, I knew it.

“I’ll probably die,” he said. “That’s fine, dude. It’ll suck, but you guys need to survive.”

“I think hell froze over,” Bethany said. “Pete’s making sense.” Even Iris laughed at that.

So that was the plan. He’d stay back and dig an escape tunnel, and we’d scout for more food and other supplies. I wished him luck and we headed out.

I led the way, with Iris and Bethany following. Bethany was our best shot, especially with her scope. And Iris could keep her protected while she finished off any dangers that hopefully focused on me.

We kept to the cliffs, hoping to find another cave, since they seemed to always at least have food we could take.

We found something better: a trail up them. A half hour hike and we were above the trees, able to see the whole region. The mountains ringed the whole area, mostly impassable. Forest, rivers, and open fields stretch to the horizon. The training camp was nowhere in sight. As far as I knew, we were on the other side of the planet from the training camp.

From our new vantage point we could see another outcropping about ten miles away. The cliffs we were on had a few sparse trees and rocks, but this one had buildings.

“Now that’s shelter,” I whispered.

“But anyone can see it,” Bethany said. She’d taken one look, and then kept scanning the forest.

Iris spoke up. “There might be beds. Or more food than deer meat.”

I nodded. “But it’s too far for us to make it there before nightfall, especially if it comes earlier. Let’s scout this area, but keep it in mind for tomorrow.”

“Look,” Bethany said.

In fields about two miles away, we could see small flashes.

“Can you tell who it is?”

She peered through her scope.

“No. But I think it’s just one squad fighting a monster. I can’t even tell if it’s human or not.”

We’d been gone about an hour, and the fight reminded me our squad mate was alone in a dangerous world.

“Let’s continue hunting.”

We headed back down, and managed to surprise a group of goblins foraging around the cliffs. Only the two armored members survived our first volley, and they both went down quickly after that.

A piece of paper floated to the ground. Iris picked it up. “Wood x 2.”

It was a start, at least.

We circled back around, making a wide loop. Three more patrols fell to our skills, although none dropped anything else.

Our biggest scare was when we found a small river. We didn’t want to risk crossing the strong flow, maybe twenty feet wide and at least waist deep. But I climbed up to see if anything interesting was on the far side for our exploration the next day.

From above, I noticed a rock in the river start moving.

“Look out,” I called, pointing.

Iris spotted it first, and started shooting and running. Bethany joined in, moving sideways so the creature would need to choose a target.

I couldn’t see what it was, but it was freaking them both out. But when it lunged out of the river, I knew why. It was a smaller death croc.

The other was massive, bigger than an SUV. This guy was the size of a medium-sized dog, except ten feet long.

Shots pinged off its thick, armor-like hide. It hissed in pain when bolts landed, but moved steadily forward. The croc decided to chase Iris. I couldn’t allow that to happen. When it ran under my tree, I dropped onto it, crunching down on its back. It roared and snapped, but couldn’t get to me.

Most of its armor must have been on its back because nothing I did hurt it. I even tried smashing it with my fist, hoping my Chain of Damage might help, but if it did, I couldn’t tell.

It reared back, trying to snap at me over its shoulder.

“Carter, you idiot! What are you doing?” I heard my girlfriend yell at me. As if I had a good answer besides ‘something stupid.’

Luckily for me, the calm and collected killer of our squad circled around. Bethany fired a burst shot into the creature's mouth and it screamed in pain. The death croc bucked and tossed me into a nearby tree, knocking the wind out of me. My gun bounced off into the nearest bush.

I summoned it back, but I didn’t need to.

The croc rushed directly at Bethany with a loud roar. She stood still and fired a full clip down its throat. It exploded.

“Geez,” I said, rubbing the back of my head.

“Eighteen shots down its throat.” Bethany said. “On top of at least twice that many outside. We should avoid fighting these without more power. I do not think we could kill the large one.”

“I don’t want to find out, that’s for sure,” Iris said. “Now, Carter, what the hell is wrong with you?”

“Lots,” I said. “But mainly I wasn’t going to let it get you.”

She rolled her eyes. “I can outrun it. Did you see how slow it moved? And I’ve got these shoes.” She lifted a foot so I could see the sneakers.

Iris raised a good point. Although I remembered crocs and gators on Earth could sprint and chase quickly, so it wasn’t a guarantee it wouldn’t have turned on the gas if she ran. But I kept that to myself.

“Neat,” Bethany said, picking up a piece of paper.

“What’s that?”

“A blanket.”

We all looked at the damage done from the fight. We’d barely survived, and definitely wouldn’t guarantee a win in the future. And all that for just one blanket.

∆∆∆

The rest of our trip back was uneventful, thankfully. The sun had started to set, and we made it right before it really started to get dark.

“You lived!” Pete shouted as we walked up. Then he shared his own good news, “I leveled up a couple more times. And now we have an escape hatch.”

We filled him in on what we’d learned. “We should definitely head there at some point. This cave is nice, but the biggest issue is keeping it warm. I don’t think it's worth even lighting a fire tonight unless we’d freeze otherwise. We’d just get smoke and a little warmth and waste all the wood.”

“Let’s cook our food, though,” I said. “Who knows how long it will last.”

So we did, eating some of the venison we’d found. The leftovers from our inventory still looked safe. We kept those for breakfast. Whatever strange magic made the inventory work kept the food from going bad.

I let Pete handle the food preparation. He was excited, hoping it might open up even more doors. The venison cooked like normal meat, and we made sure to cook it very well done. Who knew what tricks the Game had for us if we didn’t.

The second night was already colder than the first. We weren’t worried yet about the temperature, but we knew we’d need more bedding or something hot soon.

I took the first watch, letting all three get an hour of sleep before we shifted to our two on, two off rotation.

I wanted a bit of time to think about how we’d make it through this. I wanted to win the tutorial, and that meant surviving the whole two weeks. Even if that was impossible, if we acted like we could, we’d make it a lot further.

In the distance I could hear energy blasts, and occasional flickers of light above the woods. My outdoors skills were basically nil, so I had no idea how far away the noises were, but it felt far. I had a hunch that the Game might be amplifying the noises to get us to find each other. It wouldn’t be the first time it made it easier for us to die.

The Mizarians’ anger and mention of human betrayal had put me on edge. I knew Spencer had to be behind it. He’d used and abused his own Delphinian allies, to the point that the squad hadn’t made it through the arena. I knew that C.J. would absolutely throw down, but I couldn’t see her trying to trick someone unless it was her only option. She’d much rather just fight fair and win fair.

But either way, some human squad was out there doing damage. Hopefully they wouldn’t hurt Nillin. We’d built a bond, and I hoped we could continue forging our own personal alliance out in the game, if we ever managed to run into each other again. A betrayal from another human might put a damper on that.

Those thoughts and more raced through my head during my guard duty. I killed a goblin patrol and a lone terror tiger as well. I heard a large movement in the distance and kept still. I assumed it was the full-grown death croc, but I absolutely did not want to confirm it. Anything making that much noise at night needed to stay away from me.

Unfortunately, that was not meant to be.

Pete joined me for the next hour, and then I swapped for Iris. The schedule had shifted so we weren’t always the same two on or off. My hope had been that it would keep us more alert.

We didn’t get a chance to test it. During Iris and Pete’s shift, everything went to shit.

I woke to firing and screaming. Bethany and I both leapt to our feet, guns already out. We rounded the corner of the cave to find the giant death croc snapping its teeth, snarling. Its bone plated armor was black and glistening. The teeth were all bigger than Nillin’s dagger.

Pete and Iris had backed up and were firing constantly, shots burning into its mouth and throat.

It didn’t even seem phased.

The wall we had built had slowed it, and pinned its front legs against its chest, so the frightening beast couldn’t come forward. The wall wouldn’t hold for long. The pressure the croc put on with its back legs was causing the top to crumble.

“A minute, maybe two,” Pete said, when I asked him how long it would hold. “If we’re lucky.”

We all kept firing, but even dozens of shots into its gullet did nothing except make it mad.

Pete grabbed me. “This is what the escape hatch is for. Carter, you’re the strongest, go dig it out,” Pete said.

“But…”

“No, we need speed, buddy. You’re the best. You have to save us,” Pete cut me off.

I nodded. It wasn’t the time to argue.

Sprinting back down the cave I dove into the tunnel he’d carved. It was only three feet tall, so I crawled as quickly as I could. At the end Pete’s trusty shovel was leaning against the wall. I grabbed it and started digging.

It cut through the dirt and small rocks easily. I didn’t have time to clean out what was falling so I just pushed it down and hammered back at the wall.

“Is it working?” I heard Iris behind me. Fear tinged her voice.

Angry roars echoed and drowned out my answer.

“Yeah,” I said when it quieted down. I could still hear gunshots.

A pinprick of light appeared on the wall, and I increased my speed. Eventually a big chunk fell off. I pushed forward and made a gap we could squeeze through.

“It’s clear!” I shouted. I shouldered my way through the hole, breaking more off. Iris followed right behind and I dragged her out.

Bethany entered the end of the tunnel, crawling quickly.

My hand reached deep and grabbed her, speeding her exit.

“Where’s Pete?” We all peered down the tunnel.

The end of the creature was sticking out of the hole forty yards away. It was even more heavily armored here than on its front.

I yelled down the tunnel, “Run, Pete. We’re all out!”

A moment later, his faint voice echoed back up.

“I won’t have time. It’s about to break free. If it backs up, we’ll all be toast. Take care of those girls, brother. I’ll see you on the other side.”

“No!” I screamed.

I started back into the hole, when a crash drew out attention to the main entrance. The wall had fallen and the death croc thrashed further in.

“We have to run,” Bethany said. “He’s doing this so we can get away.”

“Fuck,” I whispered.

Iris took my hand. “Come on,” she said softly.

The three of us turned and ran.

The shooting stopped before we were out of ear shot, and Pete’s shovel vanished out of my hand at the same time.

My friend was gone.

∆∆∆

We ran through the cold night, not sure where to go in the darkness. The girls were both crying, and I had tears in my eyes.

Eventually we came to a stop. I didn’t want us to get lost in the dark. If we ran too far, we’d be totally lost until morning.

After a lot of hunting around, we found our way back to the path up the cliffs. There wasn’t any shelter, but we could see anything coming, and the trail up was too small for even the baby death crocs to get up.

The temperature had dropped again, probably in the low fifties. Not deadly yet, but getting dangerously low. With the bigger sight lines, we slept two at a time, curled under the blanket.

And like that we passed a fitful night, shaken by the loss of our friend.


Chapter Twenty-Two

289:42:44 remaining

The morning came, but the temperature didn’t. My ragged uniform was already full of holes. It wouldn’t offer much warmth going forward. Bethany and Iris weren’t in any better shape. We’d need to find some clothes drops at some point. Hopefully they existed.

Our plan was to make it to the buildings on the cliff. A ragged canyon was visible about a mile from us, and we knew we’d have to go back down into the forest to get around it.

We ate our leftovers in silence, trying to figure out the best way forward.

“You okay?” Iris asked me, as we were getting ready to leave.

“Yeah,” I said. “I know he’s still alive somewhere out there. Just going to miss his dumb jokes.”

“He was a good guy,” Iris agreed.

“Maybe he’ll get assigned wherever Cynthia is,” Bethany chimed in.

“You’ll find him again,” Iris said.

“How can you be sure?”

“Because I know you won’t rest until you do,” she said. Her lips curled in a sad smile. She patted my arm. “If anyone can find us after this, it’s you, Carter.”

“Let’s hope so.” I was ready to leave.

We kept our guns out, moving cautiously. The leaves had started falling, making it very difficult to walk silently. Our crunching feet made my back tense. We’d be heard long before we saw anyone.

The Game had changed some too. The goblin patrols still existed. Now they were three armored big guys and one with a longbow. If Bethany wasn’t already a brutal sniper we’d be in for some real danger, but she could generally out shoot their guy and then we’d take out the three big boys.

We continued to hear energy blasts and explosions in the distance. Others were fighting for their lives just like we were. It gave me hope that my other friends might still be around.

The shelter we wanted turned out to require crossing a river we couldn’t see from up above. It was twenty feet across, but it had cut a deep ravine through the area, so we couldn’t just wade across it.

The water rushed by quickly, almost like rapids. My best guess was that it was shallow, and if we tried to jump in we’d end up injured or worse. We followed it for an hour away from the cliffs, but the ravine didn’t improve.

“I don’t think we’re going to find a bridge,” Bethany said, frustrated with the hike. We’d been attacked three times by patrols, and it mainly fell on her shoulders to keep us safe.

“Maybe we should head back to the cave,” Iris said. “That first cave was smaller, and the death croc couldn’t get in. Probably.”

I shook my head. “No, there’s barely any food out there, and we haven’t seen anything today. We either need to find another goblin camp or get to those buildings. Warmth or food. And neither are behind us.”

My girlfriend didn’t fight me on it. I think she knew that I was right, she was just trying to brainstorm.

Now it was my turn.

“I’m going to suggest something crazy. Let’s jump it.”

“What?” Bethany and Iris asked at the same time, disbelief and annoyance in equal measure.

“We’re stronger and faster than we’ve ever been. It’s maybe fifteen or twenty feet across here. I think we can run and jump that easily.”

“That’s not easy,” Iris said. “I tried long jumping, and it’s a lot harder than it looks. College level athletes might hit twenty, twenty-one feet if they are good.”

“And we’ve got magic computer powers that let us do almost impossible things. Bethany got stabbed with a flying sword yesterday and she’s all better. But sure, why don’t we mark off how far it is and give it a try on land.”

“Fine,” Iris said, rolling her eyes. “Just doubt the track expert.”

I dug a line in the dirt with my boot. I took seven big steps and drew another line.

“Look about right, expert?” I asked. She stuck her tongue out at me.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s probably twenty feet or so. Maybe a bit more since you have a big stride.”

“Okay, show us how it’s done,” I said, gesturing to the area.

“Me?”

“If you can’t do it, we definitely can’t,” I said.

Iris shrugged and stored her gun in her inventory. The athlete stretched out. She eyed the two lines carefully, and then jogged a few dozen yards away. I watched her take a deep breath, her chest rising and falling slowly.

Then she started running.

It was a thing of beauty. I’d never seen her truly run. At camp, she jogged long distances with us, even did sprints. But this was her going all out. Her legs slammed the ground and her arms swung back and forth in controlled motions.

She reached the line and threw herself into the air.

Her legs kept working as she flew across my vision.

BAM!

She smacked into a tree branch right above the finish line and crashed to the ground.

“Iris!” I shouted, running to her. She coughed and rolled to her knees.

“I’m fine. I’m fine. Just got the wind knocked out of me by that branch,” she said. “Stupid branch.”

“Are you sure?” I rubbed her back. She gave me a thumbs up, still sucking in air.

“You made it with room to spare,” Bethany said.

“What? I landed short of it.”

Bethany shook her head. “No, you hit a branch two feet above Carter’s head right at the line. You probably would have gone five or six more feet, easy.” She had a good point.

I grabbed the offending branch and snapped it off. It exploded in my hands.

“My turn!”

My attempt was almost as successful as Iris’s. While I didn’t hit the branch, I also didn’t land well and crashed. But I did it past the line. When I had cleaned myself off, I shouted, “We can do this!”

Bethany shushed me, although she grinned. Her jump didn’t quite make it, but she only missed by a foot.

“Great. So we find a narrow section and jump there. We can all do this.”

Iris begrudgingly agreed. Bethany, however, hesitated. “Maybe we should hunt for a camp,” she said.

“If it’s this hard to get across, we’ll be safe from other squads, maybe the whole time,” I said. “That’s worth something, right?”

“They can jump too,” Bethany pointed out.

“Right, but why would they? We’ve got a goal, but you can’t see the buildings from here.”

“Fine. But if I die I’m finding you out there and kicking you in the nuts,” she growled.

“Deal,” I said, chuckling.

Half a mile down from our spot, we found a small outcropping. It poked out over the river an extra three feet, and the whole section itself was narrow. Iris pegged it as maybe sixteen feet total. Well within all of our abilities.

“A high schooler could do that with a bit of training,” she said.

She went first, easily clearing the gap. She landed and rolled, pulling her gun out and scanning the forest.

“It’s clear,” she called back.

“You or me?” I asked the sniper.

“You.” She nodded. “Just to be safe.”

I rolled my eyes. I backed up for a long-running start. As I ran I heard something in the distance in the woods. My brain didn’t process it until I was flying through the air above the water.

The death croc had found us.

“Shit!” I shouted, landing hard in a roll.

“Bethany! Now!”

“What?” she called back.

“Death Croc!” I shouted.

“Fuuuuck,” she said. She turned to get a running start, but now we could see the creature breaking down trees as it headed towards us.

Bethany couldn’t get the big lead we had.

“Just do it!” I yelled at her.

Her gun clattered to the ground as she threw it to the side. Her short legs took three steps before she launched into the air.

Instantly I knew she wouldn’t make it. I lunged, sticking my arms out. I saw the fear in her eyes, but she reacted quickly and locked her hand around my wrist. Her improved Reflexes saved her life.

She slammed violently into the cliff. My arm ached, hanging off the ledge. I couldn’t have held her up long before this, but I knew my increased Strength would work for a while.

Rocks dug into my stomach. I looked up, and saw the snarling maw of the death croc. It tried to stop - I guess it couldn’t jump. The croc couldn’t stop in time, and slid forward. It toppled off the edge of the ravine, snapping up at Bethany. I hauled her up and the jaws closed inches from her feet.

It gave a strangled roar as it fell down into the river with a splash.

The drop was only thirty feet here, so it didn’t die.

“Uh, do you think it can get back out?” Iris asked.

“I don’t want to find out.” I finished hauling Bethany up.

Water dripped off her soaked clothes as the uniform clung to her curves. The thrashing and splashing of the death croc had nailed her.

“Run,” I said.

Once again we ran.

The roars of the death croc followed us for a mile, before finally ceasing.

“Well, that sucked!” Bethany hissed at me once we came to a stop.

“You didn’t die,” I said, trying to break the tension. She glared at me.

“The day is still young,” a voice chimed from behind me. I turned to see a long pistol aiming at my head. I tilted my head slightly to the side and saw the wielder.

“Heral?” The green woman had gotten the drop on us. “I’m so glad to see you!”

“Right,” she said, “We can’t trust you.”

I raised my hands slowly. Iris and Bethany followed my lead.

“For real, you’re as much a part of our team as we are. I’m happy you’re alive. Where’s Nillin and the others?”

“Making sure you don’t do anything stupid.”

Yia stepped out from behind a tree aiming at us. We’d walked into an ambush. Nillin followed her, gun also drawn, but pointed down.

“Thank god. You’re okay.” I looked around for the last member of their squad. “Ploa?”

Nillin frowned. “A terror tiger got her during the night. Pete?” Yia turned to scan the woods for him.

“Something else killed him last night.” I said, sadness still in my voice. “Sorry about Ploa.”

I looked around at where they’d come from, confused. “How did you get here, anyway? We had to jump a crazy ravine.”

“There was a bridge, like a mile that way,” Nillin pointed.

Bethany grumbled under her breath. I couldn’t hear what she said, but I knew I’d be paying for it later.

“We should just kill them and move on,” Yia said.

“I don’t think that’s a great idea,” I said. “There’s no rule that we have to kill each other. Obviously, it would help you a little, maybe a level or two. But think what the six of us together could do. We can take on so much more.”

Yia bared her teeth at me and hissed, her antennae curling forward. Nillin, though, considered the idea. Her antennae wobbled back and forth.

“Our people are allies out there, Nillin. And we can be allies here, too. Either way, whatever you choose, I promise to consider you a friend if we meet again. This is a brutal tutorial so I won’t blame you for making a hard choice.”

“I might,” Bethany said.

“Heral?” Nillin asked her other squad mate.

“Killing them doesn’t really appeal to me,” Heral said. “Plus, the short one out shot me the last time we worked together. I’d like to redeem myself.”

“Good luck,” Bethany snorted. “And who are you calling short, pipsqueak?” They were both around the same height.

“Okay, maybe we just kill Bethany,” Heral said, a laugh in her voice.

“Nillin, what do you have to lose?” I lowered one hand and held it out to her.

She stared at it. Her gaze lingered, and I could see the wheels turning in her head. She stepped forward and took my hand. Her soft skin felt warm and firm against my palm. We shook. Both our controllers dinged.

“I don’t think I could have done it, anyway,” Nillin admitted, relief on her face.

“Would have been easy for me,” Yia growled.

“Okay, we get it, you’re a hard ass,” Iris teased.

While the girls teased each other, I checked my Controller. I’d leveled up. I closed it, figuring I’d add them in later when I could think about it.

“I guess I got some points for diplomacy,” I said.

“Great, we’re a team. Now what,” Yia spat, clearly grumpy at the change of plans.

“We saw some buildings up on the cliff side. Not exactly sure where in these deep woods, but we’re angling for that.” I continued to explain the layout of the area.

“That sounds good to me,” Nillin chimed in.

Even Yia managed to show some appreciation at what we’d discovered. “Not bad,” she grunted.

Our merged squad set off through the woods. My best guess was we were still almost ten miles from the structures. The long detour around the river had put us deeper into the woods. We could cut back to the cliffs, but I worried we’d add a lot of time to our travel. Nillin agreed. So, like the crow, we cut as straight a path as we could.

Cold winds blew through the trees, shaking leaves down on top of us. The noise kept us on edge. We had to rely on our sight to spot dangers. One small perk was that the purple goblins apparently stayed on the other side of the river.

That didn’t mean we were safe. A loud whirring noise, an engine spinning but with a slight musical undertone, broke through the wind. A shadow passed overhead, and we drew our guns.

I could see shining metal in the sky, and then a flash of green fifty yards ahead. We took cover, and saw that a large group of the little green men from the simulations had appeared before us.

“It was a goddamn flying saucer,” I whispered.

The group of aliens was straight out of our training. Eight normal soldiers, two snipers, and two big guys. We didn’t even plan, we just cut them down. Two pieces of paper fluttered down from their explosions.

One said, “Blanket x1.” The other said, “Sxaxa Pack x 4.”

“Sxaxa pack?” I said. “That mean anything to you?” I handed the paper to Nillin.

“Oh man,” she said. “Sxaxa packs! That’s from our planet. Those are full meals. One pack can keep a soldier on their feet for a whole day. We used to keep a stash at home for emergencies.”

“You keep that, then. We also got a blanket.”

“Nice!” Nillin said. “We found a sleeping bag yesterday, but that’s it.”

We froze as another whirring came, this one more distant.

“They’re dropping more of them a half mile that way,” Bethany said.

“Let’s hunt,” I said.

So we did. The six of us worked well. Heral and Bethany continued serving as snipers. Nillin and I were cautiously on the front lines. We were the most formidable of the squad, between her knife and my armor. Iris and Yia filled in wherever we needed help.

We caught three more landing parties in the next hour. Only one even got shots off at us. At the end, our haul was pretty solid: Two blankets, four deer steaks, three units of wood, another lighter, and a light jacket.

The hunting had drawn us off course, though. Judging by the sun, I doubted we could reach the shelter by nightfall.

A solution presented itself. A massive tree, an oak with plenty of twisting branches, loomed up on a small hill.

I pointed it out to the squad.

“You want us up there?” Yia asked, skeptical.

“There’s no guarantee we can find a cave before it gets too dark. Here we can get twenty feet off the ground. Anything coming by will make noise in the leaves, and there’s no neighboring trees for things to crawl out of.”

“We haven’t seen anything flying,” Bethany pointed out.

“Same here,” Heral agreed.

Everybody grumbled, but they all agreed.

We made a small fire beneath the tree, and cooked our steaks. We shared them out with both squads, and had one leftover for the next morning.

The branches could only support one person each, so we spread out high. I took the bottom. My watch lasted a few hours longer than I’d said it would, but I wasn’t tired. I couldn’t sleep even if I wanted to.

I was not going to let another roaming monster kill one of my friends again.


Chapter Twenty-Three

264:11:59

Nothing bothered us during the night. But the cold… the cold continued making itself known. We’d pushed our luck in the tree. At the rate the temperature kept dropping I didn’t think we’d get lucky another night. Without fire or walls, we were going to be freezing.

After eating a few bites of leftover meat, we started trudging through the terrible trees. Aliens got dropped around us, but rarely close enough for worry.

We had to kill one group. They’d gotten stronger, now with a rocket launcher and two more armored guys. If we messed up, we could easily lose a member or two.

Two hours later, we found the cliff. The buildings were visible a mile to our east, but we couldn’t find a way up. Climbing wasn’t an option, as the cliff face was too smooth.

We searched around, and finally found the stairs up. They’d been carved into the cliffs directly under the buildings, doubling back and forth.

Unfortunately, the base of the stairs was surrounded by guards. Twenty aliens, including a few snipers, had dug in defensive positions. They’d stacked rocks in waist-high walls in multiple lines of defense.

We observed from a distance. The aliens moved around without any set patterns.

“Heral and I can take the snipers,” Bethany offered. “But there’s not enough cover. We need to hit them hard.”

“And if there are these creatures up in the buildings?” Nillin asked.

“All the caves had residents,” I said. “Let’s expect to find something dangerous up there. We have to clear them, I think. The shelter is the reward.”

The whirring kicked up, and two flying saucers exited a large opening in the caves near the buildings. We all ducked down, hiding as best we could. One circled, and dropped four more soldiers into the defenders before flying off with the other.

“Well, shit,” I said. “The longer we wait, the stronger they get.” After that, no one debated what we had to do, and we made a plan.

So that’s how I found myself with Nillin, inching along the bottom of the cliffs. An outcropping blocked most of our approach, but only if we stayed flush with the rough rock surface. It was hard work, and my uniform got even more ripped as we slid along the cliff.

“How long do you intend to last, Carter?” Nillin needed a break, and we drank some water. We had about a hundred yards more scraping to do.

“I want to make it to the end,” I grinned. “Even if it is impossible.”

“The Game, or whoever runs it, doesn’t make anything impossible,” Nillin said. “But I haven’t heard of anyone surviving. Maybe the final lesson is that we all eventually die.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But either way, I’m going to see how far I can go. And I’ll take all of you ladies with me.”

“You do have quite the impressive team now,” she said.

Her antennae wiggled at me, a gesture I had figured out was teasing.

“We do,” I said. “You’re the leader with me. And while I’m sure we’re not the first people to try teaming up in here, there’s a reason I think it might work this time.”

“Why’s that?” Nillin asked, putting away her canteen. We continued walking along the cliffs. I dropped my voice down to a whisper.

“Because we trust each other. I trust you, anyway. You could have killed us when you found us, and you didn’t. And you know I already risked my life for you once. So I hope the feeling is mutual. ‘Cause we’re going to take the galaxy by storm when we get out there.” Nillin’s face cracked open into the biggest smile I’d ever seen from her.

“Now, get ready.”

We reached the final outcrop. Twenty feet past these rocks the defensive positions started. The plan was to rush the side and pray that Heral and Bethany could kill enough to keep us safe.

Not the best plan, but if I couldn’t trust my squad now, I wouldn’t be able to trust them in a week when it was even harder.

I burst out with a scream, firing at the nearest enemy. My shots ricocheted off armor. Two big guys had joined in the time it took us to circle around. That sucked.

Nillin let out a musical trill and dove at the armored guy. She shoved her dagger into his eye guard, and he popped. The second one exploded from a shot from our snipers.

I shook off my surprise and pushed forward. The aliens mostly had no cover from our angle, and we let them up. Any that ran or shifted got hit by our backup.

One surprised me, tackling me to the ground. We rolled my gun pinned to my chest. The little green man flailed, occasionally striking me. But it didn’t really hurt. I finally got a hand free and gripped its neck.

It struggled, and then quickly turned blue and exploded.

I laid back, forgetting for a moment I was in a hot zone. Once I caught my breath, I crouched, scanning the remaining defenses. Two snipers had still kept their heads. They were trapped in the far back, on the other side of the stairs from us.

With a roar, Yia dropped from a nearby tree right in the middle of them. She fired quickly, and at close range, only needed two shots to finish them off.

With that, we’d taken the stairs. Bethany and Heral checked out the top, but if they knew about the attack, no one up there had reacted.

All of our controllers dinged at the same time. We took a moment to level up, and I realized I’d forgotten about my previous level from our diplomatic moment. I had six points to spend. I dropped two points into Aiming, and then one each into Strength, Stamina, Magic, and Recovery. We were shooting a lot, and I’d been neglecting the Aiming skill.

“We should hurry,” Yia said, interrupting our stat assignment. “Anything above might be alerted to our presence. They could be preparing an ambush.”

“Good thinking, Yia,” I said, giving her a thumbs up. She was the least enthusiastic member of our alliance and I wanted to make her feel included.

I waved for her to follow me and started up the stairs. I felt exposed. Anyone above could pop over the edge and shoot down at us. And anything, or anyone, in the forest had an easy shot at us.

So far the Game’s monsters hadn’t been that coordinated, but that would definitely be one way to make things harder. Those twenty aliens we’d just run roughshod over could have been really dangerous with a bit of planning.

This time, though, nothing happened.

The top of the steps were clear, and I crawled up the last few and peered over the edge. The buildings were a small village. Three houses, one building that looked like a schoolhouse, and another that might have been a church. The whole thing screamed 1960s western. Painted and wooden, cheap structures. And easily fifty aliens milled about.

They were the little green men. I could see two armored big boys near the school. Otherwise, they might all be normal soldiers. Without their guns, it could be hard to tell if they were snipers, rocketeers, or cannon fodder. Either way, fifty would be difficult, even with the element of surprise.

And I had to assume more were in the buildings.

Yia inched forward and joined me.

“That’s not good,” she whispered.

“Understatement of the year,” I replied. She grinned. I wanted to keep her happy, so I asked her for advice. “What would you do?”

The ground near the stairs was barren. The nearest cover was the house about thirty feet from the edge. We’d be totally exposed running for it. I didn’t see any better solutions. We could shoot from the stairs, but there would be terrible cover if they got any sort of height.

“Hmmm,” Yia thought out loud, “Rush the building on the side. Boost Heral and Bethany to the roof, then the rest of us try and sweep the buildings.” Her plan matched my best idea.

“Good idea,” I said. “Tell the others.”

I decided to go last, as my dog tag armor would give me the most protection. I lined up my rifle, choosing the targets that might be firing at us when we jumped out.

Bethany and Heral went first. Yia followed. When Iris rose to run, a loose rock slipped and went tumbling down the stairs. A few eyes turned towards us, and our cover was blown.

“Go!” I hissed.

I shot the closest alien, killing him instantly. One turned and ran, and three others close by pulled their guns. They only got off a shot or two before I took them down. Nillin ran next. I covered her until she was mostly safe, and then I started running.

The alien who had run confused me. I’d lost him in the crowd, but then I noticed him break free near the school house. I shot someone closer. I hesitated to get behind the house, ducking a shot that flew wide.

An alarm sounded, and an iron door I hadn’t noticed on the front of the school swung open.

Terror tigers poured out.

“Oh, shit!”

I sprinted the remaining distance and found my squad. Heral and Bethany were just getting onto the roof.

“Terror tigers. They have terror tigers,” I panted.

Yia immediately went to the far corner and fired.

“They’re coming,” she said.

“Same plan,” I shouted. “Clear that building.” The terror tigers didn’t change much - we were just in more trouble if we stayed still. They were a lot faster and deadlier than the little green aliens.

I heard Bethany and Heral start shooting. We ran to the back of the next building, firing into the crowd forming on the street.

The next building was the one I thought was a church. It had a door on the back that I shouldered open.

I slid to a stop, eye to eye with a rocket.

“Fuck!”

I ducked and it fired. I could feel the heat as it accelerated past me and out the door. I shoved the barrel of my gun into the rocket boy’s stomach and fired until he vanished. At times like that, I wished I had the bayonet.

Outside of the alien I had just killed, the room was empty. The back room was a small office. An empty, dusty desk, a bookshelf, and a lamp were all that was left. On the opposite wall was a door, which swung open as two soldiers tried to get in at the same time.

Two shots and they were gone. I pushed forward into the next room. My squad followed.

This room took up the majority of the building. It was forty feet across in both directions. Pews formed concentric squares in the middle of the room with small aisles in between. I didn’t have any more time to look because the room also had five aliens, including an armored one, towering over the others.

The pews provided good cover as I dove to the ground. My squad took care of a couple. I rolled to my feet and sighted down the armored alien. He roared and charged. It took most of a clip to land a headshot, but he vanished when I did. I’d caught him at the last second before his metal club would have splatted Yia.

That had been close. She gave me a thumbs up.

A terror tiger crashed through the door.

“I got it!” Iris yelled, leaping over a pew and firing at it. She managed to land a few solid hits and it died.

“Nice, Iris,” I said. “Grab that pew!”

We got opposite sides of the pew nearest the door and slid it forward, wedging it shut. I opened the shutter slightly and got a view of the street. Most of the aliens had retreated out of the line of sight of our snipers. I couldn’t see any terror tigers.

I squeezed the barrel of my gun into the gap and started firing. I quickly took out two more aliens. The rest scattered as my squad popped up in the other windows. We cleared the street of the aliens too dumb to run.

“Bethany!” I shouted. “You alive?”

“We’re both good,” she called back. “But the building is surrounded by terror tigers. Maybe six or seven. They’re too close to shoot without drawing fire from the snipers at the school.”

Our vantage didn’t give us a good look at the school. The only windows in our building were angled away.

“Can you get them?” I shouted back. “I can’t see them.”

“No, they’re pretty well covered. Four of them on the top floor, at least.”

“Okay,” I yelled. “We’ll take care of it.”

“We will?” Nillin asked.

“How?” Iris asked.

“What else can we do?” I responded. “We’ll figure it out. This is nothing compared to the final obstacle course.”

The rest of the group nodded at that.

I pulled the shutters closed, and we slipped out the back. We snuck around, trying not to draw the attention of the terror tigers.

The school was the tallest building in the group. There was a wide double door at the front, but I hoped we’d find a way to sneak in the back. Big buildings like that normally had multiple entrances.

At the corner, I checked to see if the snipers could see us. The angle of the windows meant they had a direct line on the other building and the street, but they’d have trouble firing at us without exposing themselves to Bethany and Heral.

The four of us ran quickly to the side. This wall had small glass windows. We wouldn’t be getting in without breaking them. Around back, we faced the same issue. I guess this building didn’t have a back door.

We needed to be in there quickly. The longer Bethany and Heral were pinned down, the more likely the aliens would figure out a way to attack them.

“We’re going in,” I whispered. I pointed up at one of the windows. “Any volunteers?”

Yia stepped forward. She really was a go-getter. “I’ll boost you. Be ready to go fast. Then Everyone else. I should be able to jump up.”

The butt of my gun made quick work of the glass, which shattered and then exploded. So the opposite of subtle. I boosted Yia through first. She was firing before she hit the ground, growling at whoever was there. Nillin followed, then Iris. I pulled myself up.

My squad cleared the room we landed in by the time my feet hit the ground. It was a small storage room, dusty shelves on every wall. The door swung back and forth in a breeze, blocking our view. Yia pulled it open and I ran into the next room, firing quickly.

Small desks were scattered across the room, tipped in corners or piled up. A few of the basic soldiers manned the front door.

My squad worked quickly enough we took them out and ran for the stairs.

Up the stairs we found a terror tiger and two big armored aliens.

I retreated back down, firing. The tiger dove for me and I twisted, grabbing its paws. I slammed it against the wall with a crunch. Sharp bolts of pain came from where its claws raked my forearms. My foot crashed down onto its head, once, twice, three times and then it exploded.

Holy shit, I just fought a terror tiger hand to hand and won!

“Look out!” Iris screamed.

Wind whipped my hair as I dove out of the war of an armored alien’s club. That was close. I needed to focus.

Iris charged and fired, finding its weak point and bringing it down. By this point we all knew how to kill them, and this close our Aiming stats meant it was a breeze.

The other armored alien had his club up, blocking easy shots at his eyes. Nillin and Yia twisted around the final armored guy. He roared in confusion and finally swung at Yia.

Yia easily dodged the hit. Nillin stepped up, pushed off the alien's club and jabbed her dagger into his eyehole.

Both of the blue-haired women impressed me. They worked well together, and Nillin was getting deadlier with her combat knife.

Nothing else attacked us, so we took a moment to catch our breath. The landing at the top of the stairs opened into a narrow hallway. Each side had four doors.

Bethany and Heral were still pinned down, so I wanted to hurry. I pointed at each door that was on the side of the building that faced the street. I assigned each one to a member of our squad.

“On my go,” I whispered.

I busted my door down as the signal.

It clattered off its hinges and exploded. Stepping through the vanishing pixels, I fired. The sniper had posted up in the window, and two others looked like guards, with guns at the ready.

My first shot hit one of the aliens guarding the door between the eyes. I spun to the side as the other fired. Two more shots got him.

The sniper was starting to turn when I popped the rest of the clip into him. He exploded.

Five seconds, maybe less. Man, my Reflex stat felt good.

“Clear,” Iris called out. Nillin and Yia echoed her. I checked the window and waved at Bethany.

She didn’t notice because a terror tiger had gotten on the roof, and her and Heral were trying to deal with it.

Even with my extraordinary Aiming, I couldn’t risk hitting a friend. They’d have to handle this one on their own.

To get the pressure off them, I fired at the terror tigers still on the ground. The remaining five sprinted towards our building. I got one and Yia managed to wing another.

The school shook with a crash as the front door knocked in. The monsters were unbelievably fast. I could already hear the clicking of the cats’ claws up the stairs.

“Incoming!” I shouted.

One dove into my room. I fired, and my gun clicked empty. I’d forgotten to reload in the chaos.

I dodged a swipe of claws and then swung my rifle like a club. I connected with its jaw, and the terror tiger growled in anger. It darted back, away from me. I tossed my gun at it.

The beast swung a massive claw at it. But it blinked in surprise when it only met air. It glanced at me. I’d resummoned my gun, and it appeared in my hands already fully loaded.

“Sucks to be you,” I told the cat. Then I opened fire.

The terror tiger disappeared mid-roar.

I ran into the hallway and heard fighting to my left. Rounding the corner into the last room, I found Iris trapped on the ground, her arm in a terror tiger's mouth as it bit.

“Ahh, get off,” she screamed.

A guttural yell surprised me, bubbling out of my throat.

I rushed forward and tackled the creature, knocking it off her. I pounded it with my fists, smashing down again and again until I found myself punching the floor.

My Quick Heal appeared in my hand, and I jabbed it into Iris. Her teeth clenched as the healing surged through her. Her hand and arm knitted back up. She sighed as the pain went away.

“Oh god, oh god,” Iris mumbled.

“You’re okay,” I said, pulling her close.

“Two of them came into my room. I got one, but I was sure I was done for.” She said into my chest.

“You’re okay now,” I whispered. “I’ll protect you, Iris. I always will.”

We sat like that for long minutes. Nillin looked in, saw us, and shut the door.

When Iris settled down, I helped her to her feet.

“We can’t stop now,” I said. “We need to clear the rest of the camp, and dig in. Can you do that, Iris?”

She wiped the tears from her eyes and nodded.

“Good,” I said, and gave her a quick kiss.

She was brave and strong. The terror tiger attack had shaken her. Even as we walked back to the others, I could see her resolve returning.

We rejoined Nillin and Yia. They’d cleared the rest of the building. That left two houses on the other side of the street.

We checked out the window, and saw that our friends were okay.

The sun had moved, already heading towards setting. The short days would make exploring a problem. But in the dimming light we had even more pressing issues. After Bethany and Heral had survived their tiger attack, they focused on penning down the occupants of the two buildings.

Taking point, I rushed to the first building, kicking open the door. A few yelps greeted my arrival. I kept moving and firing. I felt hot blasts just miss me. I knew if I stopped the aliens would hit me, so I didn’t.

The second building fell just as quickly. The school must have been their main power center.

After clearing the second building, the squad met back up to figure out what we should do next.

“I didn’t see anyone drop loot,” I said, “Let’s all scout out these buildings. See if there’s anything we missed, and see what looks good for which one we’ll stay at. Heral, can you take the top of the stairs and keep an eye out for anyone approaching?”

“Sure, boss,” the green skinned beauty said.

I checked the first house.

It was a two-bedroom building, with a front kitchen area. A central fireplace for heating and cooking dominated the main space. A spit over the fire had deer steaks on it, almost burning. I rescued them and threw them in my inventory.

I examined the fireplace, and found that it helpfully explained one unit of wood would last four hours in it, instead of the usual one hour. Since Pete had handled all of that before, I didn’t realize how much wood we needed to survive out in the wilds. No wonder he suggested finding somewhere else.

We didn’t have a ton of wood at this point. Based on how cold the previous night had been, I thought that heating the building for four hours would probably let us all get through the night comfortably for now. In another night or two, though, we’d need to keep it running the whole night.

I didn’t expect to find much other loot. The Game seemed to view the shelter as a reward, and would throw in a meal or two. Anything more was a bonus.

My squad met back in the first house.

I decided it would be our base of operations. We could put one guard on the roof and one in the living room. Plus the central location of the chimney meant each room would get heat if the fire was lit.

We spent the next few hours of light getting everything set up. We dragged one of the heavy shelves from the school out and leaned it against the wall between the two buildings. It would make a good ladder to quickly get on the roof.

Bethany found another blanket, Nillin found some more food and wood. We dragged some spare desks and tables out and made a small wooden wall in the middle of the street. If something came up the stairs, we’d at least have some cover.

When the sun finally set, we holed up in the house, much warmer and safer than the night before.

∆∆∆

I took the first shift. The night was quiet, although I could hear something moving in the forest down below. It sounded big. Maybe the death croc had followed us, or maybe the game had spawned some new fresh hell.

Whatever it was, it either didn’t find the stairs or couldn’t make it up.

My watch ended when Nillin relieved me. I headed down to my bed. Iris was sharing the room with me, already asleep. I crawled under my blanket and she rolled over.

“Carter?” Her soft voice carried across the room.

“Yeah. Don’t worry. You’re not on for another couple hours,” I said.

“No. Uh, can I join you?”

I didn’t have to think hard about that. I lifted my blanket, and she practically jumped across the gap, snuggling into me.

“How come you aren’t asleep?” I asked.

“I’m still pretty shaken up from that terror tiger. It almost ripped my arm off.”

“I get it,” I said, trying to comfort her. “They’re scary, and you came close to dying.”

“No,” she whispered. “I came close to losing you.”

I had no idea what to say to that. It hurt to think about losing Iris, but I’d made some peace after we’d lost Pete. I didn’t know how big the game was, but I knew it wouldn’t be big enough to keep me away from Iris.

“I don’t want to lose you, either,” I told her. “You just have to hold out hope we find each other in our next life.”

She shook her head.

“No,” she said, her breath catching in her throat. “I don’t want to go into my next life regretting missing my chance with you.”

“What chance, Iris? I love you. That won’t change, no matter what happens. You’re brave, and fierce. You’re beautiful. You’re kind and caring. And you’ll always be in my heart, no matter what happens.”

“I feel the same way,” Iris said.

She kissed my neck, then worked her way up to my ear, kissing slowly. I felt her hot breath on my earlobe as she whispered her next words. “I would regret it, though, if we didn’t have a chance to go further.”

Like the sun rising behind the mountains, what she meant dawned on me slowly.

“Oh,” I said. “Oh!”

“Uh huh,” she grinned.

“What about getting a bad class? If we do this…”

She kissed me, silencing me. “If after everything we’ve done, I only have three bad classes, this wouldn’t change anything.”

“If you’re sure - “

My words cut off as I felt her warm, soft hands slide into my pants.

Iris gripped my hardening cock, rubbing it softly. She kissed me, slipping her small, darting tongue into my mouth.

“What a nice gun you had hidden here,” she said, giving me a squeeze.

I pulled her shirt over her head, our arms and clothes tangling in our frantic rush.

We’d both wanted this for so long we couldn’t contain ourselves. Before I knew it, she was laying naked in front of me. In the faint moonlight coming in through the window, I admired my gorgeous girlfriend.

Her toned, strong legs led up to curved, tight hips. Iris’s athletic waist had hints of her defined muscles, delicate curves that hid her strength. Her breasts were perfect little handfuls, small areolas with hard nipples.

I leaned down and sucked one into my mouth, and she gasped.

“Carter, oh god,” she whispered, her hands clutching at my messy hair.

I ran my hand down her smooth stomach, teasing around her thighs. My finger ran down one and back up the other.

She twisted and shifted, opening her legs for me.

“Please,” she whispered.

My lips met hers as I slid a finger in. She moaned into my mouth. I could feel her excitement.

We kissed and pressed together, my hands exploring her soaking entrance.

My thumb found her clit, and between all the waiting and the stimulation she began to shake. My steady rhythm pushed her over the edge.

I kissed her to help keep quiet, as thin wooden walls were all that separated us from the others.

She grunted into my mouth, body trembling and shaking as her walls clenched down on my fingers. After a few more gentle presses, she sighed back.

A smile spread across her face.

Iris took a deep breath, and then looked me deep in the eyes. Her twinkling brown eyes captured my heart.

She kissed me quickly on the lips, then said, “I want you inside of me.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded.

“Please. Take my virginity, Carter.”

Well, who was I to refuse a beautiful woman?

I lifted myself above her, feeling my member rub against her warm, wet pussy.

“Mmmm,” she moaned. “Be gentle.”

“I will. Tell me if it's too much.”

I slid the tip in, and she moaned.

“Wow,” she said.

“That’s just the tip,” I whispered.

“What?” She asked, eyes wide.

I slid further in, and she wrapped her arms around me and bit my neck. “Oh god,” I heard her groan. “I feel so full.”

We laid like that as I felt her clench and tighten around me, adjusting. She felt perfect, like we’d been made for each other.

“I love you,” I told her again.

“I love you, too,” she replied.

My hips began shifting slightly, and she matched me. Our bodies found their natural rhythm, and we moved together.

At that moment, I couldn’t tell you where I ended and Iris began. We were two becoming one, moving and laughing and kissing, loving every minute together that we’d snatched from this dark Game.

Sooner than I would have hoped for, my long dry spell pushed me towards the end. I warned Iris.

The ravishing runner wrapped her rugged legs around me, pulling me deep into her.

“I’m cumming too,” she said. “Oh god, Carter, yes, yes, yes.”

She was screaming as I ran straight over the edge into my pleasure, starting in my toes and spreading throughout my body. She tightened on me, and I flooded her.

When we finally came down, I collapsed onto her, our sweaty bodies pressing against each other.

“That was perfect,” she said, kissing me again.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

My Controller dinged at the same time hers did.

“Did we just level up from that?” I asked, chuckling.

“I guess so,” she laughed.

Then her eyes opened wide. “C.J. is going to be so mad when she finds out. She would have made you train all night long.”

I laughed, and we kissed some more. Before long we were both asleep, still intertwined.


Chapter Twenty-Four

239:42:24

The next morning came all too soon.

We didn’t get the rest of the night together. Bethany woke us up for Iris to take her shift on guard.

After Iris left, Bethany gave me a thumbs up.

“Nice work,” she said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Dude,” Bethany said, channeling Pete, “We could all hear you. These walls are so thin. Honestly, Sarge probably heard you back at base.”

I flushed with embarrassment.

“My bad,” I said.

“No, you good, apparently,” Bethany winked at me. I wasn’t sure how much I liked this teasing version of Bethany.

I turned over and went back to sleep, ignoring the heckling sniper.

The morning was appropriately awkward. Everyone pretended they hadn’t heard what had happened, and we all sat awkwardly around the table as we ate our rations. No one spoke for what felt like hours, although it probably was barely a couple minutes.

Finally, Heral broke the silence.

“Is all human sex like that? It sounded very pleasurable.”

Iris literally fell out of her chair she was so shocked. Bethany cackled, while Nillin leaned forward, interested in the answer as well.

Nillin chimed in. “Yes, Delphinian sex, at least between a man and a woman, is not known to be very enjoyable. Some like it, but our males do not generally take much pride in providing pleasure.”

“I don’t think all of it is that good,” Bethany said. “It sounded like Carter knew what he was doing and was pretty well-equipped.”

“Ah, a gift from the Game,” Nillin said.

I shook my head. “No, that was true before. No extra stats there.”

I stopped to think about it, and realized something. “Actually Stamina might have helped me some.” I didn’t really want to think about the implications of that.

“Oh my god, I want to die,” Iris said, from under the table. I figured we were already going to be the main subject today, so I might as well lean into it.

Thankfully the ice had been broken, and we moved on to less intrusive topics after a few more questions from the Delphinians. Iris crawled back out from under the table.

I took the time to assign my stat points. I added a point each to Strength, Magic, and Recovery. Strength rose to ten. Recovery also hit twenty, which felt pretty good. That meant my only single digit stat was Knowledge down at a lowly four. I didn’t know what it was useful for and no one had added any points to it. Maybe the Game gave you information for it, but that seemed as risky as taking Magic as a stat, and I was already doing that. One dumb choice at a time.

“Incoming,” Yia called from the roof.

I was up and at the door before my gun had finished materializing in my hands. Stepping out into the chilly morning wind, I saw what Yia had called us for. Two creatures were crawling in our direction.

But not from the stairs. They’d come from our level, creeping along the upper walkway of the cliffside.

They had twelve legs, and resembled a spider if you asked someone having a bad acid trip to draw one. Multiple large clacking mandibles dripped green sludge from their face. Red eyes dotted their entire body, blinking with no rhyme or reason. They were solid black and hairy.

“Kill ‘em,” I said.

We fired. They both screeched and sped up, running straight for us.

Neither made it, but that wasn’t comforting. With six of us shooting, including two squad members who were excellent shots, it had taken somewhere north of forty shots each to kill them. There might be a weak point, but as far as I could tell, they were just tough. Our rifles had twelve shots each, so if we hit almost every shot we’d need four clips to kill one.

The rest of the day we spent fortifying our house and keeping watch. Every two hours another pair of sinister spiders, as we called them, appeared.

The third time I kept watch, and saw them crawl out of a small hole in the cliff wall, about a quarter mile away.

Before I could tell my team, though, a familiar voice called out.

“Hey, uh, please don’t kill me.”

All of our guns swung to aim at the top of the stairs. Two empty hands appeared, followed by C.J. She had her arms up in surrender. Her eyes lit up when she saw us.

“You’re alive!” she shouted.

“She’s cool,” I said, waving down Heral.

“Oh, sick, the Delphinians are here too,” C.J, smiled her crooked smile. She immediately leaned against the pile of furniture we’d set up as makeshift cover.

“What a relief to see you guys. This whole thing is a real trip, isn’t it?”

“Where’s the rest of your squad?” I asked. I scanned the forest below, but didn’t see anyone else down there.

“Man, that’s a story, let me tell you.”

We cleared out the incoming sinister spiders, and then C.J, told us her story.

∆∆∆

C.J.’s squad had landed on a small island in the middle of a lake.

The current occupants didn’t put up much of a fight and soon they had the whole island to themselves. Unfortunately, there wasn’t any source of food.

C.J. wanted to leave right away, but the squad voted and decided to stay.

Twenty-four hours later, cold and hungry, they all agreed to swim to the nearest shore.

During the swim, one of C.J.’s squad mates named Sheila got bit by something. It tore her leg up. They all made it, but Sheila wasn’t going far until she recovered. And they didn’t have our Quick Heals, so that meant waiting.

The punk leader knew that they needed shelter, especially if Sheila took a while to heal. They trekked through the trees. Eventually they found a burnt out cabin. It had four walls and a roof, but no doors or windows still standing. It wasn’t ideal, but they could keep Sheila safe while she healed.

Monsters came through occasionally. These were like nightmare giraffes. Their bodies were barely taller than a human, but their neck stretched ten feet in the air, and was mostly mouth and teeth. They weren’t dangerous, a single headshot could kill them, but they moved quietly. And they came every hour on the hour.

C.J. didn’t know if she could trust her squad to handle it when she slept, so she decided to see if they had a source.

Heading into the woods, she followed their trail back, eventually coming upon a cave. Within an hour, another nightmare giraffe walked out. C.J. killed it and then stepped into the dark opening.

Immediately she knew something had changed. The entrance had sealed up behind her, and she couldn’t leave. The only light came from a fire around the corner.

“Aw, shit. I’m in a dungeon,” she whispered to herself.

The first room just had three more creatures in it. She got them quickly, surprising them so that only one even had time to react.

The third one dropped a fluttering piece of paper. C.J. read it and added the four units of wood to her inventory.

“Not the kind of wood I wanted,” she joked.

The next room surprised her. A creature smashed down on her shoulder as soon as she stepped into it. The sharp teeth cut to the bone, spraying blood everywhere. C.J. only survived by shooting herself in the shoulder. The blast hit both her and her violent attacker. She dropped to the ground, knocking her head against the wall and blacking out.

When the punk recruit woke up, she was still in the cave. Lucky for her, this room had only had the ambush. She found another piece of loot, this one four cans of tuna. C.J. took it. She made her way more cautiously into the next room -

∆∆∆

“Wait a minute,” C.J. cut her story off. “You two had sex! I can tell.”

She glanced between me and Iris. My girlfriend’s face turned a dark shade of red, confirming the suspicions of the inquisitive punk.

“Ha! I knew it!”

“And they leveled up doing it,” Nillin said. “We all heard their Controllers ding at the climax.”

“Oh my god,” Iris whispered while burying her face in her hands.

“That’s so hot!” C.J. said. “So when is my turn? I could use a level and a lay. Or is there a sign-up sheet? I can wait my turn.”

“We could start one,” Nillin said. Her antennae wiggled at me in their teasing way.

“There might be some paper in the school,” Bethany unhelpfully added.

“Okay, we’ll talk about that later,” I said. “What happened in the dungeon?”

I was starting to have my own hunch about the sinister spiders we’d been fighting.

The punk looked around at us, a big grin on her face. “Right, okay, so I headed into the third room…”

∆∆∆

C.J. approached the next few rooms cautiously. She didn’t have another ambush, but found increasingly larger numbers of the creepy creatures.

Her Aiming stat carried her through. She could hit most headshots, especially in the close quarters. When she leveled, she added some points to Recovery to help her wounded shoulder heal. She’d been lucky it was her left shoulder, so she still could fire relatively easily.

Finally, she reached the last chamber.

This was a big, wide open space. The boss, as C.J. called it, sat on a pile of bones like a throne. It was a nightmare giraffe, but instead of one head, it had twenty. Its body was thicker, armored like a crab.

C.J. didn’t see any other option, so she lit it up. But each head grew back almost as quickly as she could shoot it. If she’d been with a squad, she might have been able to kill them all. But by the time she’d hit the fifth or sixth head, the first was already growing back.

And the boss was mad. It chased her around the room. While she moved faster than it did, the creature didn’t seem to get tired. She already felt exhausted.

C.J. knew she couldn’t keep it up forever. The only reprieve came when she killed enough heads quickly. The monster would retreat to its throne of bones.

There the King of the Nightmare Giraffes would extend a long tail and hurl bones at her. C.J. could duck those, no problem. But it interrupted her firing flow. Without her constant pressure, the heads all grew back.

She panicked. If her squad had been there, she could have tried blowing up a rifle to kill the beast. She looked around for an escape. The walls were all solid. She ran the room twice, praying she’d missed an exit and she could just nope on out of the room. The entrance she’d come through had closed up, just like when she entered the dungeon.

Her luck had run out.

Before she totally gave up, though, she noticed a massive stalactite on the ceiling. It hung right over the creature's nest.

She waited for the perfect time. She shot as many heads as she could while it chased her, eventually causing it to retreat again.

The armored monstrosity clacked back onto its pile of bones, preparing to fling more bones at her.

The punk didn’t give it the chance.

Three shots at its base and the stalactite fell. The stone spear cracked into the hard carapace, stabbing deep into the flesh beneath. The beast shrieked and wobbled.

C.J. didn’t waste any time, firing and killing head after head. Between the damage from the rock and her gun the creature finally slowed and toppled over, exploding before it hit the ground.

A piece of paper floated to the ground and a door opened on the far wall. Sunlight streamed in. She almost forgot the loot, but remembered right at the last second.

She’d found a new weapon: a grenade launcher.

When she finally made it back to the cabin, food and wood in tow, almost a whole day had passed. C.J. had leveled up four times while she was gone. The squad had not seen anything since she left.

C.J. lit a fire, and they slept warm for the first time since they’d stepped through the portal. Sheila had mostly recovered, and they planned to hunker down for a few days.

Around three in the morning during her guard shift, Margaux was ripped apart by one of the Gumalagians.

She screamed for just long enough to wake the others. C.J. ran out to attack, but a shot hit her in the stomach and sent her rolling down the hill. She landed in a small creek, covered by a bush, mostly in the cold water.

She heard the screams as the rest of her squad was killed. The Gumalagians searched for her, but in the dark and the cold they couldn’t find her.

“She probably drowned and exploded. We all leveled,” she heard the hissing voice of one say.

“I wanted to taste her blood,” another said. “Bah, move on. We’ll find more of these weak pinklings to eat later.”

C.J. waited an hour, until she could feel hypothermia starting to set in. She crept back up the now vacant cabin. Embers of the fire remained, and she warmed herself enough that her Recovery could keep her alive again.

After that, it was a blur. She hiked through the woods, keeping to herself. Eventually she saw the energy blasts on the cliff, and hoped to find a friendly face. And if not, she wasn’t going to live much longer so maybe she’d take a couple of those assholes with her.

∆∆∆

“I could see the blasts yesterday, and figured if whoever was up here didn’t win I could at least clean up. But here you are, running a sex hotel.” She winked at me, then suggestively wiggled her eyebrows.

“Can I see that grenade launcher?” I tried to change the subject.

“Oh, sure,” she tossed it to me, summoning it in a fluid motion.

I examined it with my controller: Basic Grenade Launcher [Tutorial Locked.]

“What does ‘tutorial locked’ mean?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” C.J. said.

The Delphinians didn’t know either. Nillin said “No one watches anything from the tutorial, so we really don’t know much. It probably means it stays here when we die if I had to guess. There’s no shortage of weapons in the real Game.”

I returned to C.J.’s story. “Did you see who attacked you?”

“One of those lizard people. The leader was that scary one with the red stripe.”

“Ossana,” I said.

The vicious aliens had killed at least three other humans. We’d have to be careful out there. Between them and the Mizarians, we had even more potential threats than what the game threw at us.

C.J. was ecstatic to join our merry band. She fit almost seamlessly into the group, her easy-going nature winning over even the tough Yia. Plus, her time in the dungeon had netted another two days worth of food when we added it to our stores, and enough wood to last longer.

The punk and Nillin also enjoyed teasing me about their turn. Bethany even made a signup sheet. No one took it seriously, though. They all liked Iris too much to do anything that might hurt her. It was all just to tease me. Even Iris got in on it.

We spent the next few days in a relatively dull routine. Every hour we’d gather to shoot the spiders when they attacked. One of us would see if they dropped loot, which only paid off three times. We added another sleeping bag, a jacket, and a pair of long socks to our collection of winter gear.

Our squad didn’t even have enough to keep one person warm.

The sinister spiders kept coming, even at night. Their black fur made them hard to spot, and because of their tough exteriors, we shifted to only two people sleeping at a time. People would catch cat naps in between.

We were all too tired, and that meant Iris and I didn’t get any more chances to be together. She probably wouldn’t have, knowing that the others could hear her. I would have suggested sneaking off, if I wouldn’t spend the whole time worrying about the rest of the squad.

Around midnight of the first night, a third spider joined and almost killed us. The first two spiders dropped quickly, and so Bethany and I walked out to check for loot. That was all that saved us.

The third spider hissed and jumped at us. We spread out, circling and shooting. Heral, up on the roof, noticed and helped out. Together, we got it before it got to make another lunge. We’d gotten lucky with the first jump because it missed. But it had powerful back legs, and I worried if it connected with a lunge at all, any of us would be done for. My armored dog tags might help me survive, but I wasn’t going to count on it.

And, to add insult to injury, there wasn’t any loot.

The second day, our sixth in this part of the tutorial, went on the same.

More spiders, but overall, we hit a solid groove. We all leveled again. I put one point into each of Stamina, Magic, and Willpower. If my ability to take damage was based on Stamina and Willpower, I figured it was time to buff those up a little. Between my armor and desire to protect my squad, I had a feeling I’d be rushing into danger again soon enough.

The seventh day found four spiders spawning, one of which was almost twice as big.

When the morning came, I pulled the team together.

“We have one of two options,” I explained. “I think there’s a dungeon over there, like the one C.J. found. I think we either have to clear it or leave here. Those spiders are getting too dangerous. I don’t think we can stop five if they rush us in the night. And that’s if the tutorial plays fair. We could wake up to ten of them tomorrow if it decides to make things a lot worse.

“So, what do we want to do? I vote we go clear the dungeon. We’ll probably level, which is the goal here. And we might find some more gear. And that could make a lot of difference.”

I hadn’t seen C.J.’s grenade launcher in action. We didn’t want to draw too much attention to our location if we could help it. She said it was great, and took out armored aliens and terror tigers in one shot if you landed it close enough. That was good enough for me. If this week was anything to go by, we needed more firepower.

“So, what do you all think?” I asked.

We didn’t have to debate anymore. We were going into the dungeon.


Chapter Twenty-Five

192:01:32

The dawn of our seventh day in the final stage of the tutorial found us preparing to dive into the dungeon.

The temperature continued dropping. Our breath came out in foggy puffs. Our controllers didn’t tell us what it was, but I pegged it at around forty. Not yet freezing, but deeply unpleasant to stay out for too long without warmer clothes. And we only had three items of warm clothing.

Another wave of spiders came out of the dungeon, and we killed them quickly. The bigger one took five full clips, all hitting, to kill. Sixty shots, even with our damage boosts.

Bethany had a theory that the eyes were a weak point. Each eye vanished when shot, so you could only hit two or three from each angle. That meant in practice we couldn’t know for sure how much extra damage killing an eye might give us. We couldn’t rely on it.

The entrance was a round cave opening, about five feet across. A dank mildew smell wafted out. The darkness inside the cave was absolute, as if a magic wall smashed down blocking all light. Nillin and Yia pulled out torches. With the pistols, they had a hand free to hold a light source.

“On three. One,” I counted down. “Two, three.”

The seven of us stepped into the dungeon as quickly as we could. I didn’t want anyone getting locked out, if it sealed up in both directions once we started it.

The cave lit up. The torches cast flickering shadows on all of the walls. Behind us, the exit was sealed. It wasn’t even as if something had blocked the entrance: there just was no entrance anymore.

“Creepy,” Iris said, examining the wall.

“Yeah. Imagine doing this by yourself,” C.J. agreed.

“Spider,” I whispered.

A medium sinister spider skittered out. All seven of us fired, and it exploded quickly. A piece of paper was all that was left. I picked it up. “Light Windbreaker x 2.” Not bad. Not cold weather clothes, but it was better than what we had. Hopefully this dungeon would provide us with a lot more.

I put the slip into my inventory, then pulled one back out and handed it off to Nillin. We’d dole everything out if we escaped, I just didn’t want all of the loot sitting with one person. We didn’t know what happened to it when you died.

The first room was about forty feet across, and fifty feet long. No other spiders appeared, so I led the team towards the exit on the far wall. There was a rotten wooden door swinging back and forth with a rusty creek. Yia kicked it open and swung her gun at the craggy ceiling.

“Clear,” she called back.

C.J.’s ambush had taught us the hard way to check for monsters in unexpected places. Yia volunteered to take point, I thought mostly to try and show the rest of us up.

We followed her in.

The next room was actually a hallway, seven feet wide, and turning sharply a few dozen yards down. The walls were rough-hewn stone. It felt like a cave that had been improved for habitation.

Yia and Iris led the way in a column two wide, with Bethany on the second row solo, so she could shoot between us. I took the rear with Heral.

Around the corner we found two large spiders spinning webs. The closer one noticed us and hissed. It’s clicking and clacking legs trundled towards the team.

“Fire,” I shouted.

The front three fired, but the rest couldn’t get safe shots off in the tight corridor.

“Crouch!” I called out. Yia, Iris, and Bethany heard me and dropped to their knees, still firing. Nillin and C.J. in the second row could fire freely now. The spider didn’t stand a chance. The girls kept up the pace, clearing the second spider as well.

When it exploded, another piece of loot dropped.

“I think loot drops whenever we clear a room,” I pointed out. “Which might mean the rooms are safe once we see loot.”

“That tracks,” C.J. said. “I probably missed some loot in mine, but I don’t remember seeing any loot until the room was safe. And I was knocked the fuck out for like ten hours and nothing came for me.”

I worried about thinking anywhere was safe in this final stage of the Tutorial. But if it kept up, it would be nice to know when we had a moment for a break.

This loot was another blanket. Slowly but surely, we were gathering enough for survival. If the temperature kept dropping it probably wouldn’t be enough, though. I shivered at the thought.

The next room matched the first almost perfectly, only with six spiders inside. They rushed us as soon as we entered. Our speed beat theirs.

The closest one got was about ten feet away. The sinister spider paused. Its legs flexed down. Before it could lunge, we all focused our fire on it. Seven of us shooting at once could kill any of them quickly.

This room dropped four cans of weird meat from the Delphinians. Nillin explained “It’s what you would buy and store in an emergency bunker. It isn’t what anyone would call ‘good’ but it has a lot of different nutrients and basically never goes bad.”

“Yum,” Bethany said drolly.

“Alien Spam,” C.J. joked. “I can dig it.”

The next two rooms fell in a similar fashion. The third room almost got us.

Yia stepped in. In her overconfidence, she forgot to check the ceiling. A spider landed on her back, knocking her to the ground. Yia screamed in pain.

“Yia!” Nillin shouted. In a flash, she was stabbing the spider with her knife. It hissed and jumped off. A few shots from the rest of us and it exploded.

The Delphinian was bleeding on the floor.

I pulled my miniature Quick Heal and stuck it in her. She moaned in pain until the medicine kicked in. In a minute was back on her feet. Nillin and I guarded her while she healed, and the other four cleared two more spiders off the ceiling.

“Fuck,” Yia groaned.

The warrior sat up. She rolled her shoulders and stretched out her back. “Thanks, Carter,” she said.

“No problem,” I said. I held my hand out. She took it and I helped her to her feet. Yia gave me a nod, and I saw a new appreciation in her eyes. I was starting to win her over.

My squad continued, clearing the next hallway. We’d made good progress. This dungeon was definitely not a guaranteed win for us, as Yia’s close call had shown, but it did feel very doable.

Until the next room, anyway.

We opened the door and we were greeted by the hissing and clacking of almost one hundred spiders. They occupied most of the room, with only a few yards between the door and the nearest one. Webs covered every surface in the room.

I shut the door shut as quietly as I could.

“What the hell are we going to do now?” Bethany asked.

“Try and lure them into the hallway?” Nillin suggested.

“Maybe,” Yia said.

“We haven’t seen any leave their room, though,” Heral pointed out.

“Plus, they can crawl on the walls and ceilings,” I pointed out. “If they start spreading out, they will definitely reach us faster than we can shoot.”

“With the webs there’s no way to run through, either,” Nillin said.

“What else can we do, then?” Iris asked.

“I’m totally stumped,” I said.

“Hey guys,” C.J. said. Her crooked smile was bigger than I’d ever seen it. “I have an idea.”

She explained. It was crazy, but I didn’t know what else would work.

Most of us hid around the corner.

Yia stood by the door. C.J. waited about halfway down the hall. Our alien tough girl tossed the door open and started sprinting. As soon as she passed C.J., a grenade launcher appeared in the punk’s hands.

She aimed it carefully. When she pulled the trigger, it launched a grenade with a loud CHA-CHUNK. The cylinder spun, chambering another grenade. The launcher held five shots. C.J. put all five into the room, then turned heel and ran. The first spiders started crawling out of the door when the grenade went off.

One small explosion followed by a cluster of louder ones rocked us. Heat filled the hallway as a rush of hot wind blew through us.

C.J.’s Controller dinged twice, and the rest of us dinged once.

“Holy shit,” I whispered.

“Yeah, what he said,” Nillin laughed.

“This thing is sick, right?” C.J. giggled. “Blowing stuff up is my second favorite kind of blowing.” She winked at me.

“Easy, tiger, you’ll get your chance, I’m sure,” Iris said. I didn’t know what she meant by that, but C.J. grinned and changed the subject.

“I don’t know if we got them all, so be careful in there,” she said.

Yia led the way once more. We didn’t have to worry here. The room was scorched, burn marks everywhere. Anything that had been in the room had been destroyed. Except for three slips of paper settled gently around the room.

One was a few units of wood. The second was food, this time cans of processed ham. “This is our version of your weird meat,” I explained to Nillin.

The final slip of paper was a “Cold Weather Tent for One.”

Interesting. It didn’t seem useful right now, but maybe we’d find a use for it later.

The next three rooms lulled us into a steady pace. We would clear the ceiling from the door, then spread out. We never found more than a couple spiders clumped together.

After another hour of carefully clearing corridors and rooms, we found ourselves in a wide chamber. The ceilings were much higher, vanishing into the darkness above us.

“Careful,” Nillin whispered.

We fanned out, sticking near the wall and circling the room.

Rocks were scattered around the cavernous space. Occasionally spiders would pop out, but one of our sharpshooters would call it out and we’d turn it to pixels.

One of the large spiders clambered up into the middle of the room.

“See that one?” I asked. Bethany nodded.

“Rest of the room is clear,” Nillin whispered.

“Let’s take it,” I said.

This guy was tough. It screeched and jumped when we shot at it. But it got shot in a leg joint and fell back into the pile of rocks directly in the center of the room.

We approached, firing intensely.

“Shit, this might be the boss,” C.J. shouted. “Should I blow it up?”

“No!” The rest of us shouted in unison. We didn’t know how deadly her grenades would be to us if we were in the same room. I wasn’t going to find out right then.

Bethany kept firing and stepping to her side, and I realized she was sniping out eyes on the creature. It finally flailed and exploded. A piece of paper appeared, floating to the ground.

“Man, that guy took a lot of damage,” Iris said.

“Yeah, a couple hundred shots at least,” I agreed. “Did anyone see the door open?”

“I got the loot,” Yia said, starting up the pile of rocks. They were loose and uneven. Her feet kept shifting, so she had to struggle to make it up.

“I don’t see a door,” Bethany said. “Maybe that dark corner over there?”

“Did the door open right away, C.J.?” I asked our punk guide.

“I think so?” She scratched her head. The sides only had a light fuzz of blonde hair, and the bright pink spikes were still standing after a week in the wilderness. That is some impressive product.

“Maybe it was a few minutes after,” she continued. “I was a bit shaken at the time.”

“This sucks,” Yia said, finally reaching the top of the pile.

“What is it?”

“Just two units of wood,” she said. “That’s nowhere near as good as a grenade launcher.”

“Maybe I got a better prize ‘cause I did it solo?” C.J. wondered.

“Or maybe… maybe there’s another room?” I was as confused as everyone else. The Game had been harsh, but this felt unfair in a way it normally wasn’t. Something didn’t add up.

Yia held her torch up, casting the light further into the corners. The room was empty.

“Where was the entrance?” Iris asked. I’d gotten turned around and didn’t see it right away.

“Maybe we need to dig these rocks up?” Yia suggested. She kicked a few rocks and they tumbled down the pile.

Sssssss CRASH!

A huge spider landed on the pile. It was four times as large as any we had seen, ten feet tall and twice as long. Hundreds of eyes blinked back at us from its sides and back. Its head was the size of a small car, with dozens of sharp mandibles snapping.

“Shit, shit! Guns!” I shouted.

“Arrrggghh!” Yia screamed in pain. The spider’s front leg had stabbed her through her stomach.

It bent down and bit Yia’s head off. She exploded in a cloud of pixels.

“No!” Nillin screamed.

Just like that we were down to six.

The spider trilled in victory, a haunting sound.

We were all firing, spread out around the room. It didn’t seem to notice our blasts hitting it. Occasionally eyes would be hit and vanish, but even that didn’t bother the massive monster.

Bethany was reloading twice for every time I reloaded. That was all the big bad needed to decide which of us to attack next.

Its legs buckled, bending down for a lunge.

“Get ready!” I shouted. “This asshole is fast.”

I switched to full auto. The creature was so big it was hard to miss, even with the jumpy recoil. I needed to damage it as quickly as possible.

Right before the spider launched, I watched as Bethany paused her firing and turned, sprinting to the side.

The spider lunged. Bethan had already cleared its landing zone. It snarled, angry. On the uneven floor, with large rocks scattered everywhere, the creature had trouble turning quickly.

I found myself behind it, and fired four clips into its bulbous behind. Nothing.

“C.J.!” I shouted.

The punk popped up. “Yeah?”

“If you have a clean shot, take it.”

Even in the darkness I could see her eyes light up.

“You got it, boss,” she called back.

“Just don’t hit us,” I said. “Everyone hear that? Stay back from that beast.”

The spider in question screamed in frustration and leaned back, ready to pounce again. I recognized the pattern already.

“Jump incoming,” I shouted.

Bethany once again reacted right as the spider jumped, moving out of its area right before it landed. It couldn’t change directions once it was in the air, and she had the reflexes to move after it committed.

That meant our best shooter was tied down dodging the danger, not killing it. And I didn’t like the idea of Bethany at risk.

I reluctantly switched back to single shots. I took my time, as much as I could, and started killing eyes. A full clip in and I’d hit five or six. Reload. Aim. Fire. Reload. Aim. Fire.

The cave walls shook as the spider roared again. It scuttled to the side, twisting to face me.

“Shit,” I said. “It worked.”

I had angled myself so C.J. was off to my left with lots of space to spare. The spider tensed to jump. Right as it launched I pushed off and ran towards C.J.

The super-sized sinister spider screamed in frustration as it flew through the air. The ground shook as it landed behind me. I yelped as one of its claws whizzed by my neck. It came close enough I felt the air it displaced ruffle my hair.

“Do it, C.J.!” I screamed. I dove forward, landing behind the biggest boulder I could find.

CHA-CHUNK!

“Fire in the hole,” C.J. shouted.

The spider snapped forward, its wide mouth above me. I watched the small, baseball size grenade plop directly into the thing’s mouth.

All of its hundred eyes opened wide in shock. I covered my head and ducked as low as I could. A muffled thud shook the room, sending dust raining down on all of us.

The spider was gone. C.J.’s grenade had finished it off.

“Yia!” I heard Nillin sob, falling to her knees.

I rushed over to her, sitting down by her and pulling her into a hug.

“I’m so sorry, Nillin.” She sobbed into my shirt. Her strong arms wrapped around me.

A few minutes later she settled down. Her antennae drooped, lifeless.

“Sorry, everyone,” she said, when she had regained her composure. “I know Yia is not gone, gone. She still has two more lives and she won’t even remember any pain. But she is my best friend, and I worry if I’ll ever see her again.”

“No need to apologize,” I said. “We get it.”

And we did. This didn’t quite feel like death, losing someone forever. It really wasn’t. It felt like showing up to school and finding out your friend had moved overnight to another state. Sure, they were out there, but your day to day would never be the same again. The loss was real.

I hugged Nillin tight.

“Thanks, Carter,” she whispered.

“Just remember, this is the tutorial. Yia is out there, and probably already getting assigned to some kick ass Special Forces unit,” I said. “You’ll see her again.”

Nillin nodded. “Right.”

“We’ve already made it so far,” I said. “They’d be crazy not to put you guys back together.”

“Not to be callous, but the door did open. And we got some more loot.” C.J. held up a slip of paper. “I think this one is for Bethany.”

Heral and Bethany read it over C.J.’s shoulder, and they both grinned.

“You want it, Heral?” Bethany asked. Heral shook her head.

“No, you go on. I think I’ll be on the front lines in the future, so let’s make sure this gets used a lot.”

“What is it?” I asked. Bethany added the item to her inventory. Before I could blink, a massive rifle appeared in her hands. It stood almost as tall as she did, with a long scope and a kickstand under the barrel to stabilize it while firing.

“Holy shit,” I said.

“Yeah, I got a sniper rifle,” Bethany grinned. “Tutorial locked, unfortunately.”

“Not bad, not bad,” I said.

I rubbed Nillin’s back. I felt her muscles tense at my touch, and then relax.

“Thanks,” she whispered. “For everything.”

“Any time,” I said. “I’ve got your back.”

“Same,” she said.

We made our way out of the dungeon. The new exit popped us out right where we’d entered. The cave slammed closed behind us with a loud crack.

Night had fallen while we were in the dungeon. A chill wind swept along the cliffs, making us all shiver. We jogged quickly back to our shelter. I started a fire. Iris cooked our last deer steaks. Bethany took the first watch so she could experiment with her rifle.

The loss of Yia hung over us. Nillin put on a brave face, but I knew she’d probably never get over her friend’s violent end until she found her again out there.

I tried not to dwell on the fact that all of us would probably die in the next week. I kept telling myself that we all had more lives after this one. The violence of the tutorial often made me forget that this was a game, and death was only temporary.

In happier news, we’d all leveled again when we killed the boss, which meant I had leveled twice in the dungeon. My six points got spread out. Two in Aiming, two in Stamina, one in Magic, one in Willpower. I wanted to be able to take more damage if I had to. I checked my character sheet one last time before calling it a night.

Carter Ash

Race: Human

Gender: Male

Lives: 3

Class: Unassigned

Level: 21

Stats:

Strength    — 10

Reflexes  —13

Aiming —12

Stamina —18

Magic   —15

Knowledge—4

Willpower—13

Recovery  —20

Skills: None

Inventory:  (Permanent Items Only:) Starter Rifle, Ring of Boosting, Chains of Damage +1, Armored Dog Tag +2, Miniature Quick Heal


Chapter Twenty-Six

164:37:02

The night went smoothly. We finally got a good night of sleep, even with the watch rotation because the spawning spiders had stopped. Periodic crashes came from the woods. I had a feeling the giant death croc was somewhere down there, but so far the stairs kept it at bay. And I hoped that it would discourage any other dangers from heading this direction.

Midway through the day we decided to test out the sniper rifle. We moved a few hundred yards down the cliff, and Bethany set up.

The metal legs held the heavy rifle. The dull iron body gave way to a carved wooden bump that fit snugly in Bethany’s shoulder. It had a smaller clip, only containing four shots.

The rest of us took turns spotting targets. Bethany loaned us her scope, and we’d use it to scan for distant targets. Those mostly consisted of the occasional patrols of aliens, now mostly made up of armored big guys with terror tigers. We didn’t spot any bases, just the groups that roamed the woods.

We’d call out the target. Bethany would line up her shot and proceed to annihilate the groups. Her gun one shot all of them. At first, we thought it was because she was hitting the eyes and scoring a hit on the weak point. But then she shot one squarely in the helmet and killed it just as easily.

The only thing that didn’t instantly kill the armored goons was a shot to the leg. About half the time they survived, although severely limited by severed limbs.

Bethany leveled twice during the testing. Of course, she dumped all of her stats into Aiming. She’d been a beast with her rifle and scope combo already, and now we all knew she was on another level.

“Target near the broken birch,” Nillin called out. Then, frantically. “Wait! Hold!”

Bethany’s rifle swung back and forth.

“What?” She asked.

“I think it's a person.” NIllin said. “A player. Probably human.”

Bethany took her finger off the trigger. Using her scope she scanned the area.

“Aw, shit,” she said.

“What?” I asked.

She stood up and gestured for me to take a look.

“Shit,” I said, seeing what made her mad.

“It’s Spencer.”

∆∆∆

He wasn’t alone. The redhead sharpshooter walked with him.

We watched him and Rebekah make their way through the woods. He also had a Mizarian in front of him, unarmed. Otherwise, we couldn’t spot anyone else.

Rebekah spent most of her time looking behind them. We couldn’t tell why from our angle.

The group of us met them at the top of the stairs. Bethany put her rifle away, but kept her starter rifle in hand.

Blue hands crested the stairs first. The bruised and beaten Mizarian stopped short when he saw us. “Uh…” He muttered.

“What’s the hold up?” Spencer called from below. “So help me god, I will kill you if you don’t get us off these cliffs. We’re sitting ducks up here.”

“There are people up here?” The blue man said. He eyed our guns nervously.

“Real people or aliens?”

“It's us, Spencer. Come on up,” I called.

“Thank god,” he whined. “These fucking aliens give me the creeps.”

As he stepped onto our level, he brought his gun around and shot the prisoner in the head. His Controller dinged.

“Wooo, hell yeah,” he said.

“What the fuck?” I yelled.

Everyone stepped back, raising their guns at Spencer. Rebekah took stock of the situation and dismissed her gun. She raised her hands.

“Don’t get your panties in a wad, pussy,” Spencer said. “He served his purpose.”

Spencer looked around and saw Nillin and Heral.

He grimaced. “You kept your pets?”

Nillin bared her teeth at him. I stepped between the two of them.

“Nillin and Heral are our allies. Here and in the greater Game.”

Spencer rolled his eyes. “No. They are walking bags of experience. You wouldn’t believe how much killing one of them gets you. We cleared two groups of Mizarians. One group got away. But still, we leveled like crazy.”

We’d killed the third group. That meant the Mizarians were all out of the tutorial.

“It’s not like you can trust them, anyway. These animals attacked us constantly out there. Them and the lizard people.”

“Put your gun away,” I growled.

He shrugged and dismissed it. “Are they good lays or something?”

“Okay,” I said, “That’s enough Spencer for one day. You and Rebekah can have the cabin over there.”

“Nah, we’re going to take the school. For Humanity!” Spencer marched off, heading for the biggest building. He looked back for a moment, eyeing up Nillin. I didn’t like the grin on his face.

Rebekah waited a moment, like she wanted to say something.

“Uh, sorry,” she said. “I’d say he grows on you, but he doesn’t.”

“You can have the cabin if you want,” I said. “That school is going to be difficult to defend and impossible to keep warm.”

Rebekah nodded. “Thanks. I’ll think about it.”

“What, are you two, like, uh,” C.J. made a circle with one hand and stuck her finger through it with the other. “You know, fucking?”

We all gave her a look.

“What? I was trying to be discreet!”

“That’s your version of discreet?” Bethany said, laughing.

“Um, to answer your question. No. Ew. He’s so gross,” Rebekah said. “But better to have him with me than against me. So far.”

She walked off, her shoulders slumped.

“He’s such an asshole,” Iris whispered to me.

“Yeah. I kind of wanted to turn him away when he got here.”

Nillin walked over to me. “Can we trust him?” She cut directly to the point.

“No,” I said. “Don’t let him find you alone, okay?”

My alien ally nodded.

∆∆∆

Spencer and Rebekah kept to themselves. I occasionally saw Rebekah do a check of the upstairs windows, but Spencer never appeared.

The murder of the Mizarian had shaken all of us. We stopped testing the sniper rifle. Instead, Bethany set up with a clear view of the stairs and land beyond it. The rest of us prepared dinner.

We ate quietly.

“Should we take some to the other humans?” Heral asked. “As a gesture of good will?”

I shook my head. “No, if they need something we can touch base tomorrow. I don’t want to encourage them to rely on us. Spencer strikes me as the kind of guy who will only hunt if he’s the last one standing.”

“Maybe not even then,” C.J. added. “Guy thinks he’s God's gift to humanity.”

“Curse, more like it,” Iris said. Everyone laughed.

As we prepared for our night watch, I pulled Nillin and Heral aside.

“Hey, I don’t want you two outside if you don’t have to be. Let the humans take the roof watch, and you can be backup inside. Definitely stay near one of us if you feel any sort of danger.”

“We’ll be fine,” Nillin said. “He’s not going to do anything with all of you here.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“We want to keep doing our share,” Heral said.

“You can. We need someone inside to wake all of us up,” I said. They reluctantly agreed.

I had a pretty low opinion of Spencer. But if he and Rebekah would actually help, it would greatly benefit all of us. With how tough all of the monsters were getting, numbers mattered, especially when most of us didn’t have anything better than our starter guns.

I took the first watch with Bethany. She parked herself on the roof.

The tutorial threw new dangers at us. We’d had occasional little green men climb the stairs throughout the day, so most of our focus was on that.

My eyes had trouble adjusting, because of the massive amount of light coming from the school house.

“Shit,” I whispered.

“I’m going to go check that out,” I told Bethany.

“Please.” She said, rolling her eyes. She fired once. I turned to see the mist of pixels vanish.

“Love this gun,” she said.

“I’m worried about you,” I teased. She smiled.

“Jealous?” She asked, kissing her rifle.

“Okay, I have too much to deal with you turning into C.J.” I waved and walked to the school house. The corner room on the second floor blazed with light.

I knocked on the front door but didn’t get an answer. Slowly opening it, I stepped into the bottom floor. They’d left this place untouched.

“Spencer? Rebekah?” I called out.

Nothing.

I walked up the stairs, checking for trip wires or anything that might make noise. They hadn’t set any.

“Do they want to get murdered in their sleep?” I muttered to myself. I wouldn’t blame Heral or Nillin for offing him just to make sure they stayed safe. Hell, I might do it.

Spencer’s room was easy to spot in the dark hallway: light poured out through the cracks in the door. I knocked on the door and then stepped back.

“What?” Spencer called.

“Why is your room so bright?”

The douchebag rolled his eyes and said, “So I can see, you fucking idiot.”

I gritted my teeth. A door behind me opened.

“Hey, Rebekah,” I said, waving.

“I told him it was too bright,” she said.

“Spencer, everyone can see us with the fire going. Can you at least move to a room that faces the mountain?”

A long pause.

“Nah.”

Rebekah shrugged.

“Sorry,” she said. She shut her own door. I marched back to our cabin.

All of the Mizarians were dead. All of the remaining humans were up here. As for the Delphinians, something in Spencer’s attitude made me think they’d killed another group. Or at least witnessed it. I’d have to ask Rebekah if I could get her alone. That meant the spotlight was broadcasting our location to Ossana, the red-striped Gumalagian, and the other members of her race.

The last thing we needed was those dangerous people trying to hunt us too. Spencer was just too big of an idiot to realize it.

∆∆∆

I woke up with a start. Something had changed outside. I’d left Nillin and Iris on duty. Bethany slept in the bed opposite me. I crept out of bed, sliding my boots on.

The lack of sound surprised me most of all. Normally I could hear the guard shifting around the room, trying to stay warm and awake.

The fire was nearing the end of its life. Its warm, dull glow lit the living room. Nillin was gone. My gun appeared in my hand.

Our door didn’t lock. It opened slowly. I pushed with my left hand, keeping my rifle ready to fire if needed.

“Iris?” I whispered. No answer. I couldn’t see her on the roof. This was bad.

I heard angry whispers from behind the other big building. I took my time, placing each foot carefully, to avoid any noise.

“Give it to me, you bitch,” Spencer hissed.

The scene that greeted me behind the church was both surprising and not. Spencer held Nillin at gunpoint.

“I can’t,” Nillin said. “I can give you the knife, but not the ring.”

“Bullshit,” he said, and whipped his rifle into her gut. She doubled over onto the ground, wheezing.

Before I could shoot, or even decide if I wanted to, Spencer had grabbed Nillin and dragged her to the cliffs edge.

“I’ll fucking end you,” he said. “You dirty alien trash. Just like this.” He tossed his rifle off. It clattered down, before exploding at the bottom.

He continued. “Humanity is superior. I’m sure we dragged your green ass out of the bottom tiers, and that’s why we’re allies. And when I’m out there and in charge, you’ll all be our slaves. Now, give me that ring. I’ll put it to so much better use than you.”

“She’s not lying,” I said.

I stepped out, my gun pointed at Spencer.

“Carter, thank god,” Nillin whimpered.

“Sarge told me the Rings are bonded to whoever finds them. Almost everything else can be transferred, but these cannot.”

“Of course you would say that. I’m going to take this bitch’s ring, then you will give me yours. Then we’ll pick a couple of those girls over there to come service me. I’m sure you’re probably tired of them already.”

My blood boiled over.

I marched forward, seeing red.

“What do you think you’re doing?” He laughed.

“You want my ring?” I said, pulling it off. “Here, you can have it.”

“Carter, no! I’m not worth it.” Nillin said.

I held it out to him. He dropped Nillin to the ground, and she scooted back from the cliff’s edge. As Spencer’s grubby little hand reached for it, I kicked out.

I didn’t really know what I was doing. My karate experience involved dropping out after two classes when I couldn’t figure out how to do a somersault.

But that didn’t matter. With my enhanced Strength and Reflexes, my foot snapped out and caught Spencer in the chest. I heard a crunch as his ribs broke. He exhaled in a sharp gasp as he flopped backwards over the edge of the cliff.

“Ahhhhh…” he screamed, toppling down the sharp, smooth cliff.

His body cracked on the ground below before he exploded.

My Controller dinged. But that was the furthest thing from my mind.

I crouched next to Nillin.

“Are you okay?”

She wrapped her arms around me, hugging me close.

“Carter, you saved me.”

“Of course,” I said.

After a moment, she pulled back. “Why?”

“You’re my friend, Nillin. I care about you.”

“But he was one of you, a human.”

“Barely,” I said, and spit over the ledge towards where he’d died. “That guy was an asshole.”

Nillin pressed her lips against mine, surprising me.

This gorgeous green alien girl was kissing me. Her lips were soft and smooth. She tasted like a kumquat, somehow both sweet and a bit sour. I liked it.

She pulled back and looked even more surprised than I did.

“I’m so sorry,” she said.

I laughed. “It’s okay. I feel like everyone I save has to kiss me.” She cocked her head to the side, confused. “Iris and Bethany both did the same. Thank god I didn’t save Pete’s life.”

Nillin giggled, covering her mouth.

“Iris won’t be mad?”

“I don’t think so,” I confessed. “I’m not entirely sure, but the vibe I get is she’d be cool with it. Why? Are you planning on kissing me some more?”

Even in the darkness I could see her cheeks turn a darker shade of green.

“I liked it, but no, we should probably return to our post.”

That reminded me of something I’d forgotten in the struggle.

“Wait, did you see Iris?”

“No…” Nillin said. “He opened the door and said he wanted to apologize. I decided to give him a chance. Before I knew it, he’d dragged me behind the building there and had his gun out.”

“Shit,” I said, and ran back to the house. I climbed up to the roof quickly. Iris was splayed out in a heap, unconscious.

I jabbed Iris with my Mini Quick Heal. She sat up with a gasp.

“Fuuuuuck,” she groaned as she rubbed her head. But in moments all of the pain was gone.

I kissed her.

“Thank god you’re alive,” I whispered.

“What happened?”

I filled her in.

“Good riddance,” Iris said. “I’m glad you saved Nillin. She’s the best. Plus I think she’s a little sweet on you.”

“She, uh, did kiss me when I saved her.”

“Good for her,” Iris said. She gave me a coy smile.

“You’re okay with it?” I asked.

“I didn’t really like the idea of sharing you, no. But then when I realized you might be out in the universe after this tutorial, roaming the galaxy, and never see me again… Well I didn’t think it was fair to ask you to wait for me like Pete. And then when I thought about you out there, sharing your gifts with others… it kinda got me hot.”

“Wait, really?”

“Yeah, really. But, maybe wait until after the tutorial to do that? If that’s okay?”

I kissed her. How did I get so lucky?

“Of course it’s okay,” I said. “But now I probably need to go deal with Rebekah. I don’t think she was involved, but I need to make sure.”

“Need back up?”

I shook my head. “She’s a great shot and deadly. If she was part of it, I don’t want any of you all at risk. I guess just kill her if she comes out without me.”

“I don’t know if I can,” Iris whispered. I could hear a nervous tremor catch in her throat.

“Then get Bethany,” I joked, and kissed her once more.

“Fine.” Iris glowered at me.

I climbed back down, wishing I could stay with my girlfriend. We’d grown close over the five weeks here, but our time had been too short. I’d just have to make more time when I got out of here.

Somehow.

Rebekah sat on the stairs of the school waiting for me. She was unarmed. All she had on was her tattered uniform and a light blanket draped over her shoulders.

“You must be freezing,” I said.

“Yeah, Spencer doesn’t really share the wealth. Or, didn’t, I guess. You killed him, right?”

I nodded.

“That a problem?”

“Fuck no. That guy sucked. Just the absolute worst. I should have killed him myself the first day, but I was scared.”

She explained what happened after they’d arrived through the portal. “We got attacked almost immediately by some monsters. Spencer had some decent tactics, even if they always seemed to put everyone else at more risk than him. Then we ran into a group of Delphinians. Two squads had joined up. I think they had all eight members. Spencer convinced them to join our group. Then in the night he killed half of them before he was discovered.

“We had to run, and our two other members didn’t make it. After that, we were being hunted by them and some of those Gumalagians who’d overheard the commotion. I think they ended up killing the Delphinians. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I thought Nillin and Heral might take it out on me if I told you while Spencer was around.”

“That sucks,” I said. I believed her. I’d watched her put up with all of Spencer’s shit throughout all the training we’d done.

“So, are you going to kill me? I don’t really have the strength in me to fight back. I am so sick of this unnecessary violence.”

“I won’t kill you,” I assured her. “But Nillin and Heral are our allies. You need to tell them what you told me. If they agree, I’d like you to join us. If not, we’ll get you some supplies and send you on your way in the morning.”

“That seems fair,” she said. She stood up, shivering.

“Let’s at least get somewhere warm, huh?”

“Please,” the short redhead said.

We walked in silence back to the cabin. I saw Iris sigh in relief when she saw me.

“Iris supposed to kill me if I killed you?” Rebekah asked.

“Something like that.”

“You’re pretty good at this leader stuff,” Rebekah said. “Too bad we were on different teams.”

“I think we’d have picked you if we could. Although I’m glad we got Bethany. She’s great.”

Rebekah agreed.

Once in the cabin, I woke everyone up. We gathered in the living room around the table. Iris stayed on the roof to keep watch. She told me she trusted whatever decision I made.

Rebekah told her story. Nillin and Heral were angry about the betrayal of the Delphinians. They also believed Rebekah, though, that she didn’t have anything to do with it. We forged a cautious truce.

Which was a good thing. We’d need her desperately before too long.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

134:11:02

The next day and night we spent repelling tutorial monsters. On the eighth day of this test, the alien patrols started appearing on the cliff side as well as in the forest. Their makeup had strengthened again. Each group had six armored big guys, each with a terror tiger. Then four little guys comprised the rest of the roaming squads. There was always at least one sniper or rocket launcher mixed in.

Bethany had no trouble clearing them away if we spotted them in time. The rest of us assisted by serving as lookouts. Once Bethany had targeted a group, we focused on killing the small ones while she removed the bigger threats.

As the speed increased, C.J. also joined in. She’d grenade groups on the ground. The patrols had started rushing up the stairs whenever they found them, and this kept the numbers thin.

It was brutal, grueling work. At least one of them had to be awake at any given time or else we’d have been overrun. The rest of us didn’t sleep much more. I regretted my most recent level choices. I’d put a point each into Strength, Aiming, and Reflexes. They were clearly helping, but some more recovery would definitely help keep me awake longer and make the sleep I did manage to get even better.

The riskiest part of our defense was collecting loot. About one in three groups dropped something, and once every couple hours we’d scurry out to collect it. Any longer and we found it disappeared. We weren’t sure if it blew away or just vanished.

We still didn’t have enough warm clothes for everyone, which meant we couldn’t risk losing any more loot drops.

Then on one excursion down the hill, our whole world went to shit.

I led the way down, backed up by Heral. The weather turned, with a cold, hard wind blowing and clouds gathering in the distance. We had pushed our limits, and the remains of five groups were around the bottom of the stairs.

The sun was going to set soon, and I wanted to get as much loot before it was totally dark. We’d decided to let any loot down the stairs go during the night. The death croc was much more active at night, and it wasn’t worth the risk.

I rushed around, grabbing three, while Heral got the rest. I’d hit the jackpot: a parka. It was the warmest piece of clothing we’d found so far. I found a few more units of food and wood, but nothing as good as that.

“What did you find?” I asked Heral.

“A waterproof sleeping bag,” Heral said. “It looks a lot warmer than anything else we’ve found. If the loot is getting this much better, I worry how cold it’s actually going to get. Tonight we might need to run a fire the whole time. Do you think we’ll -”

I don’t know what she was going to say because a ripping bolt of lightning hit her and she exploded into pixels.

“Fuck.” I dove to the ground behind some of the cover. Another bolt struck near where I’d been standing. It didn’t come from the skies, though. The bolt arced back down into the forest.

“Some new fucking monster, of course.” I scooted to the side and peered around the edge. I couldn’t see anything in the woods and duck back under cover.

CRACK

A bolt struck where I had been moments before, singing the ground.

I crouched and ran behind another pile. From there I crawled, moving as quickly as I could.

CRACK

Another bolt. This one hitting further away. Whatever - or whoever - was shooting had lost me. Seemed like their plan was to keep shooting at random until they hit me.

I peered up at the buildings. They had to have heard the lightning. Would they take cover thinking it was a storm, or check on me?

Rebekah’s head craned out over the edge. She spotted me.

I saw her shout something to someone behind her, but her words were carried away by the wind.

She held up a hand with all five fingers splayed out. Then dropped one down to four. She looked back at me, and her other hand pointed at the stairs. Another finger folded down.

They wanted me to run for it.

I had to go sometime. Might as well be quick like lightning.

She reached zero and I started running for the stairs. A powerful shot rang out from the cliffs above. A scream of anger in the woods told me Bethany had found a target. Another shot rang out.

I didn’t bother to look over my shoulder. I took the stairs two at a time. My lungs burned as my knees churned up and down.

CRACK

The lightning missed me.

Then I heard the screams. It hadn’t missed me. It hadn’t been aimed at me.

I rolled over the edge of the stairs onto the top landing. I couldn’t quite understand the devastation in front of me. Our house was gone, a smoking ruin. Iris and C.J. were dragging an unconscious Nillin away.

Rebekah had her rifle out and was firing into the woods.

“C.J.! Grenades into the woods!” I shouted.

She nodded, dropping Nillin. Her chunky launcher appeared in her hands. She fired quickly. The round grenades traced through the air in a wave. She reloaded and fired a second clip as the first grenade started exploding. The lightning stopped at that point.

Iris jabbed her Quick Heal into Nillin.

“Bethany?” I asked. I couldn’t see our sharpshooter.

Iris shook her head.

“I don’t know. I was inside when the lightning hit. She was on the roof. Oh, god…” The house was a flaming wreck.

I ignored the pain and waded through, looking for my friend. I couldn’t see her. Suddenly, the building vanished as it finally took enough damage from the fire. I stood on an empty patch of dirt, everything gone. And no sign of Bethany.

“We need to move,” Rebekah said, jogging up.

“What was it?” I asked.

“Not what, who.” Rebekah said. “The lizard folk are here. I saw the one with a red stripe down there.”

“Ossana,” I hissed.

“Yeah, I think it was two squads of them. Bethany definitely got one, maybe two. She also winged another, but they were still alive. I got one before the grenades went off. But the lightning gun was in Ossana’s hands, and she was still alive. Probably still is.”

“Shit, shit, shit,” I mumbled to myself.

We couldn’t stand up to another hit from that weapon. “Okay, we run. Along the cliffs. That way. Away from the ravine. Hopefully we can find a cave or a way down.”

“Where’s the sniper rifle?” Rebekah asked. “We could use the stopping power on that sucker.”

“It’s gone. It disappeared when they killed Bethany,” Nillin chimed in. “I saw it hit her, and tried to get to her in time, but there wasn’t anything I could do. The gun vanished with her.”

“I thought it was tutorial locked…” C.J. said.

“We can have this discussion later,” I said, cutting off C.J. “Right now we need to put some distance between us and those lizards.”

We grabbed everything not in our inventory and tossed it there. The path wound around a part of the mountain that jutted out. Once we got around it, the outcropping shielded us from the forest. About half a mile down it opened back up. We’d be hopefully out of range by then.

I led the squad in a full out sprint. The rocky terrain made that risky, but we were toast if Ossana and her squad found us.

Half an hour later, I brought us to a stop. We’d made a lot of distance, maybe two miles. The cliffs had curved again, dipping back in on themselves. This gave us some natural shelter.

The sun had mostly set. We had a small amount of residual sunlight.

“Shit, it’s already freezing,” C.J. said. She rubbed her arms and stomped, trying to get warm.

“Let’s pool our resources, see what we have,” I said. Everyone tossed their goods on the ground, at least what they weren’t wearing.

I divided them up. We ended up getting everyone in at least a coat and some other warm item, mostly hats and socks. The benefit of all of this loot was that it resized to whoever tried to put it on. Small mercies.

Nillin ended up with the parka I’d found. We also had fifteen units of wood. More than two days worth back at the fireplace, but out in the wilderness it might not last the night.

“Okay, everyone follow me. Guns up.”

I led my squad further from our former base. I still couldn’t believe we lost both Heral and Bethany. None of us had paused yet to grieve, but I knew it would be coming soon. I guess that was the only benefit of fighting for our lives: we stayed focused.

Another mile on I found some stairs. I led us down them. At the base, the stairs stuck out about six feet. It wasn’t much, but it broke the wind and would block some of the light from our fire.

I pulled out the cold weather tent as well. “The description says it's for one person, but two people can probably squeeze in.” I knew how tired and scared we were when C.J. didn’t even crack a joke at that.

The fire flickered to life. The flames warmed all of us as we crowded around. I took the first watch.

Somehow we survived the night. Between the cold and the monsters I’m not sure how we did it, but when the sun rose we were all still there.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

121:02:42

We had just over five days left in the tutorial. All of humanity and all of the Delphinians comprised one small fire pit against some stone walls. Iris was the only other surviving member of my squad. C.J., Rebekah, and Nillin were the final members of their own squads.

And realistically we all would have died already had we not teamed up. Even the late addition Rebekah had provided cover and kept us on track while we ran.

I had no idea how we’d survive another night, though. We were out of wood - apparently Heral and Bethany had been keeping a lot of our fires going, plus we’d lost a good chunk when we lost Yia.

The day did not warm up with the sun. I had a feeling we wouldn’t be above freezing again until we left the tutorial.

“This has to be a group decision,” I said. “I think we should head away from the buildings, stick to the cliff wall, and try to find a cave to stay in. The other option is trying to head back and take the buildings back. Or we head out into the woods and hope we stumble on some other housing while avoiding the death crocs.”

“Has anyone seen any other shelter like those buildings?” Rebekah asked. “I haven’t. We found a couple sheds that might be better called lean-tos.”

“We stayed in a cave for a few nights,” Iris said.

“I saw a cabin,” C.J. added. “But it didn’t have a fireplace. I also could not find it with a map, so that’s out.”

“We’re already doing better than most people,” Nillin said. “Maybe we just find a cave and try and hold out for as long as possible.”

“We can probably count on a cave somewhere up ahead,” I said. “Maybe with goblins.”

“Goblins?” Rebekah asked.

“Purple monster guys with medieval weapons,” Iris explained. “Although we haven’t seen any in a few days so they might be even worse.”

“Or we go back. But I just don’t know how we can take them. If we had Bethany’s sniper rifle, or even just her scope, we could try and get them from a distance. But they’ll be expecting us. They have the high ground, and that awful lightning blast.”

“I could blow them the fuck up,” C.J. helpfully offered.

“And that would be good for revenge, but there’s only two houses left up there, and the buildings don’t take too much damage before they vanish like anything else.” I was frustrated. We’d come so far.

Now we were trapped, no shelter, no safety.

“Revenge would be fun,” C.J. pouted.

“The cave sounds good to me,” Nillin said, getting us back on track.

“Will it be safe enough?” Iris asked. “Without Pete’s shovel there’s basically no defense.”

“Fuck!” I shouted.

I’d lost my cool. The whole tutorial was set up to be unfair and push us to grow. But it just got to me. What were we gaining from deciding to freeze slowly in a cave or quickly out of it? My friends were getting scattered to the wind left and right. I wanted - no, I need to shoot something.

I stepped away for a minute to get my emotions back in order. When I came back, I told the group the new plan.

“Let’s see if we can find a cave. Whatever else we do, we are short on supplies and the cave will probably have that.”

∆∆∆

I led our less-than-merry band through the trees. The previous easy patrols had become much more difficult without our two main weapons. We’d lost the sniper rifle with Bethany, and we couldn’t risk the Gumalagians finding us with the grenade explosions.

The tactic I devised was relatively basic, but it worked.

Iris and Rebekah would take out the smaller soldiers first, as by now there were always at least two with rocket launchers or snipers. C.J, Nillin, and I would rush up and try and kill the terror tigers before they could close the distance. By that point the small soldiers were dead, and Rebekah could start hunting for headshots on the armored guys.

It mostly worked. We were cutting it close, and all of the front-line members got cuts and bruises. Three patrols fell that way. We got enough food to last us until the next morning, a few hours of wood, and some winter socks. I had the least on, so they went to me.

We found a goblin patrol. It seemed the tutorial had decided instead of strengthening them too much, it would add just a butt load of them.

The first patrol had sixty goblins in it, all of them armed with both bows and swords. And helmets. They weren’t as extensively armored as the big guys, and from the front headshots were relatively easy. But there were so many. With perfect shots, it would take a whole clip from each of us to kill them all, and we wouldn’t be that accurate once the fighting started.

We attempted an ambush with mixed results.

Our first volley took out almost a third of the goblins before we all reloaded. But that still left forty angry purple monsters rushing at us.

Nillin stepped up, fighting hand to hand with her knife and pistol. The rest of us kept up a constant barrage at any goblin that pulled out a bow.

Bloody and tired, we all sank to the ground when the last one died. A leaf of paper floated down near Nillin. She reached over, stretching so she wouldn’t have to get up and grabbed it.

Her antennae drooped when she read it.

“One lighter.”

The only thing we didn’t really need. We’d found so many that everyone had at least one. She balled it up and threw it at me. I added it to my inventory. Now I had three.

Yay.

Once we recovered, we headed off towards the cliffs.

We found the opening. Even from a distance we knew it wouldn’t work. It wasn’t just the large number of goblins - two hundred or more. The cave was obviously only ten feet deep, with an extremely wide opening.

Maybe we’d survive the night if we could find enough wood. But we would be sitting ducks for anything that attacked.

“Shit,” I muttered.

“Yeah,” Iris said. She slipped her hand into mine and gave me a squeeze.

“Alright,” I said. “I think we need to clear the cave whatever we do.”

“What?” Rebekah asked. She looked as surprised as everyone else.

“There’re a few hundred monsters here,” Nillin said quietly.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “And every shelter we’ve cleared has provided some loot. And I can smell some food from here. Even if there aren’t more drops with the large number of guys, even one drop of wood might be the difference between living and dying tonight. The patrols out there only seem to find us when we don’t want them to, so this at least means not spending an hour searching for our next fight.”

The women looked at me, silent. I could see the wheels turning.

“What do we have to lose?” I asked. “We’re all going to die anyway. Might as well do it in style.”

∆∆∆

We didn’t want to be surprised by a patrol returning, so we waited until we could hear the next one in the distance. Our ambush went off about as well as before. I gave the team five minutes to recover, so we didn’t risk any other add-ons to our coming battle.

The Game did bless us with some luck in that fight. We got a set of fingerless gloves for everyone. The only pair we had so far were thick mitten things that would only hamper us in a fight. These added some extra warmth while leaving us agile enough to fire.

The battle for the cave started like most of our fights: we fired from cover and tried to take out any heavy hitters or ranged units. Unfortunately for us, the whole army in front of us could be both.

Rebekah climbed a tree. It left her vulnerable, but as our best shot she focused on groups of archers that were starting to coordinate their fire.

Nillin and I took the front, and C.J. and Iris covered us.

The goblins rushed us with a loud battle cry. We managed to hold them back, at first.

But what they did next surprised us. For the first time the Game’s creatures were showing higher level tactics. The rush of screaming swordsmen distracted us.

Behind that line, a group of thirty goblins formed up, followed by two more. They attacked us again.

With ninety goblins there was almost nothing we could do. And the other hundred or so left started launching arrows in our general direction. They couldn’t see us, but that didn’t matter when they could shoot over their friends and we couldn’t.

“I can’t get them all,” Rebekah called down.

“Just do what you can,” I shouted back.

Arrows landed all around us. One slashed down my arm. Without my armored dog tag, that would have messed me up bad.

Most of the first line of goblins died or fell back, but the second one reached us. Nillin and I swirled around each other. She’d stab and shoot up close. I’d use my gone to shove a group back into a pile and fire into the opening.

One tackled me to the ground. Its sword cut into my shoulder. I punched with my free arm, but I couldn’t get a clean shot.

CRACK

Iris blew the sucker’s head off.

I scrambled to my feet. Blood dripped down my arm. But even with the wound, I could feel my Recovery stat kicking in as it knit itself back up. At times like that, I was glad for my extra point every level. I had way more Recovery than I would have had otherwise.

Nillin trilled her attack cry and rushed into the next wave of goblins. Her knife found the necks and chests of anyone who stepped within range. And anyone who hesitated got shot with the pistol.

I shook off my daze and resumed firing.

Through the violence and fighting a lilting laugh caught my attention. I found myself in a brief lull as the goblins reformed in a circle. I tried to place it, and finally found the source. One of the lizard people was on top of the cliffs, watching us.

When our eyes met, it just waved.

What the fuck?

“Rebekah!” She followed my sight and saw the creature.

“Figure out what it's doing,” I called.

“On it.”

The third wave of goblins broke and retreated. We ducked behind trees as arrows whipped at us.

I cleared a couple more archers.

“Carter,” Rebekah called down.

“What?”

“We’ve got incoming!”

Along the sides of the cliff in the direction of the buildings the trees all started shaking.

“Up! Up!” I called.

The goblins also seemed surprised. Rebekah used their confusion to kill quite a few near us. I pushed C.J. up a tree. She pulled herself up a branch.

“What is it?” she asked me.

“Something bad, I’m sure.”

Iris had made it up herself in the same tree. “Nillin! Let’s go!”

She stabbed another goblin and we backed up. I didn’t want us all in the same tree in case it exploded, so we ran to another a little deeper in the woods. I took one last look over my shoulder and saw what was coming.

Death crocs.

Easily a dozen of them. None as big as the one that killed Pete, but all of them deadly.

I jumped and grabbed a branch, pulling myself up. Nillin lunged and missed, crashing back into the cold ground.

“Carter!” she called. I laid flat on the branch, reaching my hand out. The pounding of the death crocs running filled my ears.

The green woman jumped again, catching my hand. A death croc lunged and bit her leg.

“Ahhhh!” Nillin screamed. Multiple shots hit the croc - Rebekah was trying to help.

I pulled, Nillin kicked, and the croc let go.

Nillin collapsed in my arms. We were precariously balanced. Blood poured out of dozens of deep cuts on her leg.

“I’ve got you, Nillin,” I whispered. The green woman fainted. My Mini Quick Heal appeared in my hand. I stuck the needle into my friend’s leg and slammed the plunger down. Her wounds closed up.

The death crocs circled below. I didn’t want them getting any ideas so I carefully moved the two of us up a few yards higher. I nestled Nillin into the crook of two spindly branches.

I counted fourteen death crocs. Six were below me. A few circled the trees the others had climbed, although Rebekah’s was clear. Two others were making short work of the goblins.

“C.J.!” I yelled at the punk woman. “They know where we are.”

“So?”

“So light them up!”

She grinned and pulled out her grenade launcher.

CHA-CHUNK!

Her first shot arced up onto the cliffs. The lizard man had a confused look on his face. He realized almost too late what was coming. But Rebekah fired before he could move, catching his foot. He stumbled and the grenade went off.

Pixelated.

That was one down, anyway.

A couple more death crocs had wandered away from our tree to hunt goblins.

CHA-CHUNK, CHA-CHUNK.

C.J. lobbed more grenades into the clearing. The goblins died instantly. The death crocs survived if they weren’t directly hit. My squad tried to pick the wounded ones off as C.J. reloaded.

The largest death croc, about a quarter of the size of the bus-sized one that killed Pete, growled and rushed at C.J.’s tree.

It was too close for her to shoot and not risk blowing herself up.

“You have to jump!” I yelled.

C.J. stored her grenade launcher. She sprinted down the long branch she’d perched on. A leap with her long legs flailing, and she crashed into another tree.

She gave me a thumbs up.

C.J. turned and fired at the death croc. The grenade bounced under it and exploded in a blinding flash. The creature flipped and crashed into the tree she’d just left.

The tree exploded.

And we all realized our mistake at the same time.

Iris hung in the air for a brief moment, shock on her face. She hadn’t jumped yet.

She fell thirty feet to the ground.

“Iris!” I screamed. I dropped to the ground and rushed to her, leaping over a confused death croc.

The big guy hadn’t died yet, but he had a gaping hole in his gut. I fired as I ran. One, two, three, four clips. Then it exploded.

Thank god.

I rushed past a piece of loot floating down, looking for Iris.

She hadn’t vanished yet. But she was hurt.

“Iris, oh god.” I pulled out my Quick Heal, but realized I’d just used it on Nillin. It only worked once a day.

“Iris, give me your Quick Heal.”

She reached up and patted me on the cheek.

“It’s okay, Carter. I’m done. It doesn’t even hurt.”

“No!” I cried, tears burning in my eyes.

“I love you, Carter Ash. I know you’ll find me again. Somewhere out there. Keep living for me.”

She vanished in a puff of pixels.

“Carter! Carter!”

C.J.’s yells cut through my daze.

I looked behind me. The few remaining death crocs were regrouping.

“Just don’t hit me,” I shouted.

I fired at the crocs. I made sure I hit each one and they knew right where I was.

My feet pounded the dirt. I headed for the cave.

This was either very smart or very stupid. Actually, it might be both.

CHA-CHUNK!

C.J. fired. I dove into the cave. Rolling through the dirt, the grenade went off. The pressure tossed me into the wall at the back.

I couldn’t breathe. The collision had knocked the wind out of me. I pulled my gun back out and pointed at the entrance to the cave.

But nothing came.

Eventually my improved healing kicked in and I calmed down. The cuts and bruises faded. I limped out of the cave. Iris and C.J. were helping Nillin down from the tree. A couple dozen sheets of paper were all that remained of the hundred of monsters who’d been there an hour before.

I just wanted to crawl in a hole and die. Iris was gone. Even though I knew she hadn’t felt any pain, and had two more lives, I was devastated.

All I know is time passed me by. I’m sure I cried. I felt Nillin and C.J. try to comfort me, but I couldn’t do anything but grieve for a while.

Rebekah finally snapped me out of it with a firm slap.

I blinked and looked up at the short red head.

“You quitting now?” she asked.

“No,” I said.

“Iris wouldn’t have wanted that,” Rebekah said. The woman was right. Iris had told me to keep going. I had to do this for her. I’d survive this whole damn tutorial and then go out there and find her. I didn’t care if it was impossible.

I would do the impossible for Iris.

I got to my feet slowly. “I’m good,” I said. Mostly to reassure myself.

I wasn’t ready to think about what came next, so I checked my Controller. I’d leveled three times. I put one point into Magic, then two each into Strength and Stamina. Then, I dumped four points into Recovery. We didn’t have any more healing for twenty-four hours, and I wanted to survive.

While I’d been processing my loss, the others had collected the loot. They handed it all to me. We’d found thirty units of wood, enough food for the four of us to last the rest of the tutorial, and a few more coats and hats. There was even one sub-zero sleeping bag.

Assaulting the cave had been disastrous, but we had gotten enough supplies to potentially make it the rest of the tutorial.

Now we just had to survive the monsters. Both the ones the game created, and the ones it had trapped in here with us.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

108:33:18

The four of us found a set of stairs up. We had given up on the cave. Another patrol of goblins appeared before we’d even had a chance to discuss staying. We handled them easily, letting C.J. unleash her grenades on them. We just had no defense there. At least on the cliffs, monsters didn’t patrol constantly.

Yet.

We all expected the cliffs to become deadly eventually. A night at the top would at least be marginally safer than the cave.

As night drew closer and colder, we set up the cold weather tent. Two of us could squeeze in, and with a couple blankets, it actually almost felt warm. One of us would load up on the warmest clothes we had and keep watch, with the fourth backing them up from inside the cold weather sleeping bag.

We lit a fire and cooked some food. We ate our charred deer steaks in silence.

“I probably would have been sitting around a fire like this back on earth,” Rebekah said after a while. “If the times matched up, I mean.”

“Really?” Nillin asked. “Do human houses not have heat?”

“No, they do,” Rebekah said. She laughed. “Most do, at least in places where it actually gets cold. No, my family was big on camping out. We’d go in the woods and hunt and eat most weekends. I hated it. I guess it worked out for me, in the end. Now I’m pretty sure I could kill a deer at half a mile if I needed to.”

“Did you camp?” Nillin said, turning to us.

“Hell no,” C.J. laughed. “I fucking partied. I was in this sick band called Vag Attack. We were an all-girl group, real punk rock. And when I wasn’t practicing or playing, I generally just hung out. Seems kind of wasted now.”

Nillin turned to me. “I did it a couple times as a kid,” I answered. “I never really liked it. I played some tennis. A sport with rackets and balls,” I added, realizing she didn’t have the context. “And then played some video games, kind of like what this is. I wasn’t ever great at it. I just enjoyed playing. What about you?”

“I was a painter,” Nillin said quietly. “I mostly did landscapes. They weren’t the trendiest choice or anything, but I liked them.”

“I’d love to see one someday,” I said. “Is there painting in the Game?”

“Yeah,” Nillin said. “There’s almost any job you can imagine. Once we get out of the tutorial every part of the world is created by us. Farmers, builders, what have you. Only ten or twenty percent of people end up actually fighting. Unless their planet gets invaded or something. Then you never know.

“There aren’t massive cities, generally. Probably the biggest would be ten or twenty thousand people. At least at our tier and lower. The major empires… the Tier Ones, who knows. With that amount of control and influence, they might have much larger capitals.”

“That’s crazy,” C.J. whispered.

“Then you have people like the Mizarians, who aren’t even big enough to be considered tiered. I don’t know their specifics, but I think they only have two or three planets. Maybe a shared colony or two as well with someone for protection. They might only have ten thousand players in the entire Game.”

Six weeks earlier, I’d been planning for my twenty-first birthday and spent time worrying about term papers. Now I was a soldier in an intergalactic war game, talking to a literal green alien. I was surprised my head hadn’t just spun right off already.

The topic of conversation shifted back towards banal areas. We divided up the watch and settled in for the night. I told everyone if they thought they were getting frostbite or hypothermia to light a fire. We’d risk discovery. Better warm than dead.

Nillin and I ended up on watch together. That meant we also ended up in the snug tent together.

I crawled in after her when we swapped with Rebekah and C.J.

“Well, that’s not fair,” C.J. complained. “How come she gets the better tent mate? No offense.”

“Because she won’t try to do anything but sleep,” I teased C.J. “Would you have gotten any rest?”

“Not at all,” the punk winked back at me.

I zipped the door shut. Almost immediately the tent felt warmer. It was also only barely wide enough for one person to lay down flat.

“How should we do this?” I asked, keeping my voice down. C.J. would definitely misinterpret anything she could, and just end up distracted.

“It does not bother me either way. I am too tired to care.” Nillin laid down on her side. I scooted over and faced her.

“Why do you keep saving me, Carter?” Her antennae drooped and her eyes were downcast. “I do not understand it.”

“I could give you a lot of reasons, Nillin. But mostly it’s because you’re my friend. I care about you. And even if we never see each other again, if I help you here it will hopefully help you stay safe and succeed out there. I’d do the same for any of my friends.”

She nodded, a smaller motion than normal because our faces were so close together.

“I’m sorry about Iris,” she whispered.

“Me too,” I replied.

“It’s comforting to think that none of the pain stays with us when we go.”

“I think she was getting burned out with all of the violence and pain. Hopefully she got a good class that will keep her out of danger.”

“I’m sure she will,” Nillin said. “Villixa told us not to tell you all this, on orders from your Sergeant, but I guess it doesn’t matter now. The Tutorial is designed to be challenging.”

“I could tell you that,” I said.

“I know. Most people in the Game never suffer except for in the Tutorial. I just wanted to tell you so that you could know that Iris, Pete, and all the others are in a better place. They are safe, they don’t remember the pain, and they will be happy you made it so far.”

“Thanks, Nillin.”

That information comforted me.

“We should probably get some sleep before C.J. starts getting the wrong idea,” I said. Nillin agreed.

I wasn’t sure what to do with my arm, so I put it around Nillin. She tensed for a moment, and then smiled. She flipped over and scooted her back into mine. We fell asleep quickly. It was the warmest I’d been in days.

∆∆∆

I woke up spooning with Nillin. C.J. was pointedly coughing and making noise as she prepped breakfast.

Somehow, even in this life and death situation, my morning wood decided to make an appearance. My greatest ally and my greatest enemy.

I could feel myself pressed against the alien woman and my heart stopped. After all my talk the night before, would she even understand that this wasn’t really in my control? I wanted to sneak out before she woke, but I also worried about bumping her inappropriately.

She eventually put me out of my misery.

“Good morning to you, too,” she said, wiggling a bit. Then her eyes widened and her antennae stood straight up.

“Um,” she whispered. “Are, uh, all human men like that?”

“No, just the lucky ones,” I whispered.

“I can see why Iris locked you down so quickly.” She rolled over and stuck her tongue out at me. I gave her a playful shove and climbed out, adjusting myself as I did so.

“Oh, good morning,” C.J. said, craning her head to look in the tent. She frowned when she saw Nillin was clothed.

“Seriously? You’re shacking up with a hot alien babe and you don’t stick it to her? Come on, man.”

“Can it, C.J.,” I said, grinning. “I could barely keep my eyes open as it was. Now, we need to figure out what we’re doing.

I checked my Controller. We had almost forty minutes until the clock ticked over into the next day. In the morning, we’d have four days left. Ninety-six hours. Considering how many people we lost in the last ninety-six hours, I started to doubt our abilities to survive.

We’d decided to try and take back the buildings. They were our only real shot at surviving the cold. We’d burned through a third of the wood supply in the night keeping warm, and the rest would be used that night. With a fireplace, though, we had enough to ride out the next few days.

Noticeably, we had all leveled during the night. I was learning that just surviving this far in the tutorial was giving us benefits. I dropped two points into Stamina and one in Recovery. Plus I started getting the feeling that regardless of what class I ended up with, high stats in those would be invaluable. I had watched a deep cut in my arm that would have taken two weeks to heal in the real world close up over an hour yesterday. There wasn’t even a scar there now.

Our path to the buildings was clear. We hugged the cliff walls, staying up out of the forest. Below us, we saw massive groups of goblins marching around. The patrols had to have over a hundred members. The alien patrols were not as big, but they had ten armored aliens, each with a terror tiger, and almost as many snipers and rocket launchers.

Halfway back was our most difficult moment. The cliffs broke apart. It looked like an avalanche had happened during the night. Rock or snow had swept away big chunks of the path we’d followed before. For a stretch of a hundred yards or so, there were only a dozen or so landings we could stand on. The rest were loose slopes of gravel and shale.

Below us the forest pushed almost up to the cliffs.

“Should we climb down a tree and back up?” Nillin asked.

“I think we could get down, sure,” I said. “But the trees are so wobbly at the top. And when the branches break they just disappear, so we could be trapped, or fall.”

“I say go for it,” Rebekah chimed in. She ran and jumped to the first landing, easily clearing the gap.

I followed. It wasn’t too bad. “We got this,” I said to the other two.

Rebekah jumped to the next one. I stood and caught Nillin. When she had leapt to the next one, I stood to catch C.J.

“Thanks, bud,” she said, slapping me on the ass.

She wanted to tease? Two could play at that game.

“Hey, uh, C.J… Can I tell you something?”

“What’s up, dude?” She said.

“I just wanted you to know… Iris gave me permission to date or hook up with other women.” I jumped to the next area as C.J. looked shocked.

“Wait! If that’s the case why isn’t our tent pound town twenty-four seven?” The punk called after me, before trying to catch up.

“You never asked,” I said, teasing her.

CRACK

Down in the trees, a light flashed. A crash of thunder. I blinked my eyes clear and saw that Rebekah had been vaporized by the blast.

“Shit,” I muttered. I pulled my gun out and fired into the trees.

Nillin screamed and started running back.

“Okay, I got this,” C.J. said.

“What do you mean?”

“Let me worry about that,” C.J. cut me off. “I figured something out last night and want to try it out.” She pulled out her grenade launcher. She emptied the magazine and pulled all five grenades into her arms. With a twist, she armed each one.

“Oh shit. It works. Here, you take this.” She shoved the grenade launcher into my hands and hit a button on her Controller.

Then with her free hand, she grabbed my head and pulled me close. She kissed me hard, shoving her tongue in. When she pulled away, she whispered, “Next time I see you, I’m going to rock your world.”

Before I even realized what was happening, she let go and ran off. In just two steps, she was almost to the edge of the forest.

C.J. braced herself and then flung herself out into the trees.

“Fuck you, you lizard fucks!”

An arc of lightning cracked out, just missing her.

She disappeared into the trees. Then a bright flash and a wave of heat. I was thrown back against the wall.

I came to a few seconds later. Blood ran down my face. My first thought was that I was alone. But Nillin had been blown clean over me. She lay face down in the gravel near the edge of the next platform.

I crawled to my feet and hopped over.

She started shifting and falling. I dove. I just managed to catch her wrist before she dropped to the ground below.

Nillin weighed almost nothing. I probably could have lifted her before my strength had improved. I dragged her back onto the rocks.

She was a mess of blood and bruises. Shrapnel peppered her back. I pulled out my Mini Quick Heal and jabbed it back into her. Slowly the shrapnel pushed out and the wounds closed.

I lifted her over my shoulder and jumped the last few spots to get back to the main cliff. Setting her down away from the edge, I ran back to scan for the lizards. C.J.’s blast had cleared the field below us of trees.

Maybe there was some movement at the far edge, but, whatever it was, was in the bushes. A lizard foot sat right in the middle of the clearing. It hadn’t exploded, which meant the owner was still alive somewhere.

If I went down there they could easily blast me with the lightning gun. It might be worth it, though, to kill Ossana.

“Carter?” Nillin’s soft, tired voice broke me out of my trance.

“I’m here,” I said, walking back to her.

“What happened?” she asked.

I filled her in on C.J.’s sacrifice. We were alone, together. The last two members of our species in the tutorial. And at least one Gumalagian was left. Probably more.

We retreated, heading back to our previous campsite.

I think we both were in shock. All we could do was set up our tent and make some food, before we both fell asleep.

∆∆∆

In a surprising stroke of luck, I woke up shortly after dark. It still hadn’t truly hit me that C.J. and Rebekah were also gone. I felt numb. I just kept telling myself they had two more lives, and all my friends were still okay.

But it didn’t remove the sting of watching them die.

Nillin slept through the night. I kept watch, and lit the fire occasionally to warm up.

Down below me, in the forest, monsters roamed.

It was a long, cold night.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

95:54:41

The sun did not rise until after we crossed into the eleventh day. Ninety-six hours left.

Four full days.

It became more and more clear why no one ever survived the tutorial. We had both leveled up again just for surviving the night. I was closer to level thirty than not at this point. In the actual game, I’d be approaching my second prestige class. With the Ring of Boosting, I was the equivalent of someone level fifty-four. Who knew how many class options I would have? It almost made the sting of inevitable defeat less.

Almost.

My new stat points went into Willpower for two, and one into Stamina. Some mix of the two made up my overall health. The last day was brutal, and I wanted to try and make it as long as possible. I’d given up hope of actually winning.

At this point I assumed the final day of the tutorial was just going to be thirty of those giant death crocs hunting us. But right now, every minute, every hour we were here made me stronger.

And that would help me find Iris, Pete, and all the others when I got out of here. Somehow. At least Humanity was reaping the rewards of my suffering.

“You let me sleep all night?” Nillin said. She yawned and stretched. Her antennae matched her arms’ movements.

“I also slept for a few hours before the sun went down. Honestly, my recovery is high enough I think I’d be functional off only a couple hours of sleep. If we get a chance, though, I’ll take a nap later.”

“Take one now,” she said.

I shook my head. “At least one of them is still alive. I want to get out of their area.”

“You don’t want revenge?” Nillin had a fierce look on her face.

“Of course I do. But… this is training, a literal tutorial. We might kill them if we head over there, but we’ve come out worse than them every time we’ve faced them. I’d much rather leave and find a spot where we can spend as long as possible trying to level. Then, when you and I enter the real game, we’ll be so crazy powerful that our leaders will send us out to kick some lizard ass. How does that sound?”

She laughed. “Not bad, Carter Ash. Not bad at all.”

We packed up our tent. I stored it in my inventory. We set out on the cliff's edge, heading away from the cabins and into the unknown.

The unknown didn’t wait long to find us.

A small group of terror tigers were prowling around a wider section of the cliff. A few trees populated the area, and the whole space jutted out maybe fifty feet across and twice that in length. I pointed them out to Nillin when we were still a few hundred yards away.

“Monsters are up here, now,” she said.

“Yeah. We’ve been here before and never seen anything like that,” I said. “I’d think it was another dungeon otherwise, but I think they just spawn up here now. Probably started with the new day. Seems like everything gets worse on schedule.”

“Kill them?” Nillin said.

“Yup!” I pulled my gun out.

We made short work of them. They rushed us, but we had a clear view and could pick them off at our leisure. Compared to the first time we faced them, they were almost harmless. I couldn’t believe how far we’d come in such a short time.

The final one dropped a piece of loot. Four units of wood. We needed it, desperately, but now that the nights were almost fourteen hours long and getting longer, it wouldn’t make much of a dent in our survival.

Continuing on our way, soon Nillin noticed the trees were all barren.

“What happened to the leaves?”

I looked out over the forest, and realized we were in full winter. “Our trees change with the seasons. So if they were real, they’d grow leaves and stuff in the spring. It's how they cycle.”

“Weird. Ours stay green year round.”

“We have some of those. Pine trees and such. I don’t know why they're different, honestly. Probably why my Knowledge stat is so low.” Nillin giggled at that.

“Yeah, put points in Knowledge. Learn about trees. Conquer the galaxy.”

“Flawless plan. Worked for Merry and Pippin, anyway.”

“Who are they? Humans who didn’t make it until we got there?” I laughed.

“No, just a book from Earth. Do you know if there are books in the Game?” She shrugged, a cute gesture as her antennae mimicked her shoulders. “Well, if they are, I’ll find it and send it to you. We’re allies. I’m sure I can send you mail.”

“I’ll send you the Legends of Filenda.”

“Is that a book?”

“Uh, no, it’s an animated story. Like fifteen hours long.”

“Sounds like a TV show. Sick. I wanna see what you guys watch.”

“I hope you enjoy it. It's about a powerful warrior of my people who ends up conquering a whole planet. She’s like everyone’s favorite hero.”

I grinned at my friend. “Can’t wait,” I said.

The next few hours passed by slowly. Dozens of monsters roamed the forest. We avoided starting anything. Even though we had the high ground, we didn’t have any real cover, so if arrows started flying, we wouldn’t last too long.

We encountered two more groups of monsters up on the cliff edge before we got back to the stairs. I got one of those cool facemasks things people use to rob stores with. The Game called it a Balaclava. It squished Nillin’s antennae, so I put it on.

At the stairs, I caught a glimmer of metal further down the cliff.

“We might be followed,” I whispered. “Try to be chill and look towards where we fought the second group of monsters.”

Nillin casually scanned around before glancing that direction.

“I don’t see anything.”

“I swear I saw a glint of metal. Just keep an eye out.” She nodded. Our mood had shifted. Before we’d been hopeful, knowing we didn’t have too long left. But we were going to grow together. The Gumalagians hadn’t let us have that. They wanted blood.

And one of us would be shedding it soon.

Nillin and I head down off the cliff. The forest floor was thick with monsters, but it also provided cover. Cautiously we fought our way away from the wall. Each of us leveled again. Back towards the cliffs we could hear occasional gunshots. The Gumalagian had followed us down.

We picked up the pace and tried to get further away. But it kept up with us. Eventually we found a bridge.

“This is where we crossed before,” Nillin said.

“We didn’t think there were bridges, so we jumped the ravine,” I laughed. “So, if we want to fight this thing, we need to ambush it. And this might be the best spot.”

“Okay,” Nillin said.

“If it doesn’t come, we can decide where to go,” I said. “But this is our best shot to finally get the jump on one of them.”

The forest was cleared about thirty feet away from the bridge on either side. We killed a small goblin patrol in the area, and then camped out in a bush. The trees were too barren now to hide in and snipe. If this was Ossana with her lightning gun, she’d cook us in a second.

We waited, holding our breath.

I checked my Controller. Ninety hours left. It was probably around two p.m., and the sun was already starting to dip down. I’d grown used to the biting cold. But I always looked forward to midday when it warmed enough to feel mildly human. That didn’t happen.

Fifteen minutes went by. The gunshots had stopped before we paused.

“Maybe a monster got it?” Nillin asked.

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But when have we gotten that lucky?”

A tree shook about fifty yards into the woods on the other side of the ravine. A small green and yellow creature jumped from it to the next tree.

“There,” I whispered. Nillin nodded.

The Gumalagian hopped to another tree. Then it vanished.

“Where did it go?” Nillin wondered.

“Shhh,” I reminded her to keep her voice down. “Maybe it can cloak? Or got something that lets it do that.”

We remained as still as possible. Nothing moved near us. The wind whipped through the trees and down into the ravine, spinning dried, dead leaves into whirls in the sky.

A small blur caught my eye on the bridge. I couldn’t put my finger quite on it, but something was off. I leveled my gun slowly. I saw the slight motion again, and took the shot.

My aim was true. The energy bolt flew straight towards the bridge. A flash of sparks and suddenly a Gumalagian was sprawled on the bridge, a hole burned through its leg.

“Go!” I shouted.

Nillin and I rushed the bridge, guns drawn. Nillin had her knife out, the sharp edge shining in the last of the daylight.

The lizard-man was short, maybe five feet tall. His scales were green and yellow, and shifted slightly in color as we moved closer.

He hissed in pain, and started to summon his gun. I stomped down on his arm. Bones cracked. I kicked the gun away.

“Arrrrggggghhh,” he groaned.

“Are there more?” I asked, pointing my rifle at its head.

He chuckled.

“No, meat, they didn’t deem you worthy of more. I came alone. Don’t worry, though. Ossana will come find you before long.”

“How many are left?” Nillin asked. “Of your people.”

“Enough,” he chuckled. “Your friend’s explosive stunt didn’t kill any of us. Stupid meat.”

Nillin cracked him in the skull with the handle of her knife.

“So there’s four left,” I said, thinking through who we had seen.

The lizard’s face flickered.

“Not four, then,” I said. “Three?”

It hissed.

“Three,” I grinned. “Fuck it. They’ll die in the cold just as well. We’re leaving.”

“Ossana will find you wherever you go.” The Gumalagian licked its scaly lips, a forked tongue running over them in quick flits.

“Did she loot something that lets her track us?” I asked.

“You humans are even stupider than our teacher told us. Only one person can survive the tutorial if anyone does. When tomorrow starts, every Controller will let you see where everyone else is. And then Ossana will find you while you sleep and cut your eyes out.”

“Is that true?” I asked Nillin.

“I don’t know. It could be. That would explain why no one ever survives this thing.”

“Oh, Ossana will survive. And our people will be blessed for the fourth time, and our glorious expansion will continue.”

“Anything else you want to share? You’ve been very helpful. I didn’t even have to torture you to share this information.” I had a cocky smile on my face.

“Would you consider it a betrayal to tell a rock a secret? It is the same with dead things. And you’ll be dead before it can help you.”

With a crack, the creature’s tail whipped out, wrapping around Nillin’s hand. Before either of us could react, it twisted and shoved her knife into her stomach.

She let out a sharp wheeze and fell back.

I held down my trigger as a full clip emptied into the head of the lizard and he vanished in a puff of pixels.

My heart thudded in my ears. I dropped to the ground. The knife had done serious damage. Nillin already looked pale, and a pool of blood dripped out.

My Mini Quick Heal was in my hands before I could think.

Nillin held up her hand, stopping me.

“No, Carter.”

“I can save you,” I said. “Please.”

“No, you can’t. It’s been used on me three days in a row. If you do it now it will kill me.”

She was right. There was nothing I could do.

“Carter Ash, don’t look so sad. Some of the greatest members of my species have come out of the tutorial with only twenty levels. I’m twenty-eight. You got me here. I know the universe is a big place. But it’s not that big. We’ll find each other, friend. Win this thing so we can all be together again.”

I held her hand. She gave me a gentle squeeze, and then - POOF - she was gone.

And I was alone.

A deep, threatening growl from the woods reminded me I was not as alone as I thought. I pulled my gun out and ran.


Chapter Thirty

12:00:00

Twelve hours left.

I wish I could tell you how I survived those last few days, but they blurred together. The monsters kept getting stronger and more violent. Smarter too. I spent all of my time fighting or hiding.

I’d leveled eight times. That made me level thirty-six. I took a look at my current stats.

Stats:

Strength     — 15

Reflexes   —16

Aiming              —15

Stamina             —30

Magic    —20

Knowledge—4

Willpower—25

Recovery           —30

I had more food and wood than I knew what to do with. I had a full on snowsuit, designed for moving and fighting in whiteout conditions. Which was lucky as the snow had started with twenty-four hours left and hadn’t stopped. A foot or more covered every surface.

The trees were mostly safe, and I rested there. Nothing was climbing. I expect it was so cold the Game thought anyone staying in the trees would die of exposure.

With three days left, the Controller had activated a new feature just like the lizard had said it would. I could see which direction the remaining contestants were. I couldn’t see how far away they were, but since the arrow didn’t move when I jogged a few hundred feet to the side, I could safely say they were pretty far away.

I used that to my advantage. And I planned.

My plan was very, very dumb. I gave myself fifty/fifty chances of dying during the first phase, before I even made it to the Gumalagians. But I was doing it to make sure none of them survived.

“Getting dark here,” I said to myself. “I can’t go full murder-hobo. Well, I can’t stay full murder-hobo.” I laughed at my own joke. After three days of only seeing Game creations that wanted to kill me, I’d started talking to myself.

Listen, things got rough.

I put my plan in motion.

∆∆∆

The first phase of my plan involved finding an old friend. I’d heard the daddy death croc moving through the woods occasionally.

The croc had gotten free of the ravine and crawled up on the side away from the buildings. Even with the trail of destruction the beast left behind, it took me almost an hour to find the creature. The wind hid its noise until almost too late.

I approached it carefully. It had killed all the monsters in that area. Or maybe I did. Again, blur of killing.

Before I got ready, I examined my route one last time.

“Last chance to pull the plug,” I said. “Any takers?”

Silence.

“Guess not. Okay, on three.”

I counted off. On three, I fired one solitary blast directly into the ass of the death croc. It roared in surprise and anger, turning to try and find me in the darkness.

I lit a torch, holding it up.

“Hey big boy, looking for me?”

It snorted.

Then it lunged.

Holy shit was this a bad idea.

The bus sized monster could move fast. I turned and ran, thankful for all those late night runs with Iris. Her tips on form amplified my unnatural abilities. I’d have to thank her when I saw her again. Because I would be seeing her again.

The death croc snarled and shattered trees left and right. I had a couple hundred yards on it, but I thought the monster was gaining. Plus, a long run lay ahead of me. Easily four miles.

“Why did I do this again?” I panted.

No one answered that question either.

I rounded a hill and my target came into view. This was the trickiest part of phase one. I ran across the bridge Nillin had died on. I waved the torch with one hand and pulled my gun into the other.

The death croc slowed at the ravine.

“Oh, remember how we tricked your ass into that thing?” I taunted.

Its eyes glowed red.

“Shit,” I groaned. “I made it mad.”

I fired a few more shots before tossing my gun and running. It rushed towards me, but had to slow as it reached the bridge. I stopped to make sure it made it across.

The huge front legs stomped down. I saw the bridge crack a little under its weight.

“Come on, come on,” I muttered.

The back legs shoved and the death croc got about halfway over the bridge. It was actually wider than the bridge and balanced precariously.

A front leg hit the ground on my side at the same time the bridge exploded into a wave of pixels.

It let out a surprised yelp and scrambled.

“Fuck, come on,” I shouted.

The front legs extended sharp claws as long as my arm. They dug furrows in the dirt.

For a brief moment, I worried my whole plan was about to topple into the ravine. Then, the claws found purchase. The croc pulled itself out, slowly but surely. When the front four legs were up, I knew it wasn’t going to fall.

So I shot it in the eye.

“Rrrrraaarr!” The angry call shook my bones.

“Whoops,” I said, waving the torch.

I took off at the fastest sprint I could maintain.

My goal was to get the death croc’s attention. Check.

Now I needed to keep it. Luckily, I doubted I could ever lose the death croc at this point. It was faster than me, and I think even without the torch it might have been able to see me in the dark.

I had to hoof it four miles while being chased by a bus sized, six legged croc that had killed one of my friends.

Don’t worry, my plan gets dumber.

Trees whipped past in the dark. My torch gave me just enough light to not run into them. I had my gun in my free hand and took potshots at monsters when I got the chance. They didn’t seem phased by a stupid human running in the cold, dark night. But they all sure as hell hightailed it the second the death croc appeared, though. It killed everything that crossed its path. That murder spree kept me ahead of being its next victim.

When I arrived at the stairs up to the cabins, I couldn’t hesitate. The croc was maybe fifty feet behind me.

I heard a faint yell from above, but I ignored it. I vaulted the first row of snow-covered defenses. When I crested the second, I pulled the torch back. I switched my grip and hurled that sucker like a javelin. It flew straight for about twenty yards, then started flipping end over end. But it stayed lit.

Snow crunched beneath me as I dropped to the ground.

“Please work,” I whispered to myself over and over again.

The croc jumped over me. Its back foot slammed down a foot from my head. I held my breath. A long moment later and the croc started climbing up the stairs. It lunged and snapped, the monster’s brutal claws digging large gouges in the rocks.

Flashes of gunfire lit up the sky.

“Good luck,” I said.

Shoving my arms under me, I levered myself up to my feet. My heart beat pounded in my airs. My lungs struggled to catch back up after the intense run.

I couldn’t stop yet. It was time for phase two.

I followed the death croc up the crumbling stairs. The cloud cover kept any light from showing me the way. I relied on touch and the brief flashes from above.

Yells started breaking through the wind.

I heard a wall smash down.

The stairs had taken me a minute the first time I ran up them. Ice and packed snow covered them now, so this trip took me five. And it was still almost too fast, as I slipped twice. I sucked in a breath at my knee smashing down. I pushed through the pain.

At the top, I marveled at the destruction I had caused. The death croc had smashed down the church, one of the cabins, and now was hunting around the school. I could see two Gumalagian silhouettes.

Lightning flashed repeatedly down from the one on the school house. Every flash was followed by thunder and the angry roar of the death croc. After six flashes, I noticed a gap of maybe ten seconds before they started again. Energy beams came from the top of the final cabin. I checked my Controller. Two arrows pointed at the lizard people I could see. Another pointed somewhere in the school house.

One foot after the other, I chose my steps carefully. I tried to avoid fresh snow. The Gumalagian on the cabin roof was entirely focused on the massive monster in front of him, but I didn’t want to give him any reason to look around.

They’d actually copied our strategy. At the back of the cabin they’d leaned a bookshelf against the wall as a makeshift ladder.

I snuck up, freezing when one shelf creaked. The shots near me continued, so I counted to ten, and then stepped up again. The roof was flat, and about thirty feet on each side. The lizard man laid down on the corner closest to the croc. I switched to burst fire.

Three long strides brought me closer.

“Huh?” I heard the alien say. I fired into the back of his head before he turned too far. He exploded in a flash of colorful pixels. I dove flat and rolled, falling off into the snow pack. It stung, and I bit my tongue a little. Nothing I wouldn’t heal before I could finish complaining about it. I’d hoped to get closer and block some of the flash, but I assumed it wouldn’t be long before Ossana realized what had happened.

I crawled through the snow towards the school house. A loud strike of lightning hit the croc and it slumped to the ground. It wasn’t dead, but it was stunned.

“Come out, come out, you little human scum,” Ossana called.

I stood up.

“Hey, what’s up?” I said, casually.

“So you came all this way to die, did you?”

“I guess so. That was my big plan. Unless you want to call a truce.”

“Only one of us will get out of here alive.”

I saw her final ally step up beside her. He didn’t even bother pointing his gun at me.

“And your friend there? Does he count?”

“Basik knows the cost of greatness. My people will be blessed again, and we will join the great empires of the galaxy.”

“That’s pretty cool. What’s the blessing? I don’t think humans even think surviving the tutorial is possible.”

“Of course you pathetic apes think that. You have no one strong enough to survive. But those who do are granted a boon beyond comprehension.”

“Congratulations, then. Maybe we can be friends when we meet out there.”

“You will be my slave. I will find you and make you clean our camp toilet for centuries.”

“Alright. You just forgot one thing.”

“What’s that, you pathetic ape?”

“You didn’t reload. And I have a grenade launcher.”

I summoned the gun C.J. had given me right before dying. Ossana pulled the trigger on hers, and it clicked. Thank god. I was only thirty percent sure I’d counted right.

CHA-CHUNK! CHA-CHUNK! CHA-CHUNK! CHA-CHUNK!

I fired four shots onto the roof. The explosions destroyed the building. I saw her ally explode. My Controller dinged as well.

But I only counted one cloud of pixels. I rushed into the flat, clear ground that had been the school.

There on the ground, I found what was left of Ossana. The red-striped lizard woman had been blown into two pieces. Her right arm was also missing. But somehow she was still alive.

“I will gut you,” Ossana hissed.

I could see the end of her arm starting to regrow.

“Jesus, how high is your recovery?” I asked.

She spit a bit of blood in my direction. I stepped out of the way.

“Okay, rude. Listen, I’d like to be the bigger man, but you definitely will try to kill me if I -”

Her starter gun appeared in her hand. I shot her through the wrist and she dropped it, hissing in pain.

“Yeah, that. See you out there, Ossana.” I fired, emptying my clip into her forehead. That finally did the trick.

My Controller dinged again.

I decided to deal with it later, as I had more pressing concerns. The death croc was pushing its way to its feet.

It turned towards me, shaking but still brutal looking.

“Phase three,” I mumbled.

I tossed my rifle to the side, and then resummoned it in my free hand. I still had the grenade launcher in the other. Both seemed inadequate. I fired a warning shot at the croc, and it roared in pain when I hit its eye.

“Oh,” I said, “You don’t like that, do you?”

It fully turned to face me. I stood in the remnants of the school, about thirty yards from the croc.

I only had one shot at this.

My rifle spit out the final shot in its clip. The energy bolt flew true, connecting with the other eye of the death croc. The beast reared back, roaring in pain.

CHA-CHUNK!

My final grenade launched. It sailed through the air. The metal casing gleaming slightly.

“Swish!” I shouted.

The grenade landed right in the beast’s gaping maw.

Gulp.

On reflex the death croc swallowed. Then it lunged at me. This was it. The end of my plan. I just stood to take it, closing my eyes at the last second.

Thump. Ding. I opened my eyes. The death croc was gone. I’d killed it.

“Holy hell,” I said, amazed.

A piece of loot blew into my face. I snatched it out of the air.

“Thermos of Hot Chocolate x 1,” it read.

“I’ll take it,” I laughed.

The cold finally caught up to me all at once. The temperature had been dropping all night. Probably twenty or thirty below by now.

I hustled into the remaining cabin. The fire had gone out, so I lit that as quickly as I could. My snowsuit got stripped off and tossed back into my inventory. It was soaking wet. It came back out just as wet, so I left it out to dry. In the meantime I pulled on the two jackets I still had. I ended up just dumping my whole inventory on the floor.

I put everything on. By the end I was so bundled up I looked like a kid with overprotective parents. I probably couldn’t move my arms more than twenty degrees.

More wood went into the fire. The hot chocolate tasted wonderful. It did burn my tongue a bit, but I didn’t care. My Recovery would take care of it. I chugged the whole thing. I felt warm for the first time in days.

The temperature continued down. Even buried under blankets and near the fire, I could fill a chill creeping in.

I didn’t really care. I’d gotten my revenge, such as it was. And now I’d just try and last as long as possible.

Sleep found me at some point.

∆∆∆

I woke up a few hours later when the windows shattered from the cold. Ice and snow started blowing in. I renewed the fire, adding extra wood.

Nothing helped.

I checked my Controller. I had to dust some snow off on my leg, but eventually I saw the remaining time. Forty minutes.

It didn’t matter. I knew, somehow, I wouldn’t make it. I could feel sleep calling to me, and it was a sleep I wouldn’t wake up from. At least not with all three lives. My toes had hurt before, but now they were numb. My fingers had also lost some mobility. I was freezing, and my recovery couldn’t keep me alive.

Something else, could, though.

I felt around the floor, searching through my inventory I’d dumped out earlier. My hands finally found my prize: the Mini Quick Heal. I had too many layers to inject it into my leg. So with one arm, I shoved my balaclava up and jabbed it into my neck. I took a deep breath and hit the plunger.

“Fuck!”

Stabbing my throat hurt, but soon the magic medicine was coursing through my body.

I felt better even though I was still so tired. I put another piece of wood on the fire, pulled a blanket up, and fell asleep.


Chapter Thirty-One

A gentle white light brought me back to consciousness. It reminded me of a lazy Sunday morning, just laying in bed in my dorm and watching the world go by through thin curtains.

Except this wasn’t my dorm. I blinked the sleep out of my eyes, remembering I’d been freezing to death. I was in a white room, laying in bed. Only one door led out. I’d only seen it once before, but I wouldn’t ever forget it.

“Not this place again,” I muttered.

Swinging my feet over the side, I hopped down from the bed. The door wasn’t locked, so I yanked it open. Once again I was at the end of a long white hallway.

“I really don’t want to have to spend all day doing this,” I complained.

The last time there’d been a secret under the bed. I checked and this time it was empty.

With nothing else to do, though, I started out. After a few steps, I checked behind me, and sure enough the door I had come through vanished and a hallway stretched into the infinite distance.

“Not as impressive now that I know it’s a game,” I muttered.

Thirty minutes of hard marching brought me to the red door.

“Finally,” I said, tossing it open and walking in.

The same dark-haired woman and blue suited man sat at the table, smiling their disturbing, toothy smile. Somehow they felt even more alien than Nillin did.

“Oh, Contestant number 52,036,213,269,001,871, congratulations. You prefer the name Carter Ash, no?”

“That’s right,” I said.

I sat down in front of them when the man gestured.

We were again in the lush courtyard. Warm sunlight and green plants surrounded me. I leaned back, enjoying being warm for the first time in a couple weeks.

“I thought I would be waking up at a Humanity base or something?” I asked. “Honestly, I never was quite clear on that.”

“You are not wrong,” the woman said.

“But you are exceptional,” the man said. His mouth didn’t move.

“You are part of the aliens that run the whole Game, aren’t you?” I asked.

Both sat up, blinking at that.

“In our centuries of guiding people, no one has ever asked us that question,” the woman said.

“But then again, despite the near infinite number of people we see, how many do we see twice?”

“A few hundred, maybe a thousand,” the woman answered.

“Yes, we are representatives of the Game Masters,” the man said. “And you have done something extraordinary. You have completed the tutorial, a feat that very few people have ever accomplished. And so you have received a very rare achievement.”

I sat up at that. Achievements were how you got secondary classes.

“Yes, I thought that might interest you. You will actually be given a unique primary class. Your secondary class will be one of the options you would have gotten had you not survived. There are a lot of options.”

“Wait. I thought I died?” I was confused.

“No, you would have died in thirteen point eight seconds had the tutorial not ended. You just made it. And that counts.”

The woman continued. “You are really quite impressive. You are the first human to manage it.”

“Sergeant McKinley told us it was impossible,” I said, both trying to explain and understand.

“Yes, that may have been a motivation tactic. Or he might have believed it,” the man said. “I am not sure how much Humanity knows about the game. Some races guard their secrets. None of Humanity’s allies have produced a survivor either. It is entirely possible that no one knows.”

“As such,” the woman continued, “We give you a special class based on your actions during the tutorial. How you survived determines the type of class.”

“For instance,” the man cut in, “The emperor of one of the Tier One species survived the tutorial. He also had a Ring of Boosting like you. But how he achieved his goal was quite different. After finding the ring on the first day, he forced every other recruit to line up, and he killed them one by one. All seventy-nine of them. That got him more than twenty levels, each with a bonus stat. He dumped every single point into recovery. Then the trainer spent the next four weeks training him. He only needed to sleep a couple hours every few days.

“By the time the final battle started, he was immensely powerful. He slept for three hours before it started, and didn’t sleep again until it ended. He cleared four dungeons on his own, as well as killed most of the other contenders. Everyone in that final section died within three days. He just hunted and grew stronger the rest of the time.”

The woman leaned forward, smiling. “We gave him the Destroyer class.”

I was gripping my seat. I forced my hands to relax. The absolute terror of someone who would kill his own people for personal gain. I guess it worked out. He led one of the most powerful empires in the Game.

“But you, hmmmm, you are an interesting one. You would not have survived on your own. You risked your own life for others, and in return, they helped you make it the whole way, in sacrifice and in parting gifts.”

“They were my friends… What else was I supposed to do when they needed help?”

“The way we answer that question tells us more about who we are than almost any other. And when you were needed, you answered the call. Often without any hesitation.”

“So, your primary class will be the Hero. Well, you’ll start as a Hero-In-Training. But the hero line for sure. I think you’ll like it.”

The woman leaned forward, sliding a small piece of paper across the table.

“And another final gift,” she said. “For realizing the truth about us. This will unlock your memory. In a very specific, and potentially rare scenario, you will remember one day of your life before the game. The part that was erased. Do not use it here, wait and prepare. It may shock you, or scar you. I think it will be pleasant, but I never can quite remember how your messy minds work. If you meet the requirement again in the future, another memory will unlock. They’ll be random, and maybe out of order.”

“Thank you,” I said, staring at the small piece of paper. I added it to my inventory.

“You are very welcome, Carter Ash. Good luck in the Game. We will be watching you with great interest. You should probably assign your points now. When you step through that door -”

The man gestured to his right and a door appeared.

“You will return to your expected place in the game. At that point, Stats not part of your class will be unable to be changed.”

I looked down at my Controller. I’d leveled up ten times, and was currently at level 46. I had thirty points to spend.

“Any advice?” I said, looking back up to my odd hosts, but they both had vanished.

I dropped ten points into Magic. Fuck it. I wanted to cast spells. The rest I split evenly between Strength, Aiming, Reflexes, and Recovery. All of those would be helpful to have boosted if I didn’t end up with them as a class.

Turning to look at the courtyard, I couldn’t quite fathom everything that had happened to me in less than two months. Me, a hero.

Before I got too deep into my thoughts, I opened the door and stepped through.

∆∆∆

“Greetings, Soldier of Humanity, and congratulations on dying in the tutorial.”

Marlowe, the Mouthpiece of Humanity, was doing another of her videos. In this one she was standing proudly on a beautiful beach, her platinum blond locks blowing in the breeze.

“Don’t be alarmed. You still have two lives left to give for humanity.”

I guess that they had just shoved me into the same exit everyone else went through. I looked around while Marlowe continued. The room was small, about ten feet by ten feet. I sat in an uncomfortable plastic chair. The video played against one wall.

“Now it is time to choose your class. Go ahead and open up your Controller. Wow, those are some great class options. Don’t worry if you don’t have a lot of selections, even the lowliest among us can grow into amazing things. I started as a Sex Worker, if you can believe that.”

She tossed her hair as a warm ray of sunlight hit her. Considering her body was sex incarnate, I could actually believe that she’d started as a Sex Worker.

“When you are choosing your class, brave Soldier of Humanity, you should think first and foremost about how best you can serve your people. That’s all you need to know! A class like Builder might seem boring to you, but think of how proud you’ll be when you erect the 200 millimeter defense cannons we need after conquering Damman Prime. A farmer can take pride in feeding the Grunts that keep Humanity safe. Everyone plays their part.”

“Just remember, we’re watching you to see how far you’ll go!”

Marlowe waved.

“For Humanity!”

The video ended.

I pulled up my controller and looked at the list of classes. I had the three basics: Laborer, Grunt, and Sex Worker. Beyond that, I had another forty-five options. Scout, Sharpshooter, Demolitions, Infiltration, and Weapons Designer all looked interesting. Magic Developer was the only class that implied Magic. The description said I’d be working on coming up with new spells for other classes.

“Well, that sucks,” I said. Thirty points in magic down the drains. I wasn’t going to be sitting around in a lab designing spells, regardless of how much that might help Humanity.

Another option caught my eye: Squad Leader. I had enjoyed leading the team, and that would probably put me in a place to really experience the world. Maybe I could even pick my squad.

I really still had no idea what the Game itself was like, but I knew I could lead. So I took it.

My Controller chimed a deep gong sound. I clicked it and opened it up.

I now had two classes: Hero-in-Training was my primary, and my secondary was Squad Leader. The Hero-in-Training class provided me with access to Strength, Stamina, Magic, and Willpower. The Squad Leader class gave me Reflexes, Stamina, Willpower, and Recovery. So Aiming and Knowledge were no longer available.

I also had two new skills from each class. The Squad Leader class gave me Boost of Confidence and Rapid Fire. Both were buffs I could give to other people.

Boost of Confidence increased the Willpower of my Squad by half of my Willpower for an hour. Since Willpower also impacted health, that meant they’d be tougher for that hour too. I could use it once per day, although each level of the skill added a use per day.

Rapid Fire enabled the group to fire at a percentage based on a stat of my choice. Half of either my Reflexes, Aiming, or Magic could be added as a percentage increase to the speed of firing. So if I used my Magic score, the highest of the bunch, it would increase someone’s firing speed by fifteen percent. Not bad. I could use it once an hour, and it lasted one minute. Each level of the skill increased the duration by another minute.

The Hero Skills were even better.

First was Defensive Shield. It created a shield four feet wide and one foot taller than me directly in front of me. I could use it once per day per level of the skill, and it lasted as many seconds as my Magic score. So currently thirty seconds.

The second and final ability was called Savior Complex. It boosted all of my stats by my Magic stat, for one minute. But I could only use it when someone I cared about was in danger. And it had a cooldown of a day.

The door opened as I finished reading my final skill.

The most beautiful sight in the universe entered.

“Hey, Carter,” she said.

“Iris!”

I leapt to my feet and wrapped my arms around her. Our lips met, and I didn’t stop kissing her until we both needed to breathe again.

“Hi,” I said.

“I’m glad to see you, too,” she said. She smiled, and my heart sang.

“I didn’t expect to see you so soon,” I said.

“Central thought it would be helpful for you to have a friendly face when you got here. Between you and me, I think some of them want to get on your good side.”

“Central?” I asked.

“What in the hell is taking you so long, recruit?” Sergeant McKinley barged into the room, his imposing presence making it feel twice as small.

I immediately shifted back into basic training mode. “Just catching up with Iris, sir. I didn’t realize anyone was waiting.”

“Of course we’re waiting. You just survived the damn Tutorial, son. You did the impossible.”

“You know?”

“Of course we know. I got six levels for it. And Central Command gets informed of everyone’s results when they happen. You think I come and meet every scrawny asshole who dies?”

I shook my head. “No, sir.”

“Good. Now, follow me. Both of you.”

Iris grinned at me. I grabbed her hand and held it tight while we followed after him.

The sergeant led us out into an opulent hallway. If Rome had built a space station, that’s where I would have been. And I knew it was a space station because the windows looked down on a planet. That almost distracted me from the marble floors and hallways filled with dozens of statues.

“Where are we?”

“Central Command, boyo.”

He led the way through the hallways to a wide set of double doors. Large gold handles dangled. The imposing man noticed that Iris and I were still holding hands. He coughed, once. Once we dropped hands, Sarge knocked twice. The painted wooden doors swung open.

The next room was the size of a large auditorium. A massive dais, maybe fifty feet across, dominated the far wall. Thirteen men and women sat at a table on it. They all quieted when I stepped in.

“So, this is the one? He doesn’t look that special,” a jowly man chortled.

“He did it,” a woman with blue hair said from the far side. “We owe him a lot.”

“He owes Humanity!” An angry man in the middle slammed his fist down.

“Alright, alright, order,” a woman in her mid-forties banged a gavel. She had a strong, imposing presence.

“Carter Ash, you have completed the Tutorial, something we thought impossible,” she said. “We had heard rumors others had, but we thought it was scandalous propaganda. But now we know it is true. Congratulations. Did you receive anything?”

“You don’t know?”

“No,” the angry man said, hunching forward, “You are oddly blocked from our computers.”

“I got awarded a unique primary class. Hero-in-Training. And my secondary class is Squad Leader.”

“He has two classes, as a level one?” The jowly man stammered in surprise.

Sarge chimed in, “Recruit Ash also found the Ring of Boosting. That means he’ll be gaining six stat or skill points every time he levels.”

“We must take advantage of this,” the blue-haired woman said.

“Yes,” the woman in charge said. “We will discuss where to send him, so he can grow and learn about his classes. You have done well, for Humanity, son. Is there anything we can do to reward you?”

I couldn’t think of anything at first. But then an idea dawned on me.

“Can I make a request for who is assigned to my squad?”

“You want some of your friends from the Tutorial?” she asked, her eyes lighting up.

“Yeah, I would,” I said.

“That is something we can do. Anything to make our Hero happy,” she said. I didn’t quite like the gleam in her eye, but I was too happy to worry about it.

I already had Iris with me, but soon I’d be with Bethany, C.J., Pete. All my friends. I’d hopefully be seeing them again really soon.

The End
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