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Trapped in a savage new reality

I'm a kind and gentle person.

Or should I say, I was...

As an interstellar surveyor, my job is to find and explore new star systems at the very fringes of humankind's reach. There are no conflicts, or even stress – it's simply a career which allows me to quietly drift through the cosmos, enjoying its endless beauty.

Then I found myself trapped on a world like no other. Dark, bloody and brutal, I had to adapt quickly to this new reality, or me and my crew might never get a chance to escape. My life quickly morphed from one of peace, to one of pure savagery.

And as I carved a blood-soaked path across this realm of carnage, there was one horrifying fact about myself I needed to come to terms with:

Learning to kill was easy, but learning not to love it so much... now that's hard.
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“Trans-light jump completed. Internal systems now at normal. Time to wake up,  Captain.”

The voice drew me out of my sleep and I opened my eyes. Bright light made me quickly shut them, again. “Do you need to have the lights on so high? You know it hurts.” From where I lay, I shielded my face with an arm, grumpy as a teenager woken by an alarm.

“My apologies,” the voice said, sounding genuinely remorseful. “But this helps with your retinal stimulation. It's standard procedure. Especially after such a long jump. Besides, you've done this hundreds of times before.”

I slowly pried my eyes open. The bright lights nearly blinded me. “Just because it's procedure doesn't mean I have to like it.”

With an effort, I sat up in the sleeping pod and carefully squinted at my surroundings.

The hibernation chamber was compact with the pod at its center. I was the only one present. A wide circular door sat closed to one side. Something about the door being closed bothered me, but my sleep addled brain refused to share why.

After a few seconds of me yawning and stretching, the voice said, “What is my name?” It emanated from nowhere, yet everywhere.

“Your name?” I said, befuddled. “Why would you ask me that of all things?” I looked over to the meal nook and was delighted to see a hot bulb of coffee appear within it.

“Part of the procedure, Captain. Please answer, if you can.”

If I can? What did he mean by that? Shrugging on a light robe, I said, “Otto. Your name is Otto. Now, can I have my coffee?” I padded over to the nook and eagerly took the bulb, its bottom heavily weighted to prevent tipping.

“Very good,” Otto said. “Now, what is your name?”

“Zyra Hendricks,” I said. This part of the questioning I knew by heart. Before Otto could ask, I quickly added, “Born on Beta-Prime Station over Pluto. Birth date January 18th, 2214. See? I remember.” I breathed in the smell of the coffee before taking a sip and smiled. Lots of cream and sugar. Just the way I liked it.

“Good,” Otto said. “What is your designation?”

“Captain,” I said after another savory sip. “You already called me by that when you woke me, so no surprise there.” I knew Otto hadn't made a mistake with this. As the ship's artificial intelligence, he rarely made mistakes. It was all part of his little wake up test.

“Of course,” Otto said. “What was are last system of departure?”

As I drank the delicious coffee my eyes went to the door again. “Why's the door closed?” Then I noticed the blue light above it. “Is it sealed?”

“I will get to that in a moment,” Otto said.

Before he could say more I cut him off. “No, please get to it now, Otto.” I didn't think I snapped at him. I hadn't drunk enough coffee for that.

After a noticeable pause, the AI said, “The Trans-light effects on the outer hull is taking more time to dissipate. The seal is simply a precaution. No need to be alarmed. It's part of the-.”

“Standard procedures,” I finished for him and downed the last of the coffee. I placed the cup into the meal nook and ordered a second. “Durana 138.”

“Beg pardon?” Otto said.

I arched a brow at the ceiling. “Don't get cute with me. That was our system of departure. Durana 138. Proxima Station... 4?”

“Very good. And where are you now?”

“Somewhere in the deepest parts of space, I'd assume,” I said, snatching up the new coffee and taking a deep sip.

“Very funny.”

“Well, I'm not wrong, am I?” I said, as I ordered a breakfast. My stomach was rumbling.

“No, you are correct. But where are you sitting now?”

I frowned when a breakfast tray didn't appear immediately. When I tried to order it again the nook emitted a chastising buzz. “Hey, what's the deal? Don't tell me these are down.”

“The meal nook is functioning properly,” Otto said, his voice neutral. “But until the full effects of the Trans-light jump are gone, it's best to stick with liquid intakes, only.”

“But I'm hungry now,” I moaned, resting my head against the meal nook.

Otto ignored my plight. “Please answer the question, Captain.”

I pondered how long I could tease him, but knew how futile that would be. With a sigh, I said, “I'm in a hibernation chamber in the belly of a spaceship.”

“Which ship?”

“Corena IV. Interstellar Class B,” I said, a little annoyed. Maybe the coffee was getting to me.

“Perfect. Thank you, Captain.”

“How are the rest of the crew?” I said, walking over to a closet with my uniform hanging inside. I fingered the fabric and, not for the first time, marveled at its texture.

“All are well. First shift is recovering from the Trans-light sleep while Second shift are still in hibernation.”

Did they get breakfast? I wanted to ask, as I pulled on the uniform. I never liked its colors of blue on white. But those were corporation colors, so one couldn't argue. “And the engines?”

“Cooling down within normal parameters. No spikes. Radial plates expelling heat at optimal limit.”

“Good. Wouldn't want us to implode as soon as we arrived,” I said, smoothing on my uniform. These things never wrinkled and I liked the feel of the fabric on my skin.

“About that.”

I sighed, and arched a brow at the ceiling. “We were transiting to some numbered system, right? Don't expect me to remember it. My memory is quite patchy when I haven't eaten breakfast.”

“YH 1265 is the system's designation.”

I regarded the blue light over the door. “84 days of jump time, right?”

“Yes. 84 days, 16 hours and 32 minutes.”

I was expecting a little more, and when the AI offered nothing, I grew concerned. “Otto. What aren't you telling me?”

“We've been in system for 6 days and 4 hours.”

Whoa. “Really? Why? The aftereffects?”

“Correct. After such a long jump it wasn't safe to wake you and the crew until now.”

“Wow,” I said. “That's some kind of record, isn't it?” Normally, I could check for myself on a screen, but the chambers were purposely devoid of any. All a part of the corporation's protocols to soften the shock of the crew emerging from hibernation. Humankind was never meant to sleep for such long periods of time. I tried not to dwell on how much time I'd spent tucked away in a sleeping pod over the years.

“It is extreme, yes,” Otto said. “But not overly dangerous. The corporation wouldn't have assigned us to this system, otherwise.”

Spoken like a true corporation-owned, and corporation-progammed, AI. I rapped my knuckles on the door. “So, how long are you going to make me stay in here? We have a new system to survey.” A tingle of excitement blossomed in my stomach. A new survey was the best part of the job.

The door irised open in answer.

“The ship's interior is stable,” Otto said. “Please proceed. And I apologize for the delay.”

“No need to,” I said, stepping into the hallway beyond and noted the three doors of the other chambers were closed. Second shift still sleeping. One level below, the others of first shift would be waking.

I snatched a view tablet from the wall and checked on the others.

Active Crew:

Zyra H. - Captain / Lead Surveyor - 1st Shift – Deck 2

Caddie Y. - Astronavigator - 1st Shift – Bridge

Pullman K. - Chief Engineer – 1st Shift – Engineering

Hibernating Crew:

Abdul M. - 2nd Captain / Surveyor - 2nd Shift – Deck 2

Morris R. - Astronavigator - 2nd Shift – Deck 2

Ronald Q. - Engineer - 2nd Shift – Deck 2

“Oh, hey,” I said, annoyed. “What are Caddie and Pullman doing up before me?”

“They woke up the same time as you, Captain. Only they got to their stations sooner.”

“Oh, yeah? Why's that?” I said, crossing over to the yellow ladder at the end of the hall. Not being the first on the bridge irritated me to no end.

“They didn't pause for coffee.”

“Ha ha, very funny,” I said, and climbed. Using the elevator would have been quicker, but I found it too cramped for my liking, even if the trip was only several seconds. Besides, using the ladder was technically exercise, or so I kept telling myself.

Reaching the top, I emerged onto the bridge.

Only some of the lights were on, giving the small chamber a soothing atmosphere. A tinkling noise rippled through the air, melodic and slow as the ship's systems thought and processed.

Two of the three station chairs were empty, with Caddie already sitting in hers. She turned as I popped out of the floor.

“Captain! Good to see you awake and well. How was your sleep?” she said. As she spoke her eyes continually flew over her station panel, tapping at buttons and tickling indicators.

“Apparently long,” I said, sitting at the middle station. I noticed Caddie's strawberry blonde hair was fixed in a bun. Not wanting to break the corporate dress code, I wrangled my dark ponytail into one, too. “Gimme a sitrep.”

Caddie's fingers flew. “Engines are cooling fine, so no risk of boiling alive. All systems are online or about to be.”

I glanced at my station's display. The communications buoy had been deployed only hours after our arrival and sat roughly two thousand kilometers starboard side. It would log all our activity and research over the coming days. Once we finished and jumped to the next designated system, the buoy would wait for the Second Team's arrival in a few months.

It would be up to Second Team to decide whether the system was worth exploiting or not. Our job was to gather and collate all the information for them. The grunt work.

“Okay, let's see what we can see,” I said, and activated the main screen.

The entire wall on one side of the chamber blinked on, revealing a vast star field. Data streams crawled within little side panels. None flashed red, which was a good sign.

With a poke at my display, the field shifted and a small red star moved into its center. YH 1265.

“Anything exciting about this one?” I asked. Over the years, you learned that all red dwarfs looked pretty much the same. I was hoping for something a little different this time.

“Nope,” Caddie said. “Basic C designation. Solar activity stable. Gravity well as expected.”

I frowned. 84 days of sleep for a run of the mill star? Couldn't say that I was surprised. “Okay, the IS scan spotted only one planet. We got satellites there, yet?”

Otto was the one who answered. “Yes, Captain. Six were sent three days ago and are arriving as we speak.”

I frowned. “You timed First Shift for their arrival?”

“No, Captain. As I indicated, it wasn't safe to wake you before now.”

I said nothing. Part of me resented being treated like a part within a machine. Otto might of thought having the crew awake before there was actual work to be done as wasteful. Not that his programming would allow him to admit as much.

Caddie brought me out of my dour thoughts. “Satellite data incoming.”

The wall screen blinked, replacing the dull red dwarf with a large white ball. A planet.

I gasped in surprise and heard Caddie do the same.

The planet was unlike any I'd seen before. Absolutely white and devoid of any recognizable atmosphere. But its surface was most curious of all. Perfectly smooth without a hint of blemish. No craters, no tectonic lines, no mountain ranges. Nothing.

Caddie and I stared at the screen for several moments, mesmerized.

“Whoa,” Caddie said, wide-eyed.

I agreed. This planet was wholly unique, both in my own surveys and my research training at the academy.

“Satellites are settling into their respective orbits now,” Otto said.

“Any activity from the surface?” I asked. Although we couldn't see anything didn't mean something wasn't there.

“None,” he said.

I blinked out of my reverie. “Otto, scan the database, please. Has the corporation every seen a planet like this?”

“No, Captain. Nothing like this has been encountered before. Not in the corporation's database, nor the shared collective archive.”

I stared at the white billiard ball on the screen. How was it possible something like it could even exist? There had to be some kind of surface markings. It would be impossible for it not to. “Anything else in system?” I said, turning to Caddie.

She tore her gaze from the screen to her station display. “Negative. Nothing else in orbit that we can see.”

“Nothing? What about asteroids?”

Caddie shook her head. “Nothing big enough to be seen transiting the star field. It'll take a couple of days to do a more thorough scan, but for now, this planet is the only thing here.”

I looked back at the strange planet. A barren system containing a bizarre planet. Was this why the corporation sent us here?

A memory tugged at me and I pulled up the predesignated flight path schedule assigned to the Corena. Scanning it quickly showed something off. Three jumps prior, a corporation trans-light drone arrived in the system we were shore-leaved at. It contained an updated path of systems, drastically altering the one assigned before. I remember noticing the change but thought nothing of it. It wasn't unusual to have a travel change made. In fact, it was common place as competing corporations sought to outmaneuver one another in order to be the first to survey a system.

Yet now I couldn't help but look at the change as anything more than suspicious. Did the corporation spot this strange system at the last minute and scramble to send us here? Looking at the available ship log data told me we were the closest survey ship that could've reached this system, but only after a long jump.

“Whoa, it's tiny,” Caddie said, snapping me out of my thoughts.

I glanced at the data. “Two thousand kilometers in diameter. That would barely constitute a moon.” Looking at the other data points revealed the small planet was tidally locked with the red dwarf, and had an orbit of six hundred and twenty two Earth years.

Caddie glanced over at me with an expression of bewilderment. “What now, Captain?”

What now, indeed? Regardless of how bizarre the system was, we were there for a reason. “Well, even though we found a one-in-a-million planet doesn't mean anything has changed.” I leaned forward in my seat and grinned. “Let's get down to business.”

Caddie laughed and shrugged. “Suits me just fine. I'll pull up the data points on the Interstellar Scans from the previous systems and-.”

“Captain!” Otto said, interrupting. “The planet!”

We looked at the giant screen.

Something was happening. The little planet appeared to be changing. No, not changing. Growing.

Confused for a moment, I said, “Is system radiation messing with the cameras?”

“Negative,” Otto said.

I looked again at the planet's information, and knew it wasn't the cameras playing tricks. The planet was expanding. It was at four thousand kilometers in diameter, and increasing with every second.

Boggled, I watched as the planet continued to grow.

“What in the hell is going on?” I said, awed.

“Unknown,” Otto said. “But there never has been any planet or celestial object ever recorded displaying such activity.”

A growing planet? Planets didn't grow.

Alarmed, I pinged Pullman who answered immediately. His grizzled expression appearing on a side screen.

“Is it meal time, yet?” The engineer said. “Cause I didn't get any breakfast.”

“How long before the trans-light drive is ready to jump?”

Caddie's mouth dropped open at the question, but I ignored her.

Pullman's calm expression morphed into concern. “Uh, five and a half days. Standard wait time. Why?”

I glanced at the planet's data, again. Seven thousand kilometers in diameter and still expanding. “What's the quickest we can get that time down to?” Like, now would be a good time.

Otto answered for the engineer. “Captain, the standard wait time is a minimum designate not only for the engines to cool, but for the safety of the crew. Humans need time to adjust before making another jump.”

I knew all this. Hell, it was covered in basic training and hammered into our brains. You didn't risk your crew in order to save time. The effects on people made saving time impossible. Five and a half days was the golden number.

But I didn't think we'd have five and a half minutes, let alone days. To Pullman, I said, “We need to move upwell as fast as possible until the drives are ready. Can you switch some more energy over to the pulse engine?”

“Well, ya, I can, but why-.”

“Just do it!” I said, and cut the comms.

Caddie stood, alarmed. “Captain, what's going on? Do you think it's going to explode?”

“I don't know, but we can't risk it. We need to move away, and quickly.” Even at this far a distance from the planet, if the thing did go boom, it would scatter trillions of tons of debris upwell. I had no intention of getting hit by any of it.

“Caddie, spin us around one hundred and eighty degrees, then slap on the pulse engine.”

The other woman blinked, but didn't move, as if frozen in fear.

“Caddie, now please.” I made an effort to ratchet down the anxiety in my voice.

“Yes,” she said, after a moment. “Yes, Captain.” She sat in her seat and frantically tapped at her display.

Otto suddenly said, “We've just lost satellites one, two, three and four. They were the low orbiters.”

The planet expanded so quickly the satellites couldn't compensate and had smashed into its bleak surface. This was all too bizarre to even fathom.

“Pulse engine on,” Caddie said, her voice relatively calm, although her expression showed otherwise. “We should be at maximum speed in twenty minutes.”

I frowned, watching the image of the planet. Was it about to blow up? Or was there something else going on? Another worrying thought worked through the frenzied activity in my brain.

The planet had started to expand right after the satellites at settle into their orbits. Did that mean it was reacting to their presence? How was that possible?

Unless...

A chill ran up my spine, and for the first time ever in my career as an interstellar surveyor, I wanted to be back at the depressing station around Pluto and far from this place.

“I think there's more going on here,” I said, staring at the planet, fear cloying at my chest.

“More than an exploding planet?” Caddie said.

Suddenly, the ship's deck shifted beneath me and I flew across the bridge. I smashed into the far wall, barely managing to get my arms up. Falling to the floor, I heard the high-pitched braying of the alarms.

Dazed, I managed to sit up. “Sitrep!” I could see Caddie crumpled in a ball at the corner of the bridge.

Otto said, “It appears the pulse engine has been taken offline. Our forward momentum has ceased which is impossible without reverse thrust.”

As I tried to understand what that meant, he said, “Captain, the ship is reversing direction.”

“How...” I started to ask, but knew the answer. The planet.

With double vision, I looked at the display. The planet had stopped expanding, and was now over ten times its initial size. So it wasn't going to explode. It was doing something else.

Preparing.

“It's pulling us to it,” I said.

After a brief moment, Otto said, “You are correct Captain. Fascinating. The power to capture an object from such a distance is absolutely staggering.”

“Oh, I'm staggered,” I said, managing to flop back into my chair. “Can we do anything with the maneuvering jets?” I had a faint hope we could at least spin out of its reach.

“Negative,” Otto said. “All engines and drives are offline. Most systems are down. I'm trying to get them back up again.” 

“At this speed it will take almost a full day to drag us in, if that's its intent,” I said.

“Agreed. I don't think the hull's integrity will hold for more than-.”

Suddenly, the proximity alarms squealed to life, deafening me. The ship shook more violently than before and I found myself on the deck, again.

A whiteness filled the display wall.

The planet. It was on top of us.

“Impossible...” I heard Otto say, but the alarms and sounds of the ship's hull cracking drowned him out.

The whiteness flared in intensity, engulfing everything. In seconds, the bridge vanished. I tried to close my eyes but the whiteness was there too.

“The planet has us...” Otto's voice was barely audible.

“That's no planet,” I rasped.

Then two words appeared, their black letters contrasting against the all encompassing white.

Joining Server.
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One of the first things they taught you at the academy was that space was not empty. This tenement was always driven home to students regardless of which class we took. No matter of how monumentally vast and infinite the universe was, there was always something to find. As a surveyor, it was our job to find those 'somethings', wherever they were, and record and classify them.

For decades I believed in this unwritten law. Whichever system I was sent to, whatever far flung location I arrived at, it was never truly empty.

But I found emptiness now.

The whiteness was everything; space, the universe, my soul. It washed out all thoughts and emotions. And it was all I could do but stare into it.

Long after those two words had faded away, I was left floating in nothingness. When I tried to speak, I couldn't make words, I couldn't even make sounds. It was as if my body ceased to exist. Faded away like those words, becoming one with the great white emptiness.

The sounds of the ship cracking apart had long gone; replaced by an eerie silence, one which was somehow more deafening than the death rattle of the Corena.

Otto? I wanted to say, but could only think the name. Over and over, I mentally called out to the ship's AI, hoping for some kind of response. But none came. Occasionally, I would think the names of the crew, but the results were the same. Were they okay? Could they be in this place like me? Was this even a place at all?

My fear for my crew and ship slowly turned into a dull ache, one which couldn't be allayed. Helpless, I waited. There was nothing else I could do.

Then, without warning, the empty universe started to change. The whiteness slowly grew darker, shapes and images began to appear all around.

Confusion mixed with relief. I wasn't dead. The ship hadn't been destroyed. But what was I seeing?

Soon, blurry images began to take shape, revealing detail. But what I saw only confused me more. It was a rocky plain stretching off into the distance. Dark, angry clouds scudded overhead. Two bright orange lights became torches, stuck into the ground.

This wasn't the bridge, or any place I'd seen before. What was happening?

Otto? I tried to shout, but still couldn't verbalize. In fact, my vision was locked in place, forced to stare at the torches flickering in a wind I couldn't feel.

Panic gripped me. I couldn't understand what was going on and my lack of ability to do anything made me want to scream with frustration.

Suddenly, words appeared near the top of my vision, above the torches.

Choose your character:

Huh?

With a shock, a person appeared before me like an image on a screen.

I wanted to gasp, but couldn't.

It was me. Or at least, it was a facsimile of me. The image stood between the torches, her eyes scanning around as if looking for danger. She wore clothing made of what appeared to be thick hides. Her hair was pulled back in a tight braided ponytail and a leather satchel was slung over a shoulder. Gripped in one hand, at the ready, was a strange looking knife made of a dull-white material. I realized it was bone.

Another word appeared below this image of me: Tracker.

What, by the stars, was going on?

More words appeared.

Tracker

This class grants a character the ability to traverse the many dangerous realms of carnage with ease. Skilled in hunting and skinning, a tracker can find prey in the most difficult of terrain. At later levels, trackers can learn to capture and train various beasts and creatures (non-humanoid).

+2 Reflex Attribute

+5 Power

+10% Skinning skill

+5% Tracking skill

Accept this character – Yes / No?

If I could blink in confusion, I would have. What was this? For a few moments I could only stare in bewilderment at the feral version of myself. Had I accidentally entered one of the sims in the ship's database?

Then I recalled the words from before: Joining Server.

What if I could get out of this somehow? I tried to say no, but still couldn't speak. Then I noticed the word Yes was highlighted. I focused on the word No, hoping that would pull me out.

The No highlighted and flashed once. Then the image of me quickly slid out of view and vanished. It was replaced by another version of me, this one different than before.

This one was covered from head to toe in clothing made from a patchwork of material. Skin, I realized with horror. Human skin. A necklace of severed ears hung from her neck. Her head was shaved bald, and a strange tattooed symbol covered her scalp. Her eyes weren't as wild and feral as the tracker, but were no less menacing.

Several packs were strapped to her back at odd angles, each made of hide. Across her waist was a cord-like belt which hung with several little pouches, each with a symbol stitched onto them.

She gripped an object in a clenched fist, and long wicked teeth stuck out between her fingers. A piece of an animal's jawbone.

This one had an oddly fitting name to go with its appearance.

Gore Fiend

This class grants the character the ability to salvage better materials for crafting. In tune with an enemy's weaknesses, a gore fiend can increase the chances of making a quicker kill. One of the few classes to be allowed to practice Death magic at later levels.

+2 Mind Attribute

+10% roll bonus when claiming an Enhanced Item.

+5% Critical Hit Chance

Immune to Blood Madness (A Death magic penalty)

Accept this character – Yes / No?

My frustration grew. I hadn't been dropped from this bizarre selection screen, and appeared to be stuck. What was this nonsense? Where was Otto?

Trying to keep my growing anger in check I selected no. Then no again, and again. Rapidly, various classes zipped past, each a snapshot of me in some macabre state of dress; Demon Dancer, Plains Warrior, Shadow Rogue, Cloud Mage, Dream Champion, Festered, The Unknown, Sorcerer, Giant Whisperer, Feral One, Glacial Knight, Bone Templar. And still it went on. Dozens and dozens of them.

Finally, I got the hint. No wasn't the answer to escaping my purgatory of this bizarre menu. I stopped selecting no and the screen halted on a class. Not caring what it was, I selected Yes.

To my relief, the screen changed, but not before catching a glimpse of the class name I'd selected.

Berserker.

The torches vanished and my view angled upwards to face the roiling black clouds. From deep within their depths flashed yellow and purple lights, indicating something sinister beyond.

Another selection screen appeared, and I moaned inwardly with annoyance.

Choose a God:

This time, instead of an image of me in a grizzly outfit, a reddish symbol filled my view. It was hard to discern and I didn't care to interpret its meaning – a red lake channeling over a cliff, forming a waterfall of red?

This was followed by more words.

Blood God

Slain in the Third Great War, the Blood God seeks a return to the mortal plain and revenge on those gods who betrayed him. With you by his side the Blood God would destroy his enemies and subjugate all who-.”

Don't care! I wanted to shout. I ignored the rest of story telling gibberish and scanned downward. Pages of nonsense scrolled up until it stopped at what I was looking for. A selection.

Bind yourself to this God – Yes / No?

Yes.

Are you certain of this choice? Binding yourself to a God defines your main quest path, as well as effecting unlockable talents-.

I ignored the rest and went straight to the confirmation. Yes. This is my damned selection. Get me out of this mess!

You are bound to the Blood God. There is no hope for your soul.

If I could have laughed, I would have. Whoever came up with this garbage should be demoted or fired, or whatever happened to washed up sim creators.

All messages vanished and only the angry clouds remained. After several seconds I feared I'd be stuck like this, but soon the clouds parted. Beyond them was the strange yellow and purple lights.

When the clouds rolled out of view I realized I was moving. Without warning, my hands appeared before me. What little elation I felt was negated when an overwhelming sense of suffocation pressed down upon my chest.

My hands flailed and hit something solid. The strange yellow and purple light had moved. They weren't lights, but some kind of barrier.

I gagged and something red sloshed across my vision. Realizing I finally had a body again, I looked around.

A sticky red liquid splashed around my head, and I sensed I was laying down in a pool of the stuff. Confused, I tried to sit up, but my forehead butted against the barrier which stretched.

Where was I?

Confused, I noticed the red liquid was rising. I pressed my face up against the barrier, keeping my mouth above, but I accidentally took a big swallow.

Coppery. Salty.

Blood.

Gagging, I screamed in horror, the sudden sound of my voice after the long silence was almost deafening within the constrictive confines of my prison.

Panicked, I slashed upwards and was surprised when my hand punched through the barrier. Desperate, I used both hands to rip and tear at the hole I'd created. In seconds, I managed to make it big enough to sit up.

Blood in my eyes blurred my vision, but I sensed a ledge next to me. I flung my body to the side and was relieved when my torso smacked down on a hard surface.

Still screaming and shrieking, I clamored through the barrier and out of the bloody pool. Safe for the moment, I curled over on my knees and retched my guts out. Copious amounts of thick red blood splattered the ground.

When there was no more to vomit, I slumped to my side, clutching my stomach with both arms. By the stars, what had just happened?

After several moments of gasping, I rubbed the sticky blood from my eyes.

Beside me was a long, narrow trough in the ground, like a grave. Thick blood filled it to its edge. Stretched taught across its surface was the barrier which I'd torn down the middle.

A membrane.

I'd been in that? My mind reeled, aghast.

I glanced around. I was laying on hard ground, surrounded by piles of boulders and rocks. Above was open sky. Dark clouds swirled past, the same clouds I'd seen at the selection screen.

From behind, a voice spoke, startling me.

“It would appear the Blood God has summoned to me a new candidate.”
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I turned around and looked up.

A man stood over me. Even from this angle I could see he was short. His head was bald and glinted with a sheen of sweat. He wore a blood-red leather vest which exposed his flabby arms and did little to conceal a wide protruding gut. A swath of dark leather wrapped around his waist and hung down to his scarred knees.

In one plump hand he held a staff. No, not a staff; a spinal column topped with an engraved human skull.

Stunned, I could only stare at this grotesque apparition for several moments.

The man's frog-like countenance scowled down at me. “Are you mute, bitch? Say something!”

I blinked at him, still trying to recover from what just happened. First I was on my ship, then we suffered some kind of attack, then I was assailed by images, followed by nearly drowning in a pit of blood. Safe to assume I wasn't at my best in that very moment, but I did manage to speak. “Where am I? What's happening?”

Unimpressed, the man's scowl deepened forming fat ripples up his forehead. “At least you're not another still-born. What is your name, woman?”

Words appeared before me, and the world seemed to slow down to a crawl.

Character's name?

I grunted with annoyance. “I don't have time for this. Get me out of here!”

Nothing happened. The message remained.

Frustrated, I said, “I wish to log out now. Please!” I figured I'd accidentally got thrown into a sim. Is that what happened? The ship was damaged and I'd somehow interfaced with a sim while trying to access systems?

Again, nothing changed. When I tried to move, I found my body was immobile, frozen in place.

Fine. If I needed to go through the motions, I would. “Okay. My name is Zyra. Got that?”

Character's name Zyra.

The message vanished and the world resumed again.

The man's scowl lessened, but only a little. “Zyra. A good name. A strong name. One that will strike fear in our enemies!” A wide reptilian smile broke across his face, revealing angular, yellow teeth.

Happy to get that out of the way, I stood only to realize I was completely naked, save for a narrow loincloth fitted tightly around my waist. I fought back the impulse to try and cover myself, but I was too annoyed to care. Besides, this was just a sim. “I want to log off. How do I do that?”

The scowl returned. “You speak too much, woman. There is no time for your prattle. The Blood God has tasks for you to perform. You must prove yourself worthy to him!”

Talking to him wasn't going to work. I looked about searching for an access screen. Most sims kept one near during play so you could access the sim's program in case verbal cues didn't work.

I stood in a wide clearing among stone piles. A path between them appeared to be the only exist, short of climbing. In the center was the disgusting pool of blood. On the other side was a tall white crystal, like a pillar, which glowed softly.

Confused, I said, “Where is the nearest access panel?” As a construct of the sim, he had to answer.

“What gibberish do you speak?” said the vile-looking fat man. “There is nothing for you except service to the Blood God. But first I must make an assessment of you. Even as a selected candidate you must meet basic requirements.”

Wanting nothing more to do with him, I turned away. Maybe if I touched one of the rocks or the crystal pillar the panel would appear. But when I tried to move I found my legs rooted to the ground.

“By the stars! What is this?” I said, my temper growing. “Let me go. I need to move.”

The man shook his head, his many chins jiggling with agitation. “You need to shut up while I look you over. Here, now. What can we make of you?”

A floating status screen appeared before me.

Name: Zyra

Class: Berserker

Level: 1 (500 Blood Points for Level 2)

Talent Points: 1 (1 Unused)

Blood Points: 0

Health Points: 50

Magic Points: 20

Power: 25

Might: 12 (+2 Class Bonus)

Reflex: 10

Mind: 10

Vigor: 12 (+2 Class Bonus)

Deity: Blood God. (+10% Bonus Blood Points Earned)

Marks: None

Skills:

Butchery: 5% (+1 Weapon Damage)

Hand-to-hand: 5% (+1 Unarmed Damage)

“Hmm,” the man said as he looked over the screen from the other side. “A berserker. I see you already have Butchery and Hand-to-hand skills. Those will most certainly be used. Our god craves savagery in his followers. You will be no exception.”

Now angry beyond words, I shouted at him, the screen vanishing. “This has gone on long enough! My ship needs me, damnit! Log me off, or get me access to the bridge systems or something!” Looking up at the bleak clouds and screamed up at them. “Otto! Otto! What, by the bloody stars, is going on? Sitrep!”

The man watched me rant and rave, then nodded. “Anger is good. Yes. Anger gets one's blood lust up. Aids in the slaughter. This I can work with.”

“Oh, for the love of...” I shouted. “Get me out of here!” I was beside myself with rage. I needed out of this sim!

“Out?” the man said, arching a hairless brow. “There is no out once you have given yourself over to the Blood God. Your soul is his now. For now and all eternity. But fear not, bitch. You time in this realm will not be wasted. Our god needs his weapons for the coming war. And use you he will.”

My temper fueled haze cleared slightly as I attempted get a hold of myself. The Captain's Protocol!

To the man and the dark world around me, I shouted, “Captain's Protocol! One Alpha Nine Nine Gamma Six!” The protocol allowed to override any system at any time on the ship, regardless of the situation. One of the perks of being the captain. I'd been too overwhelmed with this fantasy horrorland to think of it, at first. If anything, it would immediately bring a halt to this program or at least allow me to finally access the ship's systems.

This time, both of the man's hairless brows crawled up his face. “What is this? Are you attempting to invoke an ability? You've just arrived, you daft cow. You haven't harvested any Marks to use! Ha!”

Nothing happened, and I cursed. Were the ship's systems so damaged I was trapped? Sims were a favorite pastime for deep space explorers. Immersed in another world allowed travelers the luxury of occupying themselves when not in hibernation. They'd also advanced far enough that you no longer needed to wear visors or masks, or any other type of interface. Simply select the sim, and sit back and relax.

Somehow, I'd logged into this sim and was beginning to suspect it may have been Otto's doing. He controlled everything. Perhaps it was to protect my mind from the harsh reality of the ship cracking open. The same technology used for sims was also used to induce patients before surgery. I envisioned my limp body sprawled on the deck of the bridge, eyes rolled back in my head, the connection to the damaged computer systems tenuous.

But that, too, didn't make much sense. I knew the ship had been attacked. I heard the tearing of the ship's hull. I should be dead. We should all be dead.

I sudden slap across the face jolted me out of my thoughts. Temper flaring, I glared at the ugly man.

“I have your attention, now, do I?” he said, stepping back. “Good. Then we can begin.”

“You stupid son of a...” I started to shout when a terrifying realization overcame me.

He hit me. Actual physical contact. And I felt it. Pain. Sims couldn't do that.

A cold pang of fear pierced my chest. What kind of sim was this?

Worried now, I asked, “What is the name of this simulation?”

“Simulation?” the man said, confused. “What is a simulation? A form of magic?”

Uh oh. Every sim in existence happily gave you its name and details when asking non-player characters. Basic information was always available, regardless if it broke immersion. But it appeared I couldn't access it now, if it was available at all.

I decided on a different approach. “What is your name?”

“My name is Chak!” he said, slapping himself on the belly with pride. “I am a priest in the order of the Blood God! May his hunger never end!”

A information screen appeared above him, attaching itself to his head.

Chak – Blood Priest / Guide

Health 100%

Magic 100%

Bound to the Blood God

The health had a red bar next to it, the magic, blue.

I chose my next words carefully. “Chak, thank you for your help. But I am tired and wish to pause my journey. Is there a place to rest for a while?” Sleeping in a sim always brought you out of it. I hoped this one was no different.

Chak's scowl returned. “Rest? Why, you've only just been created.” He pointed at the bloody trough next to me. “Pulled yourself out of the Blood God's womb. There is no rest now. Only training.”

Womb? I looked down at the hole, revolted. There had to be a way to log out. Maybe it wasn't by sleeping.

Chak tapped his gruesome staff on the ground to get my attention. “Enough prattle. You have your level one talent point to assign. Pull up your talent trees.”

“Talent trees?” I said, my mind distracted with worry.

Another floating screen appeared, this one with three tabs along the bottom: Offensive, Defensive, Passive. The Offensive one was open showing a small symbol of a red fist at its bottom. Looking at the symbol brought up its information.

Bash 0/3

Cost: 5 Power

Cooldown: 2 minutes

This allows the user to Bash an opponent with greater strength, causing extra damage and the chance to disorient them.

+35% to Hit

+35% Damage

+15% Chance to Stun for 2 seconds

“Place your point into it,” Chak said.

I saw another floating line.

Unused Talent Points: 1

No, I didn't want to place anything anywhere, other than my foot up this guy's ass. But I felt the need to do as he asked if to just get rid of the screen.

Instinctively, I pointed a blood-crusted finger at the Bash symbol. It changed from 0/3 to 1/3.

Words appeared in a small box at the bottom left of my vision.

You have learned the Bash ability.

The talent-tree screen vanished.

“Excellent! Each time you purchase a level with blood points, you earn a talent point. Placing talent points into known abilities increases their power, while putting a point into unknown abilities allows you to learn them.”

“Uh huh,” I said, uninterested. I looked over the drying blood covering my body. How was I going to wash this stuff off?

“And now to earn those precious blood points,” Chak said with an oily grin, “with your first kill!”

Without warning, my frozen legs became unstuck, nearly causing me to pitch over into the blood pool. Surprised, I moved my legs around, and stretched them out.

“It is now I shall give you your first quest,” Chak said. “You are to slay an enemy of the Blo-.”

I startled him by walking past and toward the path leading out.

“What are you doing?” he called after me. “You need to accept the quest first!”

“Don't care!” I said over my shoulder. If this toad couldn't show me how to exit this sim, someone else might.

“Stop!” he shouted, but I ignored him.

I crossed the threshold of the clearing and into the path, jumbled rocks piled high on each side. It led away a few dozen paces and turned right. But before I could take another step, a jagged row of wooden spikes suddenly jutted out from the ground ahead, causing me to jump back. They extended upwards and stopped, forming a high wall, blocking the path completely.

Oh, of course, I thought.

I spun around to yell at Chek. “Take this down now or I'll-.”

My words ended in a scream of pain.

Chak had rushed up behind me and tapped me on the hip with the skull at the end of the staff. It was a gentle motion, one that you wouldn't think could hurt. But it did.

An intense burning sensation blossomed where I'd been touched, and spread quickly. The pain was horrific.

I backed up, desperate to get away from him, but he only stood and watched me. Looking down at my hip, I could see the flesh was boiling away exposing the bone beneath.

You have taken 5 health points of acid damage!

You have taken 5 health points of acid damage!

More messages scrolled up at the bottom left of my vision, but I didn't care. Shocked and convulsing with pain, I fell to the ground. I screamed and screamed as it spread over my body, eating my flesh and bones.

Chak stood over me, impassive; a petulant look on his face.

Through the blinding agony I witnessed my chest dissolve, feeling every bit of it go. My rib cage went, then my internal organs, until my beating heart was exposed. And I watched it all, helpless. At some point I went mad. Well and truly mad.

When the acid finally reached my rapidly beating heart, it imploded inward, blood gushing within the exposed cavity of my chest.

In the final moments, Chak leaned close and said, “Now maybe you will listen to me, bitch.”

You have taken 5 health points of acid damage!

You have 0 health points.

As I gasped my final breath, huge words loomed before me.

You have died.

Then, whiteness.
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Again, whiteness.

The moment the words of my death appeared, the pain mercifully ceased. Relieved, I let the peace of the white space fill my soul. I had never experienced pain like that before. Nothing even close. 

I'd broken my wrist once after a fall. One of my earliest survey missions was in a small shuttle-jumper called a Bumblebee. Only capable of impulse travel, it was used to visit moons or large asteroids from a station. My team landed on a tiny moon, and I felt the compulsion to climb the walls of a nearby crater. Although the gravity was low, I was colossally clumsy, and landed wrong when I slipped.

That hurt a lot. But whatever Chak did to me, touching me with the staff, was a pain a thousand times more agonizing than a broken wrist. A million times worse.

No sim would do that to a participant. No sim could. Some of the best ones could simulate some form of touch, but only if you wore a full body suit. The ones we used on the Corena only stimulated through the eyes. You have a faint sense of touch, but you never felt anything truly solid. Or pain.

This sim did it all. Things had mass. The blood tasted like blood. The scorching pain of flesh being dissolved. No, this wasn't a ship sim.

Before I could contemplate it further, the whiteness started to fade. A familiar yellow and purple design formed before me. Suddenly, blood sloshed into my ears and spattered my face.

I was back in another bloody grave.

Although I was aware of where I was this time, I still had to fight back the primal urge to panic.

I scratched and punched at the membrane above me, my body twisting and turning in the deep blood. Finally, I punched through and the sight of dark clouds high above filled my vision.

I pulled myself out of the pool and flopped onto the ground, tired from the effort.

As I wiped blood from face to keep it from getting in my eyes, a man stood above me. Chak.

“Care to try, again?” he said. A grin tugged at the edges of his oily lips.

Gasping for air, I said, “Why did you do that?” My eyes went to the skull on the end of his staff. It grinned at me.

Chak harrumphed. “Why? Because you asked me to. Begged me. With your insolence, and your disdain for the god whom you serve.”

Carefully, with one eye on the staff, I got to my feet. Looking over my body I could see I was the same as before. Naked, save for a tiny loincloth, and drenched in sticky blood.

The blood priest grinned at my fearful expression. “There are two absolutes in this world, woman. Blood and pain. And you've managed to indulge both in your short time here.” He leaned close, grinning. “I envy you.”

There was no way I wanted to be touched by that staff again. None. So whatever this fat tub of grease wanted me to do, I'd do it.

“Can I ask a question?” I said, genuinely fearful.

Chak nodded. “Yes, of course. Not only am I your disciplinarian, I am also your guide, at least until you are ready.”

“What is this place?” I figured the direct approach might get me somewhere.

He titled his chin up in thought. For a brief moment, I was afraid he might touch me with the staff. Then he said, “You don't know? How can you not?”

“I'm new here,” I said and flinched as a flashing cascade of lightning spidered through the clouds above. “I don't understand what is going on, why I'm here.”

The fat man watched me for a few moments before he spoke. “Hmmm. That is interesting you would ask these things. It has been a long, long time since anyone had been picked as a candidate, and even then they weren't as ignorant as you.” His fingers holding his staff flexed slightly.

Alarmed, I quickly said, “If I am to serve the, uh, Blood God, I need to understand. Only then can I do what is needed of me.” Play along. It was my only option at the moment.

Chak watched me, taking some kind of measure. He said, “Yes. Very well. If only to help speed things along, I will tell you.” He raised hands in the air, flabby arms jiggling. “This is the Realm of Carnage. It is here that the gods do battle with one another. A vast battleground. One that has suffered eons of conflict and strife as a result.”
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