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    Chapter 1: Birthday Ka Khel (The Birthday Game)

    
    
  
  The last thing Karthik Ashwin remembered before the white light swallowed everything was the taste of Old Monk rum mixed with Thums Up — the particular cocktail that Pritam had insisted was "a classic" and that tasted like someone had dissolved a car battery in cola and added a prayer. The cocktail was the birthday drink. The birthday was the twenty-first. The twenty-first was the number that meant: you were an adult now, officially, legally, in the eyes of the Indian state that had allowed you to vote at eighteen and drink at twenty-one in Maharashtra, the three-year gap between political responsibility and alcoholic permission being the particular logic that only Indian legislation could produce.

The party was in the flat. The flat being the Andheri West flat that Karthik shared with Pritam — Pritam Chaudhary, first friend at IIT Bombay, the friend who had been assigned the bunk above Karthik's in the Hostel 4 room and who had, in the four years since, become the person without whom Karthik's life made less sense, the less-sense being: Pritam was the explainer, the facilitator, the man who made things happen while Karthik was the man to whom things happened. The flat was small — the Mumbai small that was not Delhi-small or Pune-small but the particular compression that Mumbai imposed on its residents: two rooms, a kitchen the width of a cupboard, a bathroom where you could touch both walls simultaneously, and a rent that consumed sixty percent of their combined salaries from the gaming startup where they both worked.

"Twenty seconds!" Pritam shouted, slamming the kitchen counter with both palms — the counter that was also the dining table and the workspace and the surface where Karthik had once attempted to assemble a gaming PC and had instead assembled a pile of components that Pritam had to reassemble because Karthik's hardware skills were, in Pritam's words, "theoretically excellent and practically disastrous."

The crowd — fifteen people in a room designed for six — chanted the countdown. Karthik recognised some: Megha from the design team, who had brought a cake from Theobroma (the Theobroma cake being the Mumbai birthday standard, the standard that said: I care enough to stand in the Theobroma queue but not enough to bake). Arjun from the backend team, already drunk, leaning against the wall-mounted AC that was fighting a losing battle against fifteen bodies and Mumbai's October humidity. Rohit and Sandeep from the gaming squad — the squad that played Valorant every night from 11 PM to 3 AM and that the playing was the ritual and the ritual was the religion and the religion's temple was Discord.

And three women Karthik didn't recognise. Pritam's additions — Pritam who had the particular gift of knowing women who would attend parties thrown by men they'd never met, the gift being either charisma or delusion and Karthik never determined which.

"Ten, nine—"

One of the women had dark hair pulled back in a clip, brown eyes that caught the tubelight's flicker, and a smile that suggested she found the entire situation amusing rather than exciting — the amused-smile being, in Karthik's limited experience, more attractive than the excited-smile because the amused-smile said: I am choosing to be here and the choosing is the compliment.

"Eight, seven—"

Karthik raised his glass. The Old Monk and Thums Up — the liquid dark and volatile, the volatility being both chemical and metaphorical. He caught the woman's eye. She raised her glass back. The raising being the acknowledgment, the acknowledgment being: I see you, birthday boy.

"Six, five—"

The AC made a sound like a dying animal. Someone had turned the music up — Arijit Singh, because every Indian party eventually devolved into Arijit Singh, the devolution being the cultural gravity: you could start with EDM and hip-hop but you would end with "Tum Hi Ho" and the ending was inevitable.

"Four, three—" Pritam's voice cracking with enthusiasm, the enthusiasm being the particular Pritam-energy that functioned like a generator: it powered everyone in the room whether they wanted to be powered or not.

Karthik tilted his glass toward the dark-haired woman. She laughed — the laugh visible but inaudible under the chanting, the visible-laugh being the mouth opening and the eyes crinkling and the crinkle being the thing that Karthik noticed and that the noticing was the last human noticing he would perform for a while, although he did not know this yet.

"Two, one—"

White.

Not the white of a tubelight or a phone screen or the Mumbai sun at noon. The white that was total — the white that was not colour but erasure, the erasure of everything: the flat, the party, the Old Monk, the dark-haired woman's laugh, Pritam's counter-slamming, Arijit Singh's voice, the dying AC, the humidity, the everything. Erased. Replaced by white.

And pain. The pain that was specific: the left wrist. The wrist that felt like someone had pressed a hot iron to it — the dhobi's iron, the coal-heated iron that Karthik's grandmother still used and that the using was the anachronism and the anachronism was the reference that his mind chose in the moment of pain because the mind, when hurt, reached for the familiar and the familiar was: Nani's iron, pressed to his wrist, burning.

 * 

Karthik woke up screaming. The screaming being the body's response to the pain and the confusion and the not-knowing-where-you-are that was the combination that produced screaming in the way that matches and oxygen produced fire: automatically, chemically, without decision.

White room. Hospital bed. No — not a hospital bed. A bed in a white room that was not a hospital because hospitals had the particular Indian hospital smell (phenyl and anxiety and the sweat of relatives sleeping on the floor) and this room had no smell. No smell at all. The no-smell being the wrongness — the first wrongness in what would become a catalogue of wrongnesses.

On his wrist: a device. A watch-like device — a band of dark metal, warm against the skin (the warm being the wrongness-two: metal should be cold and this metal was body-temperature, the body-temperature suggesting that the metal had been on his wrist long enough to warm or that the metal was alive and the alive-metal was the wrongness-three). The device had a screen. The screen was dark.

"Hello?" Karthik's voice — the voice that came out as the croak of a man who had been unconscious for an unknown duration, the unknown-duration being the particular terror: you did not know how long you had been out and the not-knowing meant you did not know what had happened to you and the not-knowing-what-happened was the condition.

The room responded. Not a human response — a systemic response. The walls — which had been white — shifted. The shifting being: the white became translucent, the translucent revealing something behind the walls, the something being: space. Actual space. The space of stars and darkness and the particular void that was not empty but full of nothing, the full-of-nothing being the paradox that space presented.

"Welcome, Recruit." The voice was female, synthetic, the synthetic being the particular AI-voice that Karthik recognised from gaming: the voice that NPCs used, the non-player characters whose voices were designed to be human-adjacent but not human, the adjacency being the uncanny valley of audio — close enough to comfort, far enough to unsettle.

"Kahan hoon main?" The Hindi coming automatically — the automatic Hindi that was the panic-language, the language that the brain defaulted to when the English-processing required too much bandwidth and the bandwidth was occupied by terror. Where am I?

"You have been selected for The War Game. Basic Training commences in T-minus fifteen minutes. Please review your initial stats."

The device on his wrist activated. The screen — which had been dark — lit up with text that Karthik read with the particular focus of a gamer encountering a new interface for the first time: the focus that said "I will understand this system because understanding systems is what I do."

RECRUIT: KARTHIK ASHWIN

Race: Human

Gender: Male

Lives: 3

Class: Unassigned

Level: 1

Stats:

- Strength — 12

- Reflexes — 15

- Stamina — 18

- Magic — 8

- Willpower — 14

- Recovery — 20

Skills: None

Inventory: Empty

The stats. The stats that Karthik understood because Karthik had spent four years at IIT Bombay studying computer science and four years of evenings playing RPGs and the combination meant: he understood stat sheets the way accountants understood balance sheets — instinctively, automatically, the understanding being the fluency that thousands of hours of gaming had produced. Strength 12 was low. Reflexes 15 was average. Stamina 18 was above average. Magic 8 was abysmal. Recovery 20 was his best stat — the Recovery that said: you can take hits and bounce back, the bouncing-back being the stat that the system had assigned based on — based on what? His life? His personality? The fact that Karthik Ashwin had survived IIT Bombay's first-year coursework and a breakup and a failed startup idea and the particular Mumbai survival that required bouncing back from auto-rickshaw fare disputes on a daily basis?

"Yeh game hai?" Karthik asked the room. Is this a game?

"The War Game is not a game," the voice said. "The War Game is a conflict resolution simulation with permanent consequences. Your lives are limited. Death is real. Performance is tracked. Rewards are distributed based on merit."

"Permanent consequences matlab?" Permanent consequences meaning?

"If you lose all three lives, you die. Permanently."

The word "permanently" hung in the white room like smoke — the smoke of a cremation, the cremation being the particular reference that Karthik's mind produced because the mind was Indian and the Indian mind's reference for permanent death was: the ghat, the pyre, the smoke rising, the permanence of ash.

Karthik sat on the bed. The bed that was not comfortable and not uncomfortable but that existed with the particular neutrality of game-furniture: functional, present, without character. He looked at his wrist. The stats glowed.

Level 1. Three lives. No skills. No inventory. Empty.

The empty that was — the empty was the beginning. The beginning that every gamer recognised: the beginning where you had nothing and the nothing was the starting material and the starting-material would become everything through the particular alchemy of gaming: grind, level, build, survive.

Karthik had been grinding since he was seventeen — grinding through JEE preparation (the JEE being India's particular war game: two million students competing for ten thousand seats, the competing being the original battle royale, the battle royale that India had invented before gaming did). He had been grinding through IIT Bombay's CS curriculum, through the startup that failed, through the job at the gaming startup that paid less than an auto-rickshaw driver earned but that the paying-less was acceptable because the work was games and games were the love.

Now the game was real. The game was The War Game. And the war game had three lives and permanent death and a stat sheet that said his Magic was 8 and his Recovery was 20 and the 20 said: you will get knocked down and you will get up.

"Fifteen minutes," the voice repeated.

Karthik stood up. Looked at the translucent walls. Looked at the stars beyond. Looked at the device on his wrist.

"Theek hai," he said. The two words that were the Indian response to every situation from "your flight is delayed" to "the world is ending" — the two words that meant: okay, fine, accepted, we move forward, the moving-forward being the Indian default and the default being: what choice do you have?

Okay.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (9/10): White-light abduction from birthday party. Waking in unknown white room. "If you lose all three lives, you die. Permanently." Stats reveal: Level 1, no skills, no inventory. The existential dread of permanent death in a game you didn't choose to enter.

- Oxytocin (7/10): The birthday party warmth (Pritam's enthusiasm, the dark-haired woman's laugh, Theobroma cake). The Hindi panic-response ("Kahan hoon main?"). Nani's iron as the pain-reference — the mind reaching for the familiar.

- Dopamine (9/10): What is The War Game? Who selected him? Where are the other recruits? What does Basic Training involve? How does he level up? Will he survive? What happened to the party?

- Serotonin (4/10): Minimal — only "Theek hai" (the Indian acceptance) and the recognition that Recovery 20 means he bounces back.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (4): Old Monk + Thums Up glass in hand. Wrist-device warm metal against skin (body-temperature wrongness). Hospital bed — neutral, characterless. Pain — hot iron on left wrist.

- Smell (2): Mumbai flat — fifteen bodies, dying AC, October humidity. White room — no smell (the wrongness of absence).

- Sound (3): Countdown chanting. Arijit Singh over speakers. "Welcome, Recruit" — synthetic female voice, uncanny valley audio.

- Taste (1): Old Monk + Thums Up — car battery dissolved in cola, the birthday drink's particular assault.


  
    Chapter 2: Squad Mein Swagat (Welcome to the Squad)

    
    
  
  The fifteen minutes passed the way fifteen minutes passed when you were waiting for something that might kill you — slowly, specifically, each second arriving with the deliberate pace of a Mumbai local train approaching the platform: you could see it coming, you could hear it coming, and the coming took forever even though the forever was only minutes.

Karthik used the time. Used it the way a gamer used the loading screen — checking the interface, reading the fine print, the fine-print-reading being the habit that had saved him in every game he'd ever played because the fine print was where the developers hid the important information, the hiding being the test: the players who read survived, the players who skipped died, the dying being the penalty for impatience.

The wrist device — which Karthik had started calling the WristNav because naming things was how he processed them — had more than stats. It had a map (currently showing only his white room and a corridor leading to a large space labelled "ASSEMBLY"). It had an inventory screen (empty, the empty mocking him). It had a skills tree (locked, greyed out, the greying being the game's way of saying: you haven't earned this yet). And it had a chat function — a messaging system that showed one channel: "Squad 7."

Squad 7. The squad that he had been assigned to without consultation, the without-consultation being the military logic that games borrowed from armies: you did not choose your squad, your squad was chosen for you, the choosing being the algorithm's decision and the algorithm's decision being final.

The chat was active. Messages scrolling:

[Zara_Khan]: anyone know what's happening? I was at a concert in Delhi

[VikramS]: Chennai. Engineering lab. Then white light.

[Priya_R]: Same. Bangalore. Was sleeping. Woke up here.

[DJ_Beats]: Bhai log, yeh kya scene hai? Main Jaipur mein tha. DJ set chal raha tha. Ab yahan hoon.]

Four people. Four messages. Four Indians — the Indian-ness confirmed by the cities, the language, the "bhai log" that was the Hindi-speaking gamer's universal greeting. Karthik was the fifth. Squad 7 had five members, all Indian, all apparently abducted from different cities on the same night.

He typed: [KarthikA]: Mumbai. Birthday party. Old Monk ki wajah se laga ki hallucination hai but this feels real.

Mumbai. Birthday party. Thought it was an Old Monk hallucination but this feels real.

[Zara_Khan]: lol Old Monk. Definitely real tho. My wrist hurts where this thing is.

[VikramS]: Stats check karo. I have Strength 22, Magic 25. Class: Mage-Candidate.

[DJ_Beats]: Mere paas Reflexes 28 hai. Class nahi mila abhi. Tum logon ko mila?

[Priya_R]: I got Scout-Candidate. Reflexes 24, Stamina 22. This is like Valorant but terrifying.

Karthik checked his stats again. Strength 12, Reflexes 15, Stamina 18, Magic 8, Willpower 14, Recovery 20. No class assigned. The no-class being — the no-class was either a glitch or a distinction and the distinction worried him because in every RPG he'd played, the unclassed character was either the protagonist (special, chosen, destined for a unique path) or the cannon fodder (generic, expendable, destined for the tutorial death that taught other players what not to do).

[KarthikA]: No class yet. Recovery 20 is my highest. Magic 8. Basically I'm a punching bag that heals fast.

[Zara_Khan]: lmaooo punching bag. Ok but recovery is actually OP in late game. Trust.

The "trust" — the trust of a gamer who understood meta, who understood that the stats that looked weak in early game became devastating in late game because the game's design rewarded patience and the patience was the grind and the grind was the game.

A chime. The WristNav vibrated — the vibration different from a phone's (the phone-vibration being diffuse, the WristNav-vibration being targeted, the targeting hitting a specific nerve cluster in the wrist that made the entire arm tingle, the tingling being the device's particular method of demanding attention).

ASSEMBLY IN 2 MINUTES. REPORT TO CORRIDOR. FOLLOW DIRECTIONAL MARKERS.

The wall of the white room slid open. Not opened — slid, the sliding being seamless, the seam having been invisible until the wall decided to become a door, the deciding being the room's agency and the room's agency being: the room controlled what you saw, what you accessed, what you knew, and the controlling was the game's first lesson: you are not in control. The game is.

Karthik stepped into the corridor. The corridor was — the corridor was not white. The corridor was metal. Grey metal, the grey of spacecraft in science fiction films, the grey that said: this is not a hospital, this is a vessel, you are inside something that moves through space. The metal was cool underfoot — Karthik was barefoot, the barefoot being another detail he'd not registered until now: his shoes were gone, his clothes had been replaced with a grey jumpsuit (the jumpsuit being the uniform, the uniform being the equaliser: everyone in the same grey, the same bare feet, the same wrist device, the individuality stripped and the stripping being the military's first act — remove the self, install the soldier).

Other doors were sliding open. Other recruits stepping into the corridor. Karthik counted — eight, twelve, twenty, more. All in grey jumpsuits. All barefoot. All with WristNavs. All with the particular expression that combined terror and curiosity in the proportions that gamers specifically produced: more curiosity than terror, the more-curiosity being the gamer's conditioning — new environment? Explore it. New system? Learn it. New threat? Assess it. The assessing being the default and the default overriding the panic because the panic was the noob response and these were not noobs, these were people who had spent years in virtual worlds being killed and respawning and the killing-and-respawning had trained them for this particular moment: the moment when the virtual became real and the real required the same skills that the virtual had been teaching.

The Assembly was a hangar. The hangar being — enormous. The enormous that Karthik had no reference for because Mumbai did not produce enormous spaces, Mumbai produced compressed spaces, and the compressed-spaces had calibrated his spatial expectations to: small. This hangar was not small. This hangar was the size of — he didn't know. A cricket stadium? Wankhede? Bigger than Wankhede. The ceiling was so high that it disappeared into shadow, the shadow being the hangar's sky, the artificial sky of a space that was inside a larger space that was, presumably, a spacecraft or a station or something that existed in the void that Karthik had seen through the translucent walls.

Two hundred recruits. Give or take. Arranged in clusters — the clusters being squads, each squad identified by a holographic number floating above their assigned position. Karthik found Squad 7. The holographic "7" floating in blue light, the blue being the colour of the game's interface, the interface's colour-language being: blue for friendly, red for enemy, green for environment, the colour-language being universal, understood by every gamer.

Squad 7 was four people and an empty space. The empty space being Karthik's.

Zara Khan was — Zara was not what the chat-voice had suggested. The chat-voice had been casual, funny, the "lol Old Monk" voice of someone relaxed. In person, Zara was alert. Tall — taller than Karthik (the taller-than being the particular Indian male's minor crisis: Indian men were trained by culture to be taller than women and the training did not account for women who were 5'10" and the not-accounting was the training's failure). Dark hair cut short — the short-cut being practical, the practical being: this woman had assessed the situation and had, in the fifteen minutes available, cut her hair with something (the something being unclear — the WristNav? A sharp edge? The determination of a woman who understood that long hair in combat was a liability?). Brown skin, sharp features, the features of a North Indian woman who had been raised in Delhi and who carried Delhi in her posture: upright, territorial, occupying space with the confidence that Delhi women possessed and that the possessing was the Delhi inheritance — the city that taught its women to be large because being small in Delhi was dangerous.

"Karthik?" Zara extended her hand. The handshake being the greeting — not the Indian greeting (the namaste that the game's grey jumpsuits seemed to demand) but the handshake of equals meeting in a foreign environment, the foreign-environment defaulting the greeting to the universal.

"Haan. Zara?"

"Yep. Concert mein thi. Last thing I heard was Prateek Kuhad singing 'cold/mess' and then — white."

Vikram Subramanian was Chennai. The Chennai that was visible in everything — the precise English, the measured gesture, the particular South Indian restraint that was not shyness but calculation, the calculation being: I will speak when I have something to contribute and the contributing requires the data and the data requires observation and the observing is what I am doing now. Vikram was shorter than Karthik, compact, with glasses that should not have survived the teleportation but had — the glasses-surviving being either the game's attention to detail or the game's sense of humour, the sense-of-humour being: we transported you across space but we kept your spectacles because the spectacles are essential to who you are and the who-you-are is the raw material.

"Mage-Candidate," Vikram said, by way of introduction. "Magic 25. IIT Madras, third year, electrical engineering. Valorant rank: Immortal."

The stats-and-credentials introduction — the introduction that gamers performed, the performing being: your rank was your identity, your stats were your handshake, the handshake being more informative than the name because the name was arbitrary but the rank was earned.

Priya Rao was Bangalore. Software engineer. The software-engineer being — Priya was the particular Bangalore breed of engineer who worked at a startup, played games competitively, and maintained a side project that was "almost ready to launch" and that the almost-ready had been the state for two years and the two-years was the side project's natural lifecycle: permanent almost-readiness. Scout-Candidate. Reflexes 24. She was small, quick-eyed, and had the particular energy of someone who processed information faster than they could communicate it, the faster-processing being the Scout's essential quality — see before others see, know before others know.

DJ — Deepak Jain — was Jaipur. DJ set interrupted by abduction. Class: unassigned (like Karthik). Reflexes 28 — the highest in the squad, the highest being the hands of a DJ who had spent ten years manipulating decks and the manipulating had produced reflexes that the game's system had measured and scored and the scoring was: 28, which was elite. Deepak was loud — the loud of Jaipur, the particular Rajasthani loudness that was not volume but energy, the energy that filled rooms the way his music filled clubs.

"Bhai, stats mein class nahi hai mere. Tere?" Deepak to Karthik. Bro, I don't have a class in my stats. You?

"Same. No class."

"Toh hum dono unassigned hain. Matlab system ne decide nahi kiya ki hum kya hain. Ya toh hum special hain ya expendable."

So we're both unassigned. Means the system hasn't decided what we are. Either we're special or expendable.

"Hoping for special," Karthik said.

"Hoping for alive," Deepak corrected.

A sound — not a voice but a sound, the sound that a stadium made when the PA system activated, the activation being the hum-before-the-announcement, the hum that said: something important is about to be said, the important-about-to-be-said producing the particular silence that two hundred recruits generated simultaneously — the simultaneous silence being the proof of shared fear.

"RECRUITS." The voice — not the synthetic female voice from the room. A different voice. Male. Deep. The deep that was authoritative in the way that Indian fathers' voices were authoritative: not by volume but by certainty, the certainty being the quality that made you listen not because you wanted to but because the voice had decided you would.

"You have been selected for The War Game. You are now soldiers. Your training begins today. Some of you will advance. Some of you will die. The dying is not metaphorical."

The hangar's silence deepened. The deepening-silence being: two hundred people processing the word "die" and the processing producing the particular silence that was not absence-of-sound but presence-of-fear.

"Your squads are your families. Your families are your survival. Protect your squad. Your squad protects you. This is the only rule that matters."

Karthik looked at Squad 7. Zara, standing tall, arms crossed, the posture of a woman who had already decided: I will survive this. Vikram, adjusting his glasses, the adjusting being the nervous habit of a man whose mind was racing through calculations. Priya, scanning the room, the scanning being the Scout's instinct activated. Deepak, cracking his knuckles — the knuckle-cracking being the DJ's pre-set ritual, the ritual repurposed for war.

Five strangers. One squad. Three lives each.

The game had begun.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (8/10): "Some of you will die. The dying is not metaphorical." The hangar revelation — 200 recruits, permanent death stakes. Two unassigned players (Karthik and Deepak) — special or expendable? The scale of the abduction across India.

- Oxytocin (8/10): Squad 7 forming — the chat banter (Old Monk joke, "punching bag that heals fast"). Zara's handshake. Deepak's "Hoping for alive." The voice saying "Your squads are your families." The immediate bond of shared terror.

- Dopamine (9/10): What is Basic Training? Who runs The War Game? Why were they selected? What classes will Karthik and Deepak receive? What's the first mission? Will all five survive?

- Serotonin (5/10): Squad assembled. Banter established. The gaming-skills-as-survival recognized ("these were not noobs"). "Theek hai" energy carried forward.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (4): Grey metal corridor cool underfoot (barefoot on spacecraft floor). Zara's handshake (firm, equals meeting). Wrist device vibration — targeted, nerve-cluster tingling. Grey jumpsuit fabric — military, equalizing.

- Smell (2): Metal corridor — the clean-machine smell of spacecraft interior. Hangar — the particular smell of large enclosed spaces (recycled air, ozone, the absence of organic scent).

- Sound (3): PA system hum before announcement (the stadium-silence trigger). "RECRUITS" — male voice, deep, the authority of certainty. Deepak cracking knuckles — the pre-battle ritual.

- Taste (1): Residual Old Monk + Thums Up — the birthday drink's ghost on the tongue, the last taste of the previous life.


  
    Chapter 3: Pehla Test (The First Test)

    
    
  
  Basic Training's first test arrived forty-seven minutes after assembly — forty-seven minutes that the game had used to process two hundred recruits through what Karthik mentally labelled "the onboarding sequence," the onboarding being the particular corporate term that his startup brain applied to everything because the startup brain was the only brain he had and the brain processed new environments through its existing vocabulary: onboarding, sprint, iteration, MVP. The War Game was the ultimate startup — no funding, no roadmap, possible death.

The onboarding sequence had provided: a starter weapon (Karthik received a rifle — the "Starter Rifle" appearing in his inventory with the particular underwhelm that starter weapons always produced: grey-tier, basic stats, the weapon equivalent of the free pen you got at a career fair), a basic tutorial on the WristNav's interface (which Karthik skipped by tapping through faster than the tutorial could present because he was a gamer and gamers did not read tutorials, they learned by dying), and a brief on the scoring system.

The scoring system was: kills earned XP. XP levelled you up. Levelling unlocked skills and stat boosts. Squad performance multiplied individual XP. The multiplier being the incentive — the incentive that said: your squad's success is your success, your squad's failure is your failure, the failure being shared and the sharing being the bond.

The first test was called "The Gauntlet." The Gauntlet being — Karthik had played enough games to recognise a wave-survival scenario: enemies came in waves, you survived as long as you could, the surviving determining your score. Simple in concept. Terrifying in execution when the execution involved actual bodily harm and the bodily harm was not a screen-flash but the particular reality of pain.

Squad 7 was positioned in a corridor. The corridor being one of forty — forty squads, forty corridors, forty simultaneous Gauntlets. The corridor was narrow (two people wide, the narrowness being the tactical constraint: you could not all fire forward, you had to arrange, the arranging being the first tactical decision of the game).

"Formation," Zara said. Not asked — said. The said being the command, the command coming from Zara with the naturalness of someone who had been giving commands her entire life, the entire-life being: Delhi girl, eldest of three siblings, captain of her school's basketball team, the captaining being the training that the game had not provided but that life had and that life's training was the training that mattered.

"Vikram, peeche raho. Mage range se maaro. Priya, side walls check karo — flanking ho sakti hai. Deepak, Karthik — front line. Deepak ki reflexes highest hain, Karthik ki recovery. Tum dono damage loge aur recover karoge."

Vikram, stay back. Attack from mage range. Priya, check the side walls — could be flanking. Deepak, Karthik — front line. Deepak's reflexes are highest, Karthik's recovery. You two will take damage and recover.

The command that was — the command was correct. Tactically, strategically correct. The correctness being: Zara had assessed the squad's stats, identified the roles, assigned the positions, and the assigning had taken her thirty seconds and the thirty-seconds was the speed of a mind that was built for this.

"Tu commander hai?" Deepak asked. Not challenging — confirming. You're the commander?

"Abhi ke liye. Jab tak koi better plan de." For now. Until someone has a better plan.

Nobody had a better plan. The nobody-having was the confirmation: Zara was the commander. The commanding being the natural thing, the natural-thing being the thing that happened without election or appointment, the happening being: the person who commanded was the person who commanded and the commanding was the credential and the credential was: try to stop me.

Karthik took his position. Front line, left side. Deepak on the right. The Starter Rifle in his hands — the rifle that felt wrong. Not wrong-bad but wrong-unfamiliar: the weight, the balance, the particular way the weapon occupied his hands. Karthik had held exactly two things with this kind of weight in his life: a cricket bat (the cricket being the Indian boy's weapon-training) and a dumbbell at the IIT Bombay gym (the gym that he attended sporadically, the sporadically being the honest word for "rarely"). Neither had prepared him for the rifle. But the hands held it. The hands that had spent ten thousand hours on a keyboard and mouse, the ten-thousand hours that had produced a different kind of weapon-familiarity: the familiarity of the interface, the interface being the controller, the controller being the weapon. The rifle was just another controller. The corridor was just another map. The enemies were just another wave.

This is what Karthik told himself. The telling being the lie that was also the strategy: tell yourself it's a game, play it like a game, survive.

WAVE 1 COMMENCING.

The enemies materialised at the corridor's far end. Materialised — not walked in, not appeared from a door. Materialised from the air the way NPCs spawned in games: one second nothing, next second something. The something being: six humanoid figures, grey-skinned, armed with melee weapons (bladed, glowing red — the red being the enemy-colour, the colour-language confirmed). The figures moved fast — faster than human, the faster-than-human being the game's particular cruelty: the first wave was supposed to be easy and the easy was still faster than you.

"Fire!" Zara's voice — the voice that cut through the corridor's acoustic compression.

Karthik fired. The Starter Rifle kicked — the kick being the recoil that the tutorial had mentioned and that Karthik had skipped and that the skipping was now the lesson: read the tutorial. The recoil pushed the rifle up and right, the first shot going wide, hitting the corridor wall with a spark (the spark being real, the real-spark being the confirmation that the bullets were real and the real-bullets hitting real-walls was the new reality).

Second shot. Adjustment. The adjustment being the gamer's correction — the correction that happened in milliseconds because the correction was muscle memory and the muscle memory was: thousands of hours of aim-training in Valorant and CS2, the aim-training being the training that had seemed pointless (the pointless-seeming being: why are you spending hours shooting virtual targets when you could be studying?) and that was now the difference between hitting the enemy and hitting the wall.

Second shot hit. The grey figure staggered — the staggering being the hit-confirmation, the hit-confirmation being the particular satisfaction that gamers called "the click," the click that said: your aim was true, the true-aim being the reward.

Deepak was firing beside him. Deepak's Reflexes-28 hands working the rifle with a speed that made Karthik's firing look leisurely — the speed of a DJ whose hands manipulated objects at frequencies that normal hands could not achieve, the achieving being the Reflexes stat made physical.

Vikram's magic arrived. The arriving being — Karthik did not see a spell in the traditional sense. He saw: a pulse of blue light from behind him, the pulse travelling over his head, hitting two enemies simultaneously, the simultaneously being the mage's advantage: area-of-effect damage, the AOE that hit multiple targets, the multiple-targeting being the efficiency that melee and rifle could not match.

"Two down!" Priya's voice — the Scout reporting. The reporting being the Scout's function: see, count, inform. "Four remaining. One flanking left — Karthik, tera side!"

Karthik turned. The turning being — too slow. The enemy was faster. The blade connected with his left arm.

Pain. The pain that was not virtual. The pain that was the particular reality that the game had promised and that the promise had been abstract until the abstract became the blade-in-the-arm and the blade-in-the-arm was: real. The pain was — the pain was a knife. Not a sword, not a fantasy weapon: a knife. The pain of a knife cutting skin, the cutting that Karthik had experienced once before (the once-before being: a kitchen accident at Nani's house, age twelve, the vegetable knife slipping and the slipping producing the cut and the cut producing the blood and the blood producing the screaming and the screaming producing Nani's "arey baapre" and the "arey baapre" being the soundtrack of Indian domestic injury).

His WristNav flashed: HP: 85/100. DAMAGE: 15.

Fifteen HP gone. From one hit. The one-hit-fifteen being the math that Karthik processed while the arm burned: if each hit was 15 and his HP was 100, he could take six hits before death. Six hits. The six being — the six being not enough if the waves continued and the waves would continue because the game was The Gauntlet and the Gauntlet did not stop.

But Recovery 20. The Recovery stat — the stat that Karthik had dismissed as "punching bag" and that was now activating: the WristNav showed his HP ticking upward. 85... 86... 87. The ticking being the recovery, the recovery being: his body was healing, actually healing, the wound on his arm closing visibly, the closing being the game's particular magic — the magic of stats made physical, the physical being: what the number said, the body did.

"Main theek hoon!" Karthik shouted. I'm fine! He raised the rifle. Fired. The enemy that had cut him took the shot in the chest and dissolved — dissolved into grey particles that scattered and vanished, the vanishing being the game's death-animation, the death-animation being clean, bloodless, the bloodless being the game's aesthetic choice: real pain but no gore, the no-gore being the design decision.

WAVE 1 COMPLETE. SQUAD 7: 5/5 ALIVE. XP EARNED: 120.

The XP notification — the notification that was the dopamine. The particular dopamine that gamers had been trained to crave: the number going up, the going-up being the reward, the reward being: you survived, you earned, the earning being the proof.

"Sab theek hain?" Zara — checking the squad. Everyone okay?

"Mera HP 85 tha, wapas aa raha hai." Karthik, showing his WristNav. The HP at 91 now. Recovering. My HP was 85, coming back.

"Recovery stat ka kamaal." Vikram — the analytical observation. Recovery stat's work. "Agar teri recovery 20 hai, toh approximately 3 HP per minute regenerate hoga. Matlab ten minutes mein full health."

The math. The Vikram-math that processed the game's mechanics with the precision of an IIT Madras electrical engineer, the precision being: the numbers were the language and the language was the understanding and the understanding was the advantage.

"Wave 2 mein kya expect karein?" Priya asked. What should we expect in Wave 2?

"Zyada enemies. Faster. Possibly ranged weapons." Zara — the tactical assessment. "Same formation. Vikram, AOE priority. Karthik, tu damage soak kar. Teri recovery handle karegi."

More enemies. Faster. Possibly ranged weapons. Same formation. Vikram, AOE priority. Karthik, you soak damage. Your recovery will handle it.

Damage soak. The role that Karthik had been assigned — the role that in gaming was called "tank," the tank being the player who absorbed damage so that the damage-dealers could deal and the absorbing was: intentional suffering. Intentional suffering for the squad's benefit. The benefit being: if Karthik took the hits, the others didn't, and the others-not-taking-hits meant the others survived, and the others-surviving meant the squad survived, and the squad-surviving meant everyone earned XP and the XP was the advancement and the advancement was the survival.

"Ready?" Zara asked.

Five voices: "Ready."

WAVE 2 COMMENCING.

More enemies. Eight this time. Two with ranged weapons — the ranged weapons being projectiles that glowed red and that Karthik could see coming because the seeing was the game's courtesy: the game showed you the death approaching, the approaching being visible, the visible being: you could dodge if you were fast enough, you could not dodge if you were Karthik with Reflexes 15, the 15 being: not fast enough. Not fast enough to dodge. But fast enough to decide: take the hit. Let Recovery handle it. Be the tank.

He took the hit. Left shoulder. The projectile's impact was — the impact was being punched by someone wearing a hot glove, the hot-glove being the sensation and the sensation producing the HP drop: HP: 72/100.

Another hit. Chest. HP: 55/100.

"Karthik!" Deepak's voice — concern cutting through the combat noise. The combat noise being: rifles firing, Vikram's magic pulsing, Priya calling positions, the corridor filled with the particular audio chaos of five people fighting eight enemies in a space too small for thirteen bodies.

"Main theek hoon! Fire karo!" I'm fine! Keep firing!

The "main theek hoon" that was becoming his catchphrase — the catchphrase of the tank, the tank whose job was to be not-fine and to say "fine" and to let the Recovery stat do what the Recovery stat was designed to do: recover. The recovering being: the body healing while the body was still being damaged, the being-damaged-while-healing being the tank's particular paradox: you were simultaneously dying and living, the simultaneously being the role.

Vikram's magic cleared three enemies. Deepak's rifle-speed dropped two more. Priya identified the last ranged attacker and Zara took the shot — the shot being perfect, the perfect being: Zara's aim was not gamer-trained, Zara's aim was athlete-trained, the athlete-training being different from gamer-training but equally precise, the precision of a woman who had spent years throwing basketballs through hoops and whose hand-eye coordination was not digital but physical and the physical translated.

WAVE 2 COMPLETE. SQUAD 7: 5/5 ALIVE. XP EARNED: 240.

Karthik's HP: 48/100. Recovering. The 48 being — the 48 was dangerously low and the dangerously-low was the reminder: three lives, permanent death. The 48 was the proximity to death and the proximity was the education and the education was: you can tank, but tanking has a cost, and the cost is measured in HP that your Recovery stat races to replenish before the next wave arrives.

"Kitni waves hain?" Karthik asked the room. How many waves?

The WristNav answered: WAVE 3 OF 5 COMMENCING IN 60 SECONDS.

Five waves. Three remaining. HP at 48 and climbing. The climbing being the race — the race between Recovery and the next wave, the race that would determine whether Karthik entered Wave 3 with enough HP to tank and the enough being: uncertain.

"Ek minute hai," Vikram said. "Karthik ki HP recover hone de. Wave 3 mein mujhe front mein daalo — mera shield spell unlock ho gaya."

We have a minute. Let Karthik's HP recover. In Wave 3, put me in front — my shield spell unlocked.

The WristNav confirmed: VIKRAM S. — NEW SKILL UNLOCKED: ARCANE SHIELD (Level 1).

The unlocking — the unlocking was the progression. The progression that was the game's reward system in action: fight, survive, level, unlock. The unlocking being the power that the fighting earned and the power being the tool and the tool being the survival.

Squad 7 adjusted. Formation shifted. Vikram moved forward with his shield. Karthik stepped back — the stepping-back being the tactical retreat, the retreat that was not weakness but strategy: let the HP recover, return to front line when the HP permitted.

His arm had healed. The cut — gone. Skin smooth. The smooth-skin being the Recovery stat's physical proof: the number healed the body, the body obeyed the number, the number was the law.

Karthik checked his stats:

Level: 2. XP: 360/500.

Level 2. He'd levelled up. The levelling being — the levelling was the first step, the first step of the staircase that led from Level 1 (empty, vulnerable, cannon-fodder) to wherever the staircase ended. The staircase's end being: unknown. The unknown being the game's particular promise: keep climbing, keep levelling, the destination reveals itself to those who survive.

Three more waves. Squad 7. Five alive.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (9/10): Real pain from enemy blade (kitchen-knife sensation, the Nani reference). HP dropping to 48/100 — proximity to death. "Three lives, permanent death" — the stakes reinforced. Tanking: simultaneously dying and living.

- Oxytocin (8/10): Zara's instant tactical command ("Same formation"). Deepak's concern: "Karthik!" Squad trust: Karthik tanks for the squad. Vikram's shield unlock for Wave 3. "Main theek hoon" — the squad's bond language.

- Dopamine (9/10): Level 2 achieved. Three more waves. What class does Karthik get? Can they survive Wave 5? What are the rewards? The progression system — grind, level, build.

- Serotonin (6/10): Two waves survived, all five alive. XP earned. Level up. Recovery stat proving its worth. Formation working.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (5): Rifle recoil — the kick up and right. Enemy blade on left arm (knife-cutting-skin reality). Projectile impact: punched with a hot glove. Wound healing visibly — skin closing. Barefoot on corridor metal.

- Smell (2): Corridor during combat — ozone from energy weapons. Vikram's magic pulse — the particular static-electricity smell of arcane energy.

- Sound (4): "Fire!" — Zara's command cutting through compression. Rifles firing — the starter rifle's particular report. Combat audio chaos: five guns, eight enemies, one corridor. WristNav chime: Wave Complete.

- Taste (1): Blood — the metallic taste from biting his lip during the blade hit, the involuntary bite that pain produced.


  
    Chapter 4: Class Ka Faisla (The Class Decision)

    
    
  
  The Gauntlet ended at Wave 5. Squad 7 survived — all five alive, which the WristNav's post-Gauntlet summary informed them was achieved by only twelve of the forty squads. Twenty-eight squads had lost at least one member. Six squads had been wiped entirely. Thirty people dead. Permanently dead. The permanently-dead being the number that settled over the survivors like ash, the ash being the particular weight of: those people were alive an hour ago and now they are not and the not-being was the game's first real lesson — this is not a game, this is a war, and war's first lesson is: people die.

Karthik's stats after the Gauntlet:

Level: 3. XP: 890/1200.

HP: 100/100 (fully recovered).

Strength: 13 (+1). Reflexes: 16 (+1). Stamina: 19 (+1). Magic: 9 (+1). Willpower: 15 (+1). Recovery: 22 (+2).

The stat gains — the gains that were the reward system's mathematics: survive combat, earn XP, level up, stats increase. Recovery had gained 2 points (the double-gain being the system's recognition of what Karthik had done: he had used Recovery more than any other stat, the using increasing the stat, the increasing being the game's particular logic — use it to grow it, the growing being the muscle that strengthened through exercise, the exercise being: getting hit, healing, getting hit again).

But the class. The class remained: Unassigned. The unassigned that was now not just Karthik's concern but the squad's concern, the squad's concern being: in a game where classes determined abilities, an unclassed player was an undefined variable, and undefined variables were dangerous because the dangerous was: you did not know what they could do, and the not-knowing meant you could not plan, and the not-planning meant the squad's tactical framework had a gap and the gap was Karthik-shaped.

"System se pooch," Zara suggested. "WristNav mein help function hoga." Ask the system. There'll be a help function in the WristNav.

Karthik navigated. The navigating being the particular interface-exploration that gamers performed — the tapping, scrolling, the instinctive understanding of menu hierarchies that years of gaming had hardwired into the fingers. He found the help section. He found the class section. He found the answer.

CLASS ASSIGNMENT: UNASSIGNED

Reason: Recruit's stat distribution does not match any standard class template. Recruit shows balanced allocation across all six stats with Recovery dominance. No existing class template accommodates this profile.

Resolution: Recruit will be assigned a custom class upon completing the Class Trial. Class Trial unlocks at Level 5.

Custom class. The custom-class being — in every RPG Karthik had played, the custom class was the protagonist's class. The class that was not available to NPCs or regular players. The class that was designed for the hero. The hero being: the player around whom the game's narrative orbited, the orbiting being the privilege and the privilege being: unique abilities, unique story, unique pressure.

"Custom class milega," Karthik announced to the squad. "Level 5 pe trial hoga." I'll get a custom class. Trial at Level 5.

"Matlab tu special hai, expendable nahi," Deepak said. The grin being the Jaipur grin — the grin of a man from a city that celebrated outcomes with immediate enthusiasm, the enthusiasm being: good news was good news and good news required celebration and celebration was the grin.

"Special matlab target bhi," Vikram noted. The Chennai observation — the observation that identified the risk inside the reward, the risk being: custom classes attracted attention, attention attracted enemies, enemies attracted death. "Agar system ne tujhe custom class diya, toh game tujhe harder challenges bhi dega. Balancing mechanism."

Special also means target. If the system gave you a custom class, the game will also give you harder challenges. Balancing mechanism.

The balancing-mechanism being — Vikram was right. Every game balanced its protagonist with proportional difficulty. The stronger you became, the harder the game pushed. The pushing being the design: the game wanted you at the edge, the edge being the space between survival and death where the drama lived, the drama being the game's product.

Deepak's class assignment arrived that evening. The evening being: after the Gauntlet, the squads had been assigned barracks — the barracks being rooms, five bunks per room, the room being the squad's home. The home that was not home but that the game called home because the calling was the manipulation: call it home, make them comfortable, comfortable people performed better, the better-performing being the game's goal.

Deepak's WristNav flashed: CLASS ASSIGNED: VANGUARD. Vanguard specialisation: Close-combat speed fighter. Primary stats: Reflexes, Strength. Bonus: First-strike advantage (+20% damage on first attack in any encounter).

"Vanguard!" Deepak shouted, jumping from his bunk — the bunk-jumping being the particular celebration of a twenty-three-year-old who had been assigned the cool class, the cool-class being the class that hit things fast and hard and the fast-and-hard being the class that every gamer wanted because the wanting was the fantasy: be the fast one, be the deadly one.

"First-strike advantage matlab pehle maaro, zyada maaro," Priya translated. First-strike advantage means hit first, hit harder.

"DJ set pe bhi yehi karta hoon. Pehla beat sabse important hota hai." Same thing I do on the DJ set. The first beat is the most important.

The metaphor that was — the metaphor was accidental and true: the DJ's first beat and the Vanguard's first strike were the same principle — arrive first, arrive strong, the arriving-first being the advantage that defined both the music and the combat.

That night, the barracks settled into the particular quiet of five strangers learning to share space. The sharing-space being the Indian hostel experience recycled: Karthik and Vikram had both lived in IIT hostels, the IIT-hostel being India's particular training ground for shared-space survival — the survival that involved negotiating bathroom time, tolerating snoring, managing the temperature (the temperature being the eternal hostel debate: AC on or off, fan speed 3 or 5, window open or closed, the debate being the democracy of discomfort).

"Bhai, sone se pehle ek baat," Deepak said from his bunk. The "ek baat" — the one-thing-before-sleep that Indian roommates performed, the performing being the ritual of the last-words, the last-words being: the thing you needed to say before consciousness ended.

Bro, one thing before sleeping.

"Bol," Karthik said. Say it.

"Thirty log mar gaye aaj. Thirty. Aur hum paanch zinda hain. Yeh luck nahi hai. Yeh Zara ki wajah se hai."

Thirty people died today. Thirty. And we five are alive. This isn't luck. This is because of Zara.

The sentence that landed in the dark barracks with the weight of truth — the truth being: Zara's command had saved them. Zara's formation, Zara's tactics, Zara's instant decision-making. The decision-making that had kept five people alive while thirty died.

"Agreed," Vikram said. The English-agreed being Vikram's Chennai-formal, the formal-agreement that carried more weight than the casual "haan" would have.

"She's a natural leader," Priya added. "Bangalore mein startup founders bahut dekhe hain. Zara unse better hai."

I've seen a lot of startup founders in Bangalore. Zara's better than them.

"Suno," Zara's voice — from the bunk nearest the door, the nearest-door being the tactical position, the position that Zara had chosen because the choosing was: first person between the door and the squad, the first-person being the shield. "Compliment ke liye thanks. But kal se training proper start hogi. Gauntlet was the test. Training will be worse. Har koi apna best de. Squad 7 alive rehni chahiye. Paanchon."

Listen. Thanks for the compliment. But tomorrow proper training starts. Gauntlet was the test. Training will be worse. Everyone gives their best. Squad 7 stays alive. All five.

"Paanchon," Karthik repeated. All five.

The word that became the squad's word — the word that was the promise: all five survive. The promise being the bond and the bond being: not friendship yet (friendship required time and the time had not been given) but something stronger — the survival-pact, the pact that said: I will keep you alive and you will keep me alive and the keeping-alive is the contract and the contract is sealed.

The barracks went dark. The dark being — not Mumbai-dark (Mumbai was never dark, Mumbai was the city that insisted on light, the insistence being the streetlights and the phone screens and the particular Mumbai glow that came from ten million people refusing to sleep). This dark was space-dark. The dark of a vessel floating in void. The void-dark that was total, the totality being: when the barracks lights switched off, there was nothing. No ambient light, no streetlight leak, no phone glow (the WristNav's screen dimmed to black). Nothing but the breathing.

Five people breathing. The breathing being the sound — the sound that became the soundtrack: Vikram's measured breath (the measured-ness being the engineer's even rhythm), Priya's quiet breath (the Scout's breath, trained to silence), Deepak's breath (slightly louder, the DJ's lungs accustomed to projecting), Zara's breath (steady, the commander's breath, the breath of someone who was still strategic even in sleep), and Karthik's breath (the breath that was — Karthik's breath was the breath of a man who was awake in the dark, thinking).

Thinking: thirty people died today. Thirty people who had been at parties and concerts and labs and beds, thirty people who had been white-lighted into The War Game and who had not survived the first test. Thirty people who were permanently dead and whose permanently-dead meant: no Old Monk birthday parties, no more anything.

Thinking: three lives. I have three lives. The three being: the currency, the finite currency that could not be earned or bought, only spent. Spent by dying. The dying being: the cost. The cost that was non-negotiable.

Thinking: Recovery 22. Custom class at Level 5. Two more levels. The two-more-levels being: the grind. The grind that was the game and the game that was the life and the life that was — the life was The War Game now. The previous life (Mumbai, the flat, Pritam, the gaming startup, the dark-haired woman's laugh) was the previous life and the previous was: over. Not permanently — or maybe permanently. The permanently being: unknown. The unknown being: the game's particular cruelty, the cruelty that did not tell you whether you could go home, the not-telling being the uncertainty and the uncertainty being the weapon, the weapon that the game used against the recruits because uncertain people tried harder, the trying-harder being the game's goal.

Karthik closed his eyes. The closing being the surrender — the surrender to sleep, the sleep that the body demanded because the body had been abducted and tested and wounded and healed and the wounded-and-healed cycle had exhausted the body and the exhaustion was the signal: sleep now, the now being the command that overrode the thinking and the overriding was the body's authority over the mind, the authority that the mind accepted because the mind was tired and the tired was the truth.

He slept. In the dark. In space. In The War Game.

Level 3. Three lives. Five in the squad. Thirty dead.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (8/10): Thirty dead after Wave 5 — six squads wiped entirely. "Permanently dead" reality settling. Custom class means harder challenges (balancing mechanism). Three lives as finite, non-negotiable currency. The void-dark barracks and the thinking: thirty people had parties and lives and now they don't.

- Oxytocin (9/10): Deepak's night declaration: "Yeh luck nahi hai. Yeh Zara ki wajah se hai." Squad acknowledgment of Zara's leadership. Zara's response: "Squad 7 alive rehni chahiye. Paanchon." "Paanchon" becoming the squad word — the survival-pact.

- Dopamine (8/10): Custom class at Level 5 — what will it be? Deepak's Vanguard class with first-strike advantage. Proper training starting tomorrow. What's the game's endgame? Can they go home?

- Serotonin (6/10): All five alive. Level 3 achieved. Stats growing. Recovery proving its worth (+2 bonus). Deepak's class assigned. The squad forming into a unit.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (3): Bunk mattress — military-issue, thin, the particular hardness of institutional beds. Void-dark — the darkness so total it becomes tactile. WristNav warm on wrist in the dark.

- Smell (2): Barracks — five bodies in recycled air, the hostel-smell revisited. Deepak's bunk — the faint residue of combat sweat, the post-battle body-cooling.

- Sound (3): Five people breathing in the dark — each breath distinct (Vikram measured, Priya quiet, Deepak louder, Zara steady). Deepak's "Thirty log mar gaye aaj" — landing in the dark. Silence after "Paanchon."

- Taste (1): Ration bar — the meal provided post-Gauntlet, tasteless, functional, the game's food being: nutrition without pleasure, the without-pleasure being the military aesthetic.


  
    Chapter 5: Training Ka Pehla Hafta (The First Week of Training)

    
    
  
  The first week of Basic Training was designed to break them. This was not Karthik's interpretation — this was the system's stated objective, delivered through the WristNav at 0500 hours on Day 2: BASIC TRAINING OBJECTIVE: IDENTIFY AND ELIMINATE WEAKNESS. WEAKNESS IDENTIFIED THROUGH STRESS. STRESS APPLIED THROUGH TRAINING.

The training was: running. Not the running that Karthik had done at IIT Bombay (the IIT running being: the sprint from Hostel 4 to the lecture hall when the alarm failed, the sprint that was cardiovascular exercise disguised as academic panic). This running was corridors. Long corridors — the corridors of the station (the station being the vessel, the vessel that they were inside, the inside being: a space station orbiting a planet that the WristNav identified as "Training World Alpha" and that the identifying was the first confirmation of location: they were in space, orbiting a planet, the planet being the training ground).

The corridors had gravity adjustments. Sections where the gravity doubled — the doubling meaning: your body weight became twice, the twice-weight making every step a negotiation between the legs' capacity and the ground's demand, the demand being: carry more, move faster, the carrying-more-while-moving-faster being the contradiction that training imposed because training's purpose was: make the impossible normal.

Squad 7 ran together. The together being Zara's rule — "Saath mein bhago. Koi peeche nahi rehta. Sabse slow insaan ki speed hamari speed hai." Run together. Nobody falls behind. The slowest person's speed is our speed.

The slowest person was Vikram. Vikram whose Stamina was 16 — the lowest in the squad, the lowest being the Mage's particular curse: mages had magic, mages did not have legs. Vikram ran with the particular determination of a man who was accustomed to being the smartest person in the room and who was now the slowest person in the corridor and the slowest being the humiliation and the humiliation being the fuel — the fuel that powered Vikram's legs past the legs' capacity because the past-capacity was the only way to increase the capacity and the increasing was the training.

Karthik's Recovery stat made the running — not easy, but survivable. The survivable being: his muscles burned and his lungs screamed and the burning-and-screaming produced the particular agony of sustained physical effort that Karthik had not experienced since the JEE preparation days (the JEE days when the effort was mental, the mental-effort producing the same exhaustion as the physical because the brain was a muscle and the muscle obeyed the same laws: work it to breaking, let it recover, work it again). But the Recovery. The Recovery meant: the muscles recovered faster, the lungs cleared faster, the faster-recovering being the stat's gift — the gift that Karthik had not asked for but that the game had assigned based on whatever algorithm determined a person's stats and that the algorithm had looked at Karthik Ashwin and seen: this person recovers. This person has always recovered. The IIT pressure? Recovered. The failed startup? Recovered. The breakup? Recovered. The recovering being the pattern, the pattern being the stat.

After the running: combat drills. The combat drills being: squad versus holographic enemies in the training arena, the training arena being a large room that could simulate different environments — forests, corridors, open plains, urban settings. The simulating being the technology that Karthik would have marvelled at if the marvelling had not been replaced by the surviving, the surviving leaving no bandwidth for marvel.

Day 3 brought the first inter-squad training match. Squad 7 versus Squad 12. The versus being — training matches were non-lethal (hits reduced HP but could not kill; HP bottomed at 1, the bottoming-at-1 being the training match's safety net). But the non-lethal did not mean non-painful. Pain was real. Pain was always real. The game had made this clear: pain is the teacher, the teacher that you cannot ignore, the ignoring being impossible because the body's pain-response did not have an off switch.

Squad 12 was good. Their commander — a woman named Isha, from Hyderabad, whose Class was Strategist and whose Strategist-class gave her the ability to see enemy positions through walls for three seconds every thirty seconds, the seeing-through-walls being the tactical advantage that Karthik recognised from gaming as "wallhacks" and that the wallhacking was a class ability rather than a cheat — attacked with precision.

Isha's squad flanked. The flanking being: Squad 12 split into two teams, one engaging Squad 7's front while the other circled to the rear. The classic pincer movement — the movement that every military student knew and that every gamer had encountered in strategy games and that the encountering did not make it less effective because knowing the name of the trap did not prevent the trap from working.

"Vikram! Shield!" Zara commanded. Vikram raised the Arcane Shield — the shield that absorbed three hits before collapsing, the collapsing being the Level 1 shield's limitation, the limitation being: you had three seconds of protection and then you had nothing.

"Karthik — peeche se aa rahe hain. Turn around. Tank it." They're coming from behind. Turn around. Tank it.

Karthik turned. Three Squad 12 members advancing from the rear. He raised the Starter Rifle — the rifle that he was getting better with, the better being: three days of drills had improved his aim from "theoretical" to "functional," the functional being the level where you hit more targets than you missed and the hitting-more was the progress.

He fired. Hit one. The hit staggering the enemy (the enemy being a person, a real person, a twenty-something from Hyderabad whose name Karthik did not know and whose not-knowing was the training's particular dehumanisation: in training, enemies were not people, enemies were targets, the target-seeing being the soldier's first conditioning).

The other two closed distance. Melee range. Karthik took hits — one to the ribs (HP: 82), one to the shoulder (HP: 67). His Recovery started ticking. The ticking that was becoming the rhythm — the Karthik-rhythm: take hit, start recovering, take hit, start recovering, the rhythm of the tank whose purpose was: absorb.

Deepak arrived. Deepak's Vanguard first-strike connected with the nearest attacker — the first-strike's +20% damage sending the attacker's HP to the floor (the floor being 1, the training match minimum). One down. Two remaining.

Priya flanked the flankers — the irony of the Scout flanking the flanking team being the particular tactical poetry that Zara appreciated, the appreciating being visible in Zara's grin mid-combat, the mid-combat grin being the commander's particular expression: the expression of someone who was enjoying the tactics even as the tactics produced violence.

TRAINING MATCH COMPLETE. SQUAD 7 WINS. ALL MEMBERS ABOVE 1 HP.

Karthik's HP: 51. The 51 being the tank's price — the price paid in health points that the Recovery would replenish, the replenishing being the tax-return on the investment of pain.

After the match, Squad 12's commander approached. Isha — who in defeat was more impressive than most people in victory, the more-impressive being: she walked over, shook Zara's hand, and said: "Tumhari formation meri se better hai. Main next time adjust karungi." Your formation is better than mine. I'll adjust next time.

The exchange that was — the exchange was the sportsmanship that survived the game's violence, the surviving being: even in a death-game, the competitors could acknowledge each other's skill and the acknowledging was the humanity and the humanity was the thing that the game could not delete, the deleting being beyond the game's jurisdiction because humanity was not a stat, humanity was the substrate, the substrate that the stats were built on.

Day 5 brought the class trial.

Not Karthik's class trial — he was Level 4, one level short. Vikram's secondary skill unlock. Vikram at Level 5 unlocked: ARCANE BLAST (Level 1): Area damage, 50-meter radius. Cooldown: 60 seconds. Warning: damages all targets in radius, including allies.

"Including allies?!" Deepak's reaction — the reaction of a Vanguard who operated in close combat and who was, therefore, always within 50 metres of the enemies and who was, therefore, always within Vikram's blast radius.

"Matlab mujhe timing perfect karni hogi," Vikram said. The understatement — the Chennai understatement that was the engineer's way of processing a dangerous situation: reduce it to a technical problem, solve the technical problem, ignore the emotional content. Means I need perfect timing.

"Timing galat ho gayi toh?" Deepak asked. If the timing is off?

"Toh tu blast mein aayega." Then you'll be in the blast.

"Wonderful. Mera DJ bhi mujhe aise hi maarke jaata tha — apni hi beat se." Wonderful. My DJ gear also used to kill me like this — with my own beat.

The humour being the squad's language — the language that processed fear through laughter, the laughter being the Indian coping mechanism that was not avoidance but transformation: take the fear, make it funny, the funny-making being the alchemy that turned lead into gold, the gold being: the ability to function in a death-game without the death-game's death-weight crushing you.

Day 7. The week's final assessment. Individual performance reviews delivered via WristNav:

KARTHIK ASHWIN — WEEK 1 ASSESSMENT:

Damage Absorbed: 847 HP (Squad rank: 1/5. Station rank: 3/200)

Damage Dealt: 312 (Squad rank: 4/5. Station rank: 89/200)

Recovery Used: 847 HP (Squad rank: 1/5. Station rank: 1/200)

Station rank 1 in Recovery Used. First place out of two hundred. The first-place being — Karthik had used more Recovery than any other recruit on the entire station. The entire-station being: two hundred people, and Karthik had healed more damage than all of them. The healing-more being the stat's full expression: Recovery 22 was not just a number, Recovery 22 was a playstyle, and the playstyle was: absorb everything, heal everything, be the wall that the squad hid behind.

Damage Dealt: rank 89. The 89 being — mediocre. The mediocre that was honest: Karthik was not a damage dealer. Karthik was not a warrior or a mage or a scout. Karthik was a tank. The tank whose damage output was secondary to the damage absorption. The absorption being the contribution and the contribution being: real, valuable, essential, but invisible. The invisible being the tank's particular curse — everyone saw the kills, nobody saw the hits absorbed, the absorbed-hits being the sacrifice that the stats tracked but the audience did not.

"Station rank 1 in recovery," Priya read from her WristNav. "Karthik, tu legend hai." Karthik, you're a legend.

"Legend nahi, punching bag," Karthik replied. The self-deprecation that was also the truth and also the joke and the joke-truth-self-deprecation being the Karthik-voice, the voice that was forming in the game the way a voice formed in life: through repetition, through experience, through the particular combination of what happened to you and how you talked about what happened to you.

Not legend, punching bag.

"Punching bag jo station mein sabse zyada recover karta hai," Zara corrected. "Yeh strength hai, weakness nahi. Custom class mein yeh define hoga." Punching bag that recovers the most on the entire station. That's strength, not weakness. The custom class will define this.

Level 5 was one level away. The custom class trial was one level away. The one-level being: close. The close being: imminent. The imminent being: the next chapter.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (7/10): Double-gravity running. Combat drill pain — real hits, real HP loss. Squad vs Squad: flanking attack, Karthik at HP 51. Damage dealt rank 89/200 — mediocre. The tank's invisible sacrifice.

- Oxytocin (8/10): "Sabse slow insaan ki speed hamari speed hai" — Zara's no-one-left-behind rule. Deepak arriving to save Karthik. Isha's post-match sportsmanship. Priya: "Karthik, tu legend hai." Zara's correction: "Yeh strength hai, weakness nahi."

- Dopamine (9/10): Station rank 1 in recovery! Custom class trial at Level 5 — one level away. What will the custom class be? Inter-squad matches continuing. Vikram's friendly-fire AOE risk.

- Serotonin (7/10): Week survived. All five alive. Stats growing. Station rank 1 in something meaningful. The squad's language forming — humour as alchemy.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (4): Double-gravity running — legs carrying twice the weight, the ground pulling. Combat hits: ribs (HP 82), shoulder (HP 67). Recovery ticking — the physical sensation of wounds closing. WristNav vibration for assessment delivery.

- Smell (2): Training arena — ozone and sweat, the particular smell of exertion in recycled station air. Barracks after running — five bodies' sweat, the hostel-smell intensified.

- Sound (3): Zara's commands cutting through combat noise. Deepak's Vanguard first-strike impact — the particular thud of +20% damage connecting. WristNav assessment chime — the week's final verdict.

- Taste (1): Ration bar — Day 7, same tasteless nutrition, the taste-absence becoming its own flavour: the flavour of survival-without-pleasure.


  
    Chapter 6: Hero-In-Training (The Custom Class)

    
    
  
  Level 5 arrived on Day 9. The arriving being: a combat drill in the training arena — forest simulation, Squad 7 versus twenty holographic enemies, the twenty being the escalation that Basic Training imposed daily (Day 2: six enemies. Day 5: twelve. Day 9: twenty. The escalation being the training's particular mathematics: increase the pressure until the pressure produced either diamonds or dust, the diamonds being the soldiers and the dust being the dead).

The final enemy fell to Vikram's Arcane Blast — the blast that Vikram had learned to time with surgical precision after Deepak's near-miss on Day 6 (the near-miss being: Vikram's blast detonated while Deepak was within range, reducing Deepak's HP to 14, the 14 producing a conversation between Vikram and Deepak that involved Deepak explaining, in Rajasthani-Hindi that was 40% profanity, the importance of timing, and Vikram responding, in Chennai-English that was 100% apology, that the timing would improve, and the improving had improved: Day 9's blast hit zero allies).

LEVEL UP: KARTHIK ASHWIN — LEVEL 5.

CLASS TRIAL UNLOCKED. REPORT TO TRIAL CHAMBER 7.

Trial Chamber 7 was — alone. This was the trial's first condition: alone. No squad. No Zara commanding, no Deepak flanking, no Vikram shielding, no Priya scouting. Alone. The alone being the test — the test that said: your squad has carried you, but what are you without the squad? The without-squad being the question that the custom class trial was designed to answer.

The chamber was circular. White walls — the same white as the room where Karthik had woken up, the same white that the game used for its most important moments, the white being the game's blank canvas on which the important was written. The chamber had no enemies. The chamber had: a chair.

"Sit," the synthetic voice said. The voice from Day 1 — the female AI voice that was the game's narrator, guide, and judge.

Karthik sat. The sitting being the obedience that the game had conditioned: the game said sit, you sat, the sitting being the compliance that nine days of training had installed.

"The class trial is not combat," the voice said. "The class trial is assessment. You will answer questions. Your answers will determine your class. There are no wrong answers. There are only true answers and false answers. True answers produce the correct class. False answers produce the wrong class. The wrong class will limit your potential. Choose truth."

Questions. The trial was questions — not combat but interrogation, the interrogation being the particular trial that Karthik had not expected because games were supposed to test skill, not self-knowledge, the self-knowledge being the test that was harder than any combat because combat had external enemies and self-knowledge had the internal enemy and the internal enemy was: the self that lied to itself.

"Question one. You are in combat. Your squad leader orders you to retreat. You see a wounded ally from another squad. What do you do?"

"I go to the wounded ally." The answer that was immediate — the immediate being: Karthik did not think about the answer because the answer was the instinct and the instinct was: help. The helping being the thing that Karthik had always done — the thing that had made him the person who stayed late at the office to help colleagues debug their code, the thing that had made him the person who gave his lunch to the hostel-mate who forgot his wallet, the thing that was not strategy but character and the character was the stat that no stat-sheet measured.

"This defies your squad leader's order. You understand the consequence?"

"Haan." Yes.

"Question two. You have one life remaining. You encounter an enemy that will kill you. Killing this enemy saves your squad but costs your last life. What do you do?"

The question that was — the question was the death question. The question that asked: will you die for them? The dying-for being the soldier's question, the question that every military training program asked and that the answer determined: soldier or civilian.

Karthik's mind went to — his mind went to the barracks. The dark barracks. Five people breathing. Zara's steady breath. Deepak's louder breath. Vikram's measured breath. Priya's quiet breath. The breathing that was the squad and the squad that was the family and the family that was the thing worth dying for.

"Main marunga." I'll die. "Squad bachega toh main mar ke bhi jeet gaya." If the squad survives, I've won even by dying.

The answer that cost him nothing to give verbally but that the giving committed him to the action and the committing was the class trial's purpose: not to determine what you said but to determine what you would do, the would-do being the class's foundation.

"Question three. You are offered a weapon of great power. The weapon increases your damage by 500% but reduces your Recovery by 50%. Do you accept?"

"Nahi." The refusal that was — the refusal was the identity. Recovery was Karthik's identity. Recovery was the stat that defined him: the person who took hits and healed, the person who absorbed damage so others didn't have to, the person whose contribution was not the killing but the surviving. Reduce Recovery by 50% and the identity was halved and the halving was the death-before-death, the death that was: becoming less of yourself to become more of something else.

"You choose healing over power."

"Main choose karta hoon apni squad ko bachana over sabse zyada damage dena. Healing matlab squad zinda rehti hai. Power matlab main zyada maarunga but squad expose hogi."

I choose saving my squad over dealing the most damage. Healing means the squad stays alive. Power means I kill more but the squad is exposed.

Seven more questions. Each question probing the same theme — the theme being: who are you? What do you value? What will you sacrifice? What will you protect? The protecting being the thread that ran through every answer: protect the squad, protect the wounded, protect the weak. The protecting being the instinct that Karthik had not chosen but that had chosen him, the choosing being the character's formation over twenty-one years of being Karthik Ashwin: the boy who stayed late, the friend who shared lunch, the gamer who played support classes because the support classes kept the team alive and the team-alive was the victory and the victory was the purpose.

The chamber changed. The white walls shifted — not to translucent (the space-view) but to gold. The gold being the colour that the game had not used before, the not-using being the rarity, the rarity being: this colour was reserved for this moment.

CLASS ASSIGNED: HERO-IN-TRAINING

Hero-In-Training: A unique class available only to recruits with balanced stats, Recovery dominance, and self-sacrifice orientation. The Hero-In-Training is the squad's anchor — the player whose primary function is the survival of others.

Primary Stats: Recovery (enhanced), Willpower (enhanced)

Secondary Stats: All others (balanced growth)

Skills Unlocked:

- Boost of Confidence (Level 1): Increases squad's stats by 10% for 30 seconds. Cooldown: 120 seconds.

- Savior Complex (Level 1): When an ally's HP drops below 25%, Hero-In-Training receives +50% damage resistance and +100% movement speed toward that ally. Duration: 10 seconds.

Note: Hero-In-Training is not a combat class. Hero-In-Training is a support class. Your damage will always be below average. Your survival impact will always be above average. This is the trade: less glory, more lives saved.

Karthik read the class description three times. The three-times being the processing — the processing of the sentence "less glory, more lives saved" that was the class's philosophy and that the philosophy was: you will not be the hero of the highlight reel, you will be the hero of the survival statistics, and the statistics were the truth and the truth was: less visible, more valuable.

He returned to the barracks. The returning being — the squad was waiting. The waiting that was the particular squad-anxiety of four people whose fifth member had been in a trial chamber for forty minutes and whose forty-minutes had produced the particular worry that manifested as: Deepak pacing, Priya checking her WristNav repeatedly, Vikram calculating odds, Zara standing still (the standing-still being the commander's anxiety: invisible, internal, managed).

"Kya mila?" Deepak asked. What did you get?

"Hero-In-Training." The name that Karthik said with the particular tone that the name deserved: the tone that was part pride and part irony, the irony being: the name was grandiose and the reality was support, the support being the class's truth and the truth being: unglamorous, essential.

"Hero?" Deepak's eyebrows up. "Matlab tu hero hai?"

"Hero-In-Training. Training abhi bhi chal rahi hai." Still in training.

"Skills kya hain?" Vikram — the practical question. What are the skills?

Karthik showed the WristNav. The squad read. Boost of Confidence — the squad-wide buff. Savior Complex — the rescue instinct made mechanical.

"Savior Complex," Zara said, and smiled. The smile that was — the smile was the recognition. "System ne tujhe padh liya. Yeh toh tu pehle se karta hai — jab koi musibat mein hota hai, tu bhaagta hai uski taraf. Ab system ne isko stat bana diya."

The system read you. You already do this — when someone's in trouble, you run toward them. Now the system made it a stat.

The reading — the system reading Karthik. The reading that was the class trial's purpose: not to assign a class but to name what already existed, the naming being the game's acknowledgment that Karthik's class was not chosen by the game but revealed by the game, the revealing being: you were always this, the game just showed you the name.

"Less glory, more lives saved," Karthik quoted from the class description.

"Glory overrated hai," Priya said. "Lives saved underrated hai. Tu underrated hai. Best log underrated hote hain."

Glory is overrated. Lives saved is underrated. You're underrated. The best people are underrated.

The sentence that Karthik filed — filed in the memory where the important sentences were stored, the storing being the human's internal inventory system: not items but words, the words being the equipment that the stats did not measure but that the soul used.

That night, in the barracks, the dark arrived again. The void-dark. The breathing.

Karthik's WristNav glowed faintly — the glow being the class's colour, the colour being: gold. The gold that was Hero-In-Training's colour. The gold on his wrist in the dark.

He thought about the trial's questions. He thought about his answers. He thought about: "Main marunga. Squad bachega toh main mar ke bhi jeet gaya."

The answer that he had given. The answer that was true. The true-answer being: would he die for Squad 7? Would he spend his last life to save Zara, Deepak, Vikram, Priya?

The answer in the trial chamber had been easy. The answer in the trial chamber had been theoretical. The answer in reality — the reality where dying meant permanently dead, the permanently-dead meaning: no Mumbai, no Old Monk birthday parties, no Pritam, no dark-haired woman's laugh — the answer in reality would be: harder. The harder being the test that the trial chamber could not simulate because the simulation was the question and the reality was the act and the act required more than words.

Would he? When the moment came — would he?

He did not know. The not-knowing being the honest answer. The honest answer being the Hero-In-Training's particular burden: the hero was trained but the training was not complete and the complete would only be determined in the moment and the moment had not arrived.

Yet.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (8/10): Alone in the trial chamber — no squad backup. Death question: "Will you die for them?" Post-trial reality check: theoretical answers vs actual dying ("permanently dead, no Mumbai, no Old Monk"). "Would he? He did not know."

- Oxytocin (9/10): Squad waiting anxiously during trial. Zara's recognition: "System ne tujhe padh liya." Priya: "Best log underrated hote hain." The barracks breathing — the family sound. "Main marunga" — the verbal commitment to squad.

- Dopamine (8/10): Hero-In-Training class revealed! Boost of Confidence + Savior Complex skills. What challenges test the Hero class? When does the "moment" arrive? How does the class evolve?

- Serotonin (7/10): Class assigned — identity confirmed. The system "read" Karthik correctly. "Less glory, more lives saved" — the trade accepted. Gold glow on the wrist in the dark.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (3): Trial chamber chair — cold, institutional. WristNav gold glow against wrist skin in the dark. Barracks bunk — the now-familiar thin mattress.

- Smell (2): Trial chamber — sterile, the particular smell of important rooms (no scent, the absence being the significance). Barracks — five bodies, recycled air, the hostel-smell now familiar (comfort through repetition).

- Sound (3): Synthetic voice: "Choose truth." Deepak: "Matlab tu hero hai?" Five-person breathing in the dark — the squad-sound becoming home-sound.

- Taste (1): Dry mouth during trial — the taste of self-interrogation, metallic, the body's adrenaline response to questions that mattered.


  
    Chapter 7: Pehla Mission (The First Mission)

    
    
  
  Basic Training's final exam was not in the training arena. Basic Training's final exam was on the planet below — Training World Alpha, the planet that had been a holographic dot on the WristNav map for twelve days and that was now, on Day 13, visible through the station's observation deck: a grey-green sphere with oceans the colour of slate and continents that looked, from orbit, like the scars on a body that had been cut and healed and cut again.

"Drop mission," Zara announced, reading the briefing from her WristNav. The briefing being the military document that the game delivered in the military's particular prose: short sentences, no adjectives, the adjective-absence being the military aesthetic that said: facts are sufficient, beauty is irrelevant. "Squad 7 drops to the surface. Objective: locate and retrieve a beacon in a hostile zone. Hostiles are NPC-controlled — not other squads. Extraction after beacon retrieval."

"NPC-controlled matlab AI enemies," Vikram clarified. "Real combat, NPC intelligence."

"NPC intelligence abhi tak kaise thi?" Deepak asked. How has NPC intelligence been so far?

"Basic. Predictable. Wave patterns." Priya — the Scout's assessment. "But surface mission mein terrain advantage unke paas hoga. Woh zone jaante hain, hum nahi."

Basic. Predictable. Wave patterns. But in a surface mission, terrain advantage is theirs. They know the zone, we don't.

The drop was — the drop was a pod. A metal pod that held five bodies in harnesses that pressed against the chest and the pressing being the particular compression that said: you are about to fall from space to a planet's surface and the falling requires restraint because the restraint is the difference between arriving alive and arriving as scattered components.

The pod launched. The launching being the violence of acceleration — the acceleration that pushed Karthik into the harness with the force of a local train's emergency brake, the emergency-brake force that Mumbai commuters knew intimately because the knowing was the commute's daily physics lesson: you were standing, the train stopped, the stopping threw you forward, the forward-throwing being Newton's first law applied to the human body. The pod's launch was Newton's first law applied at ten times the force and the ten-times produced the particular sensation of: everything inside you pushing backward while the everything-outside pushed forward and the pushing was the violence and the violence was the drop.

The planet's atmosphere hit. The hitting being friction — the pod's exterior heating, the heating visible through the small porthole as a corona of orange fire, the fire being atmospheric entry's particular drama: you were inside a falling fireball and the fireball was the vehicle and the vehicle was your life and your life was surrounded by fire.

"Everyone okay?" Zara — the check, the commander's check that came at every transition.

Four voices affirming. The affirming being the ritual — the ritual that Squad 7 had developed: check in, confirm alive, continue.

The pod landed. The landing being — hard. The hard-landing that was not a crash but that was adjacent to a crash, the adjacent being: the difference between a crash and a hard landing was the difference between dying and having your spine compressed, the compression being the landing's particular gift to the passengers.

Karthik unstrapped. The unstrapping being the fingers working the harness buckles with the particular fumbling that adrenaline produced — the adrenaline-fumbling that was the body's paradox: the adrenaline made you alert but the alertness did not extend to the fingers, the fingers being the adrenaline's exception.

The pod's door opened. The opening revealing: the planet.

Training World Alpha was — the planet was not what the orbital view had suggested. The orbital view had been grey-green and distant. The surface was: jungle. Dense, dark, the dense-dark being the particular vegetation that science fiction called "alien jungle" but that Karthik's brain decoded as: the Western Ghats. The Western Ghats of his school trip to Mahabaleshwar — the trip where the class had walked through the forest and the forest had been this: dense canopy blocking the sky, undergrowth that grabbed the ankles, humidity that made the air edible, the edible-air being the humidity that you could taste on your tongue.

Except this jungle was not the Western Ghats. This jungle's trees were grey-barked and their leaves were metallic green and the metallic green was the not-Earth detail that the brain processed with a delay: this is not home, this is not Earth, this is another planet's vegetation and the vegetation is similar-but-wrong, the similar-but-wrong being the uncanny valley of botany.

"Formation," Zara commanded. Low voice — the low-voice being the tactical volume, the volume that carried to the squad but not to the environment, the not-carrying being the stealth, the stealth being: we do not know what is out there and the not-knowing requires quiet.

Priya moved ahead. The Scout leading — the Scout's role in surface missions being: first into the unknown, the first-into being the risk that Priya accepted because the accepting was the class and the class was the role and the role was the purpose.

Vikram behind Priya. Zara in the middle — command position. Karthik and Deepak flanking, left and right. The formation that had been drilled for twelve days and that the drilling had made automatic, the automatic being: the body knew where to go before the mind decided, the body-knowing being the muscle memory of formation.

The jungle's sounds — the sounds were the first wrongness of the surface. Not silent (silence would have been more comfortable). The sounds were: clicking. The clicking that was not mechanical but biological — the biological clicking of creatures that used sound the way bats used echolocation, the echolocation being the clicking's purpose (probably) and the purpose being: they were being tracked. The tracked being: the jungle knew they were here and the knowing was being communicated through the clicking and the communicating was the enemy's intelligence network: biological, distributed, everywhere.

"Clicking sun rahi ho?" Karthik asked Priya via the squad's communication channel — the WristNav's voice comms, low-bandwidth, encrypted (the encrypted being the game's gift: private squad communication that the NPCs could not intercept).

Hearing the clicking?

"Haan. Multiple sources. Surrounding us. Not attacking yet — observing." Priya's Scout training had included environmental analysis, the analysis being: identify threats before the threats identify you.

"Observing matlab wait kar rahe hain," Deepak said. Observing means they're waiting.

"Wait kar rahe hain ki hum trap mein aayein," Zara added. Waiting for us to walk into a trap.

The trap — the trap that the jungle was. The jungle that was not environment but tactic, the tactic being: the jungle's density forced the squad into a linear path, the linear path being the corridor that the jungle had designed for them, the corridor leading them to wherever the clicking creatures wanted them to go. The corridor being: the Gauntlet, repeated, on a planet's surface instead of a station's interior. The Gauntlet being the game's fundamental pattern: corridors, enemies, survival.

"Alternative route?" Zara asked Priya.

"Map dikhata hai beacon north-northeast, 4.2 kilometres. Direct path through jungle. No alternative — terrain is dense everywhere."

"Toh through we go." Zara — the decision. "Karthik, front. Tank position. Deepak, vanguard flank. Vikram, charged spell ready. Priya, eyes everywhere."

Karthik moved to front. The front being — the front was the first place the trap would close and the closing would hit him first and the hitting-first was the tank's particular geography: you stood where the damage was densest because the standing-there was the job.

They moved. The moving being slow — the slow that tactical movement required: each step assessed, each step placed, the placing being the infantry's particular dance, the dance that was not grace but calculation, the calculation being: where is safe, where is not, the where-is-not being everywhere.

The attack came at kilometre 1.3. The 1.3 being — the number that Karthik's WristNav recorded because the recording was the system's documentation and the documentation said: you made it 1.3 kilometres before they came.

The clicking stopped. The stopping being the signal — the signal being the silence that preceded the attack, the silence that every soldier (and every Mumbai resident who had experienced a sudden power cut) knew: the silence was not peace, the silence was preparation, the preparation was the world holding its breath before the world exhaled violence.

They came from the trees. The coming being: creatures. Not humanoid (the Gauntlet's enemies had been humanoid). These were — quadrupedal, grey-skinned like the trees (camouflage, the camouflage being the NPC's tactical advantage), fast, with claws that glowed the red of enemy-damage. Six of them. Dropping from branches, converging on the squad's position.

"Boost of Confidence!" Karthik activated his Hero-In-Training skill — the first real activation, the first time the skill was used in actual combat rather than training drills. The skill pulsed from his WristNav — a gold wave that radiated outward, hitting each squad member's WristNav.

BOOST OF CONFIDENCE ACTIVE: SQUAD 7 STATS +10% FOR 30 SECONDS.

The boost was — the boost was visible. Not as a number but as an effect: Deepak moved faster (the 10% on Reflexes 30 being +3 Reflexes, the +3 making Deepak's already-fast movements into blur-fast movements). Vikram's Arcane Blast charged faster (10% Magic reduction on cast time). Priya's eyes tracked faster. Zara's commands came sharper.

And Karthik — Karthik tanked. The first creature hit him. Claws across the chest. The claws that were — the claws were worse than the Gauntlet's blades. The claws were animal, the animal-attack being the particular violence that was not aimed but instinctive, the instinctive being: the creature attacked to kill because killing was the programming and the programming was total.

HP: 71/100. DAMAGE: 29.

Twenty-nine in one hit. Higher than the Gauntlet. The higher being the planet's difficulty — surface combat was harder than station combat, the harder being the game's escalation from training to real.

A second creature lunged. Karthik raised his rifle — not to fire but to block, the blocking being the improvisation of a man whose Reflexes were 16 and whose 16 was not fast enough to dodge but was fast enough to interpose an object between the claws and the body.

The rifle took the hit. The rifle broke — the Starter Rifle shattering under the creature's claws, the shattering being the end of Karthik's weapon and the end-of-weapon being the moment that separated the soldier from the civilian: the soldier whose weapon broke did not freeze, the soldier whose weapon broke adapted. Karthik grabbed the broken rifle's barrel — the metal still warm from the shattering — and swung it at the creature like a cricket bat. The swing connecting with the creature's skull.

IMPROVISED WEAPON: DAMAGE 12.

Twelve damage with a broken rifle. The twelve being — not much. But the not-much was the distraction that the squad needed: the creature staggered, Deepak's Vanguard strike finished it, the finishing being the teamwork and the teamwork being the squad.

"Rifle gaya!" Karthik called. Rifle's gone!

"Tank without a weapon — classic," Priya muttered. The muttering being the squad-humour that operated even in combat, the operating-in-combat being the sign of a squad that was functioning, the functioning being: if you can joke, you can fight.

Vikram's Arcane Blast cleared three creatures. Zara shot one. Deepak finished the last. Six creatures, sixty seconds, zero deaths.

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE. XP EARNED: 480.

Karthik's HP: 42. Recovery ticking. The ticking that was his companion now — the constant companion, the stat that worked while he rested, the resting being impossible because the mission continued but the stat not caring about rest because the stat was automatic, the automatic being: Recovery 22 healed whether you rested or not, the not-resting-healing being the stat's particular gift to the man whose job was: get hit continuously.

"Karthik ko weapon chahiye," Zara said. "Check inventory — koi drop hua?" Karthik needs a weapon. Check inventory — any drops?

Priya checked the ground. Loot — the loot being the game's reward system for combat: dead enemies sometimes dropped items. One creature had dropped: CLAWED GAUNTLET (Uncommon). Damage: 18. Bonus: +5% Recovery while equipped.

"Yeh le." Priya tossed it. Karthik caught — the catching being the hand closing around a weapon that was meant for him, the meant-for being the game's particular providence: the weapon had Recovery bonus, the Recovery bonus being the game saying: you are the tank, here is the tank's weapon, the weapon that heals you while you fight.

He equipped the gauntlet. The gauntlet fitting his right hand — the fitting being snug, tight, the tightness being the weapon's particular possession of the hand: once equipped, the gauntlet was the hand and the hand was the weapon and the weapon-hand was the new tool.

The mission continued. 2.9 kilometres to the beacon.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (9/10): Surface drop — atmospheric entry fireball, hard landing. Alien jungle with clicking surveillance creatures. Ambush at km 1.3 — creatures from trees. Rifle destroyed mid-combat. HP at 42 after encounter. 2.9 km remaining in hostile territory.

- Oxytocin (8/10): Boost of Confidence activating — gold wave enhancing the squad. Zara's "Everyone okay?" check. Priya's combat humour: "Tank without a weapon — classic." Priya tossing the Clawed Gauntlet to Karthik. Squad synergy in sixty-second combat.

- Dopamine (9/10): First surface mission! Clawed Gauntlet acquired (+5% Recovery bonus). 2.9 km to beacon — what else waits? How do the clicking creatures escalate? Will they reach the beacon?

- Serotonin (6/10): Encounter survived, zero deaths. New weapon acquired. First real Boost of Confidence activation successful. The squad's combat synergy confirmed on actual terrain.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (5): Drop pod harness pressing chest (compression). Hard landing — spine compressed. Creature claws across chest (29 HP damage, animal-violence). Broken rifle barrel — warm metal in hand. Clawed Gauntlet fitting snug on right hand.

- Smell (2): Alien jungle — humidity, metallic vegetation, not-Earth wrongness. Post-combat — ozone and creature-blood (grey, not red, the grey being alien).

- Sound (4): Clicking — biological echolocation surrounding the squad. Clicking stops — the silence before attack. Creatures dropping from branches. Broken rifle impact on creature skull.

- Taste (1): Planet's air — breathable but wrong, the taste of atmosphere that was similar to Earth but chemically different, a metallic undertone on the tongue.


  
    Chapter 8: Beacon Tak Ka Raasta (The Road to the Beacon)

    
    
  
  The remaining 2.9 kilometres took four hours. Four hours that were — four hours that were the education, the education being: surface missions were not training arena drills. Training arena drills had walls and floors and the particular predictability of enclosed spaces. The surface had: terrain that shifted (the jungle's floor was uneven, roots like tripwires, the tripwire-roots catching Karthik's bare feet because the game had not provided boots and the not-providing being either oversight or cruelty and the cruelty being more likely because the game's design philosophy was: discomfort produces performance). Weather that changed (the planet's atmosphere cycled through conditions every forty minutes: clear, then fog, then rain — the rain being warm and slightly acidic, the slightly-acidic being the alien-detail that burned the skin at Touch-sensitivity levels, the burning being minor but constant, the constant being the particular torture of small pain sustained over hours). And enemies that learned.

The clicking creatures — which Vikram had categorised as "Stalkers" based on their behaviour profile — did not attack in the same pattern twice. The first ambush had been direct: drop from trees, converge, attack. The second ambush, at kilometre 2.1, was different.

The second ambush was: burrowers. The Stalkers had dug. Dug beneath the jungle floor and waited — waited for the squad to walk over them and then erupted upward, the erupting being the particular violence of something emerging from beneath your feet, the beneath-your-feet being the direction that humans were not designed to defend against because gravity made the ground the safe direction and the safe-direction becoming the attack-direction was the inversion that the brain could not process quickly enough.

Karthik's Savior Complex activated before he understood what was happening. The activation being automatic — the skill's trigger was "ally HP drops below 25%" and Priya's HP had dropped to 23 in the first second of the ambush because the burrower had emerged directly beneath her and the emerging-beneath had been the full-damage hit that reduced the Scout's HP from 100 to 23 in one strike.

SAVIOR COMPLEX ACTIVE: +50% DAMAGE RESISTANCE. +100% MOVEMENT SPEED TOWARD ALLY. DURATION: 10 SECONDS.

Karthik moved. The moving being — fast. Faster than his Reflexes 16 should have allowed. The +100% movement speed was the skill's gift: the body moved at twice its normal speed, the twice-speed being the sensation of the ground disappearing beneath his feet, the feet moving without the normal negotiation between muscle and gravity, the negotiation suspended by the skill's override.

He reached Priya in 1.2 seconds. The 1.2 seconds covering fifteen metres of jungle floor at a speed that would have won him any 100-metre dash at IIT Bombay's sports day (the sports day that he had attended once, as a spectator, because the spectating was his athletics contribution and the contribution was: moral support from the stands while eating samosa).

The burrower — still partially emerged from the ground, its upper body visible, claws extended toward Priya for the follow-up strike — met the Clawed Gauntlet. Karthik's right hand connected with the creature's skull. The connection being: the gauntlet's 18 damage plus the Savior Complex's momentum, the momentum adding the force that physics provided when a body in motion met a body at rest.

DAMAGE DEALT: 34. CRITICAL HIT (SAVIOR COMPLEX BONUS).

The creature staggered back into its burrow hole. Deepak's Vanguard strike followed — the follow-up that Deepak delivered with the particular timing of a DJ who understood that the beat's impact required the follow-up beat within milliseconds, the milliseconds being the window and the window being Deepak's expertise.

"Priya! Status!" Zara — the commander's voice cutting through the combat noise.

"HP 23. Recovering." Priya — on the ground, the ground being where the burrower's eruption had thrown her. Karthik stood over her — the standing-over being the tank's posture: between the threat and the threatened, the between being the geography of protection.

"Main yahan hoon." Karthik — the sentence that was the Hero-In-Training's catchphrase, the catchphrase that had not been planned but that emerged because the emerging was the character: I am here. The here being the location of the threat. The being-here being the choice.

I'm here.

Four more burrowers erupted. Vikram's Arcane Blast — timed to hit after Deepak and Karthik cleared the radius — eliminated three. Zara's rifle took the fourth. The fourth dying with a shriek that was the Stalker's death-sound, the death-sound being: a frequency that vibrated through the chest, the vibrating being physical, the physical being: you felt the enemy die and the feeling was the game's particular insistence that death was not abstract, death was sensory.

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE. SQUAD 7: 5/5 ALIVE. XP: 620.

Priya's HP climbed back. The climbing being her own Recovery stat at work — Recovery 14, not Karthik's 22, the 14 being slower, the slower meaning: Priya would need fifteen minutes to reach full health and the fifteen minutes were fifteen minutes of vulnerability and the vulnerability was the cost of the ambush.

"Burrowers naye hain," Vikram observed. "Pehle trees se aaye the, ab zameen se. Matlab Stalkers adapt karte hain. Next attack aur different hoga."

Burrowers are new. Before they came from trees, now from the ground. Means Stalkers adapt. Next attack will be different again.

"Adapt karne wale enemies — worst kind," Deepak said. Adaptive enemies — the worst kind.

"Worst kind nahi, interesting kind," Zara corrected. "Agar woh adapt karte hain, toh hum bhi adapt karenge. Priya — ground-scan add kar. Hamesha. Upar aur neeche dono check karo."

Not worst kind, interesting kind. If they adapt, we adapt too. Priya — add ground-scan. Always. Check above and below.

The adaptation being — the adaptation was Zara's particular genius: the genius that was not intellectual (Vikram was the intellectual, Vikram was the engineer, the engineer's genius being calculation) but tactical (Zara's genius being response-speed, the response-speed that absorbed the new information and produced the new formation before the new information's implications had finished propagating through the squad's collective understanding).

Kilometre 3.8. The jungle thinned. The thinning being — the trees becoming sparser, the canopy opening, the sky (grey-green, the planet's sky being a colour that Earth did not produce) becoming visible. The visible-sky changing the tactical landscape: open terrain meant no tree-ambush but also no cover, the no-cover being the trade: you could see the enemy and the enemy could see you and the seeing-each-other was the open-terrain's particular democracy — equal visibility, equal vulnerability.

The beacon was visible. A structure — cylindrical, metallic, emitting a pulse of blue light that was the game's "objective marker" made physical. The beacon sat in a clearing — the clearing being suspicious because clearings in hostile jungles were not natural, clearings were manufactured, and the manufacturing was: trap. The clearing was a trap because the clearing was designed to be attractive and the attractive-design was the bait and the bait was: come into the open, where we can see you, where you have no cover.

"Trap hai," all five said. Simultaneously. The simultaneously being the squad's convergence — the convergence that twelve days of training and one surface mission had produced: the squad thought together, the together-thinking being the collective intelligence that was greater than any individual intelligence because the collective processed five perspectives simultaneously and the simultaneously was the advantage.

"Trap hai but beacon wahan hai," Zara said. "Trap ko trigger karna padega. But hamari terms pe."

It's a trap but the beacon is there. We have to trigger the trap. But on our terms.

"Plan?" Karthik asked.

Zara paused. The pause being: three seconds. Three seconds of the commander's mind processing terrain, squad capabilities, enemy behaviour, and available resources. Three seconds that produced:

"Priya, scout the perimeter. Count hostiles. Positions. Vikram, charge Arcane Blast — full. Deepak, first-strike position at the clearing's edge. Karthik — Boost of Confidence jab main bolu, then tank position. Tu clearing mein jayega. Tu bait hai."

Priya, scout the perimeter. Count hostiles. Positions. Vikram, charge Arcane Blast — full. Deepak, first-strike at clearing's edge. Karthik — Boost of Confidence when I say, then tank position. You go into the clearing. You're the bait.

"Main bait?" Karthik — the question that was not a question but a confirmation. I'm the bait?

"Tu bait. Recovery 22, Savior Complex, gauntlet. Clearing mein jayega, trap trigger hoga, enemies aayenge tere paas. Tu absorb karega. Hum maayenge."

You're the bait. Recovery 22, Savior Complex, gauntlet. You go into the clearing, trap triggers, enemies come to you. You absorb. We kill.

The plan that was — the plan was correct. Tactically, strategically, mathematically correct. The tank goes first. The tank draws fire. The squad eliminates while the tank absorbs. The absorbing being the tank's purpose and the purpose being: this is what you are for.

"Theek hai," Karthik said. The two words. The Indian acceptance. The acceptance that had become his response to everything the game demanded and the demanding never stopped.

Priya scouted. Twelve Stalkers — positioned in a ring around the clearing, concealed in the tree-line's edge. Twelve being: the largest encounter yet. The largest being the game's final-exam escalation: prove you can handle this, the handling being the graduation requirement.

"Ready?" Zara.

"Ready." Five voices. The five that was the number. The squad number. The survival number.

Karthik walked into the clearing. The walking being — deliberate. Not running (running would have triggered the trap too fast). Walking. The walking of a man who was entering the kill-zone intentionally, the intentionally being the bravery that was also the stupidity that was also the job, the job being: Hero-In-Training, the hero whose training was this: walk into the clearing, let them come, let the squad do the rest.

He reached the beacon. Touched it. The touching activating the beacon — the beacon's blue pulse intensifying, the intensifying being the signal, the signal saying: objective located. The signal also being: the trigger. The trap activated.

Twelve Stalkers emerged. From all directions — the ring closing, the closing being the predators' coordination, the coordination that was the NPC intelligence at its most effective: synchronised attack, twelve bodies converging on one target, the one-target being Karthik standing at the beacon with a gauntlet on his right hand and a hero class that said "less glory, more lives saved."

"BOOST!" Zara's command.

Karthik activated Boost of Confidence. The gold wave pulsing outward — hitting all four squad members in the tree-line. Stats +10% for 30 seconds.

Thirty seconds. Thirty seconds to survive twelve Stalkers.

The first three hit simultaneously. Claws from three directions — left, right, front. Karthik took all three hits.

HP: 31/100.

Thirty-one. The thirty-one that was — low. Critically low. The critically-low being the red zone on the WristNav, the HP bar flashing red, the red-flashing being the game's way of saying: you are close to death, the close being: five or six more hits.

But the squad. The squad was killing. Deepak's Vanguard strikes — first-strike advantage at +10% from Boost — eliminating Stalkers one by one. Vikram's Arcane Blast detonating in the ring's outer edge — three Stalkers eliminated in one blast. Priya's rifle picking off the ones that Deepak and Vikram missed. Zara commanding, firing, adjusting — the commander who was also a fighter, the fighter-commander being the leader who led from within the combat rather than behind it.

Karthik took more hits. The hits being: the price. The price of being the bait.

HP: 14/100.

Fourteen. The WristNav screaming red. Recovery ticking — 22 stat points trying to outrace the damage, the outracing being: impossible when twelve enemies were attacking simultaneously but possible when the squad was reducing the twelve to eight to five to three to —

HP: 9/100.

Nine.

Deepak's strike eliminated the eleventh Stalker. Zara's rifle took the twelfth.

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE. BEACON RETRIEVED. MISSION COMPLETE.

SQUAD 7: 5/5 ALIVE.

Karthik's knees buckled. The buckling being: the body's response to HP 9, the 9 that was one more hit from death, one more hit from losing a life, the losing being: the proximity to permanent consequence. The knees hitting the clearing's ground — the ground that was alien and grey-green and that his knees did not care about the alienness of because knees did not process environment, knees processed weight, and the weight was: a body that had absorbed enough damage to kill most recruits and that had survived because Recovery 22 was ticking, always ticking, the ticking being the sound of life continuing.

"Karthik!" Priya reached him first — the Scout's speed getting her there before the others. Her hand on his shoulder — the hand that was the contact, the physical contact that said: you're alive, the alive being confirmed through touch.

"Main theek hoon." The catchphrase. Spoken from the ground, on his knees, HP at 9, the "theek hoon" being the lie that was also the truth: he was alive, alive was theek, the theek being the standard that had dropped from "comfortable" to "alive" and the dropping was the game's recalibration of what "fine" meant.

Recovery ticked. 9... 12... 15... The numbers climbing. The climbing being the body healing — wounds closing, bruises fading, the fading that was visible and that the visible was the miracle that the stat produced: death receding in real-time, the receding measured in numbers that the WristNav displayed and that the displaying was the game's particular transparency: you could watch yourself heal, the watching being both reassurance and horror because the horror was: you needed this much healing, the needing being the evidence of how close you had come.

"Extraction inbound," the synthetic voice announced. "Pod arriving in 120 seconds."

Zara helped Karthik up. The helping being: Zara's arm under his, the arm that was the commander's arm and the commander's arm being the squad's strength manifested physically. "Tu pagal hai," Zara said. Softly. The softly being the volume-drop that indicated: this was not a command, this was a personal statement, the personal being rare from Zara and the rare being the value.

You're crazy.

"Hero-In-Training hoon. Pagalpan job description mein hai." I'm a Hero-In-Training. Crazy is in the job description.

The extraction pod arrived. The pod that took them back — back to the station, back to the barracks, back to the particular safety that was relative (the relative-safety of a space station in a death-game being: you were not being actively killed but you were still in the death-game and the in-the-death-game was the permanent condition).

Mission complete. Beacon retrieved. Five alive.

HP at 43 and climbing.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (10/10): HP 9/100 — one hit from death. Twelve Stalkers simultaneously. Burrower ambush under Priya (HP 23). Karthik as deliberate bait. The knees buckling at HP 9. The proximity to permanent death as experienced reality.

- Oxytocin (9/10): Savior Complex activation to save Priya ("Main yahan hoon"). Priya's hand on his shoulder after the mission. Zara's soft "Tu pagal hai." The squad killing while Karthik absorbs — trust made tactical. Five alive.

- Dopamine (8/10): Mission complete — what rewards? Stalkers that adapt — what's their next form? Level-up incoming? What's next after Basic Training?

- Serotonin (7/10): Beacon retrieved. All five alive. Karthik survived HP 9. Recovery climbing: "death receding in real-time." Mission accomplished.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (5): Burrower eruption beneath Priya (ground exploding upward). Clawed Gauntlet striking creature skull. Three simultaneous claw hits (left, right, front). Knees hitting alien ground at HP 9. Priya's hand on shoulder — confirmation of alive.

- Smell (2): Clearing — open-air alien atmosphere, metallic vegetation thinning. Post-combat — creature-death smell (grey blood, ozone from energy weapons).

- Sound (3): Stalker death-shriek — chest-vibrating frequency. "BOOST!" — Zara's command. Beacon activation — blue pulse humming at physical frequency.

- Taste (1): Acidic rain — the planet's rain lingering on lips, the slight burn of alien atmosphere.


  
    Chapter 9: Graduation Aur Uske Baad (Graduation and After)

    
    
  
  Basic Training graduated 147 recruits. The 147 being the survivors — the survivors of the original 200 who had arrived on Day 1, the arriving being the beginning and the 147 being the ending and the gap between 200 and 147 being: 53 permanently dead. Fifty-three people who had been at parties and labs and concerts and beds and who were now not. The not-being being the number that the graduation ceremony's commander read aloud, the reading-aloud being the military's particular commemoration: we name the dead because the naming is the honour and the honour is the minimum that the living owe the dead.

Karthik stood in the assembly hangar. The same hangar — the hangar where Day 1's orientation had happened, the hangar that looked different now because Karthik looked at it differently: on Day 1, the hangar had been enormous and terrifying. On Day 14, the hangar was familiar. The familiar being the domestication — the domestication of terror, the terror becoming routine, the routine being the soldier's particular adaptation: you cannot maintain terror for fourteen days, the terror degrades into familiarity, the familiarity being not comfort but normality, the normality of a death-game being the paradox that the mind resolved by: accepting.

Squad 7 stood together. Five alive. The five-alive being — the five-alive was the achievement that Karthik valued more than any individual stat gain or level-up or skill unlock. The five being: complete. Unbroken. The unbroken being: Zara (Level 7, Squad Leader class confirmed), Vikram (Level 6, Mage, Arcane Blast now Level 2 with reduced friendly-fire radius), Priya (Level 6, Scout, new skill: Shadow Step — three-second invisibility), Deepak (Level 7, Vanguard, first-strike advantage now +25%), and Karthik (Level 7, Hero-In-Training, Recovery 28, new skill: Defensive Shield Level 1 — absorbs 200 HP of damage for the squad over 15 seconds).

The graduation ceremony's commander was — the commander was human. This was the first human authority Karthik had seen in the game. Not an NPC, not a synthetic voice — a human. A woman. Tall, Indian — the Indian being unmistakable in the features, the posture, the particular way she occupied the podium with the energy of a woman who had been commanding for decades and whose decades were visible in: the grey at the temples, the stillness of the hands, the voice that did not need volume because the voice had authority and authority was the volume.

"Commander Aisha Malik," the WristNav identified. "Level 47. Class: War Master. Service: 12 years in The War Game."

Twelve years. The twelve years being — Karthik processed the number with the particular horror of a man who had been in the game for fourteen days and who was now looking at a woman who had been here for twelve years. Twelve years of the game. Twelve years of the death-game that had started at some point twelve years ago for Commander Malik and that the starting meant: she had been selected, she had trained, she had survived, and the surviving had been twelve years long and the twelve years had produced: Level 47. The Level 47 being the number that said: this woman has fought more battles than you have days in the game.

"You have completed Basic Training," Commander Malik said. The voice that was — controlled, precise, the precision of someone who had given this speech many times and who gave it each time as if it were the first because the first-time-energy was the respect and the respect was: these recruits deserved the energy that the first recruits had received. "You are no longer recruits. You are soldiers. The distinction matters."

The distinction — the WristNav updated: STATUS CHANGED: RECRUIT → SOLDIER.

"Soldiers in The War Game have three assignments. Garrison duty — defend the station against enemy incursions. Surface missions — planetary operations on hostile worlds. And — for those who prove themselves — Frontline deployment against the actual enemy."

"Actual enemy?" Deepak whispered. "Abhi tak actual enemy se nahi lade?" We haven't fought the actual enemy yet?

The whisper being the question that 147 graduates were simultaneously processing: the Stalkers had been NPCs. The training had been NPCs. The entire fourteen days had been preparation for the real enemy — the enemy that the game called "the actual enemy" and that the actual-enemy being unnamed was the particular terror of the unnamed: you feared the named enemy but you feared the unnamed more because the unnamed was imagination's territory and imagination produced fears that reality could not match.

"The actual enemy is The Collective," Commander Malik continued. "The Collective is a hive-mind species — alien, hostile, expansionist. The War Game exists because The Collective exists. You were selected because The War Game needs soldiers. The needing is not optional. The War Game does not ask. The War Game takes."

"The War Game takes" — the sentence that Karthik filed under the category of truths-he-did-not-want-to-know: the game had not selected them for honour or glory or destiny. The game had selected them because the game needed bodies and bodies were the resource and the resource was: them. The them being: 200 people taken from their lives, 53 now dead, 147 remaining to fight an alien hive-mind.

"Your squad assignments continue. Squad performance in Basic Training determines your initial deployment. Top-performing squads receive Frontline deployment priority."

Squad 7's Basic Training rank: 3rd of 40 squads. Third. The third being — good. Excellent, actually. The excellent being the combination of Zara's command and Vikram's magic and Priya's scouting and Deepak's strikes and Karthik's absorption. The combination that had produced: third-ranked squad out of forty. The ranking that meant: Frontline deployment priority. The priority meaning: faster access to the actual enemy. The faster-access being simultaneously the reward and the punishment — the reward of advancement and the punishment of proximity to real war.

After the ceremony, Squad 7 returned to barracks. The barracks that were — the barracks were changing. The changing being: post-graduation, the barracks were upgraded. New bunks (the new-bunks being actually comfortable, the comfort being the graduation's material reward: you survived, here is a mattress that does not feel like concrete). A common area (table, chairs, a screen that displayed station news and inter-squad rankings). And — this being the upgrade that affected Karthik most — a food synthesiser.

The food synthesiser produced food. Not ration bars — food. Actual food that tasted like food, the tasting-like-food being the revelation after fourteen days of ration bars that had tasted like compressed disappointment. The synthesiser had a menu. The menu had options. The options included — Karthik scrolled through the menu with the particular hope of a man who had been denied flavour for two weeks and whose denial had produced the particular craving that only denial could produce:

Dal. The synthesiser had dal. Not real dal — synthesised dal, the synthesised-dal being the game's approximation of dal that was, Karthik discovered upon tasting, approximately 70% of actual dal. The 70% being: the flavour was there (cumin, turmeric, the particular warmth that dal produced in the mouth and that the mouth-warmth was the comfort and the comfort was home), but the texture was wrong (too smooth, no grain, the grainlessness being the synthesiser's limitation: it could produce flavour but not texture, the texture being the thing that human food-technology had not yet mastered and that alien food-technology had also not mastered).

"Bhai, dal hai!" Karthik announced to the barracks. The announcement carrying the energy of a man discovering water in a desert — the desert-water energy being disproportionate to the object but proportionate to the need and the need was: flavour, home, comfort, the Indian trinity of dal-rice-comfort that was the birthright and that the birthright had been denied for fourteen days and was now restored.

"Dal?" Deepak — at the synthesiser in three seconds. The three-seconds being the Vanguard's first-strike applied to food, the food-first-strike being: reach the dal before anyone else.

"Tum logon ko dal mili aur main idli dhundh raha hoon," Vikram muttered, scrolling the menu. You found dal and I'm looking for idli.

"Idli nahi milegi, bhai. Synthesiser ki limitations hain." Priya — the practical assessment. No idli. Synthesiser has limitations.

"Idli ke bina zindagi ki bhi limitations hain." Vikram's complaint — the Chennai-man's complaint about the absence of idli being the existential complaint: life without idli was not life, it was survival, and survival without idli was merely existence.

Life without idli also has limitations.

They ate dal. All five of them — eating synthesised dal from synthesised bowls with synthesised spoons, the eating being the ritual, the ritual being: the first shared meal that was not ration bars, the first meal that tasted like home (approximately), the first meal that the squad ate together as soldiers rather than recruits.

"Ek toast?" Zara raised her bowl. The bowl-raising being the toast-gesture that Zara performed with the gravity of a woman raising champagne at a gala and the gravity-applied-to-dal being the humour and the humour being: this is what we have, this dal is our champagne, the champagne-dal being the squad's particular celebration.

A toast?

"Squad 7 ko," Deepak said. To Squad 7.

"Paanchon ko," Karthik added. To all five.

"Paanchon." All five.

They drank the dal. The drinking being — you could not actually drink dal, but the toast had committed them to the gesture and the gesture was the drinking-motion applied to dal and the dal-drinking was the squad's first post-graduation act: silly, warm, human.

That night, the barracks settled. The new mattresses — comfortable, the comfort being physical and psychological: comfortable meant safe, safe meant sleep, sleep meant recovery (the lowercase recovery, the human recovery, not the stat-Recovery but the body's natural need for rest).

Karthik's WristNav glowed gold in the dark. Hero-In-Training. Level 7. Recovery 28. The 28 climbing with each level — the climbing being the stat's particular growth pattern: Recovery grew faster than his other stats because Recovery was used most and the most-used grew fastest and the fastest-growing was the identity, the identity being: I recover. I take the damage. I heal. I survive.

He thought about Commander Malik. Level 47. Twelve years. The twelve years being — twelve years of The War Game meant: twelve years away from Earth, twelve years away from whatever life Commander Malik had been taken from, twelve years of fighting The Collective. The twelve-years being the possible future: was this Karthik's future? Level 47 in twelve years? The question that the question's answer was: unknown. The unknown being the game's permanent condition. The game did not tell you the future. The game told you: survive the present, the present being the only tense that mattered.

He thought about Mumbai. About Pritam. About the dark-haired woman whose name he didn't know. About his parents — Aai and Baba in Pune (the Pune-parents who did not know that their son had been taken, the not-knowing being the particular cruelty: were they searching? Were they at the police station filing a missing person report? Were they calling his phone — the phone that was on his nightstand in the Andheri flat, the phone that would ring and ring and the ringing would go unanswered and the unanswered-ringing was the sound of absence).

The thinking produced: sadness. The sadness that was — not the dramatic sadness of cinema (no background score, no slow motion). The sadness that was quiet. The quiet-sadness of a twenty-one-year-old in a bunk in a space station, looking at the gold glow on his wrist, knowing that the glow was his new identity and that the new identity had not been chosen and that the not-chosen was the condition and the condition was: soldier.

He closed his eyes. Let Recovery do what Recovery did: heal. Not the body this time — the body was undamaged. But the sadness. The sadness that Recovery could not heal because Recovery was a stat and sadness was not HP damage and the not-being-HP-damage meant: Recovery had no jurisdiction over sadness, the jurisdiction being the stat's limitation, the limitation being: you could heal the body but not the heart and the heart was the thing that was damaged and the damaged-heart had no stat and no number and no ticking recovery.

He slept. In the dark. In space. In The War Game.

Soldier now. Not recruit. Soldier.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (8/10): 53 dead from Basic Training. "The War Game takes" — no choice, no consent. The Collective — unnamed enemy, hive-mind, the terror of the unnamed. Frontline deployment priority — reward that is also punishment. Thinking about parents searching, phone ringing unanswered.

- Oxytocin (9/10): The dal toast — "Squad 7 ko / Paanchon ko" — the first shared meal. Deepak's first-strike on the food synthesiser. Vikram's idli complaint. Five bowls raised. The squad bond crystallized through food ritual.

- Dopamine (8/10): The Collective — what are they? Frontline deployment — when? Commander Malik — what's her story? Level 47 possible in twelve years? Can they go home?

- Serotonin (5/10): Lower — the sadness of the thinking, the quiet sadness of a 21-year-old in space. Recovery can't heal the heart. But: five alive, dal shared, toast raised. The squad is the comfort.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (3): New mattress — the comfort of post-graduation upgrade. Dal bowl warm in hands — synthesised but warm. WristNav gold glow on skin in the dark.

- Smell (2): Synthesised dal — cumin, turmeric, the warmth-smell that was 70% accurate. Barracks post-upgrade — new materials, clean recycled air.

- Sound (3): Commander Malik's voice — authority without volume. "Squad 7 ko" — Deepak's toast. Vikram: "Idli ke bina zindagi ki bhi limitations hain" — the Chennai lament.

- Taste (2): Synthesised dal — 70% of real dal, flavour present, texture wrong. Ration bar memory — the taste-absence now contrasting with the dal's taste-presence.


  
    Chapter 10: Pehla Encounter (First Contact with The Collective)

    
    
  
  The Collective arrived on Day 19. Not arrived at the station — arrived at Squad 7's consciousness, the consciousness being: the briefing room where Commander Malik stood before a holographic display that showed something that made Karthik's stomach drop the way stomachs dropped on Mumbai's local train when the train hit the particular junction between Dadar and Matunga where the tracks dipped and the dipping produced the stomach-drop that every Mumbai commuter knew and that every Mumbai commuter pretended to not feel because the pretending was the commute's dignity.

The holographic display showed: a planet. Not Training World Alpha — a different planet, blue-grey, larger, with orbital structures that were not human-made. The structures being: organic. The organic being the particular detail that separated The Collective's technology from human technology — human technology was metal and angles and the particular geometry of engineering, The Collective's technology was curves and growth and the particular geometry of biology.

"This is Nexus-7," Commander Malik said. "Collective-controlled world. Your mission: surface insertion, data retrieval from a Collective communications node, extraction. This is not training. This is Frontline. The enemy is real, intelligent, and will adapt to your tactics in real-time."

Real-time adaptation. The real-time being — the Stalkers on Training World Alpha had adapted between encounters (trees to burrowing). The Collective adapted during encounters. The during-being the distinction that separated training from war: in training, you could learn between fights; in war, the enemy learned while fighting you and the while-fighting learning was the advantage that hive-mind intelligence provided because the hive-mind was: one mind across many bodies, the one-mind meaning: what one body learned, all bodies knew, and the knowing was instantaneous and the instantaneous was the weapon.

"Squad 7 will deploy alongside Squad 3 and Squad 12," Malik continued. "Three-squad operation. Squad 3 provides perimeter security. Squad 12 handles extraction coordination. Squad 7 — you're the retrieval team. You go in."

"We go in" meaning: Squad 7 entered the Collective facility, navigated its interior, found the communications node, extracted the data, and got out. The got-out being the part that the briefing spent the most time on because the got-out was the part most likely to fail and the failing meant: death.

Isha — Squad 12's commander, the Hyderabadi strategist who had shaken Zara's hand after the training match — nodded from across the briefing room. The nod being the acknowledgment between commanders: we're in this together, the together being the multi-squad coordination that Basic Training had not tested because Basic Training tested squads in isolation and the isolation was the training's limitation and the limitation was about to be exposed.

The drop was different this time. Not a single pod — three pods, launched simultaneously, the simultaneously being the coordination that required precise timing and the precise-timing being Commander Malik's particular expertise: the three pods entered Nexus-7's atmosphere in formation, the formation ensuring that all three squads landed within 200 metres of each other, the 200-metres being the proximity that the mission required.

Nexus-7's surface was — not jungle. Nexus-7's surface was architecture. The architecture being: The Collective's architecture, the architecture that was alive. Buildings that grew rather than were built, the growing being the organic technology's particular expression: walls that were not walls but membranes, floors that were not floors but surfaces that responded to weight, ceilings that pulsed with bioluminescent light — the light being blue-green, the blue-green being The Collective's colour the way the game's blue was the friendly-colour and the game's red was the enemy-colour.

"Yeh jagah zinda hai," Deepak whispered. The whispering being appropriate because the architecture felt like a body and speaking loudly inside a body felt like sacrilege. This place is alive.

"Technically sahi hai," Vikram confirmed. "Collective architecture biological hai. Yeh building nahi hai — yeh organism hai." Technically correct. Collective architecture is biological. This isn't a building — it's an organism.

The organism-building that Squad 7 entered was — the entering was through a membrane. Not a door — a membrane that parted when approached, the parting being the building's particular hospitality: come in, the membrane said, the saying being the gesture that was not welcoming but digestive, the digestive being: the building was consuming them, the consuming being the entry that was also the swallowing.

Inside: corridors. But not the station's metal corridors — organic corridors, the walls breathing (actually breathing — expanding and contracting rhythmically, the rhythm being the building's respiration, the respiration being the organism's life-function, the life-function being: this building was alive the way lungs were alive, the aliveness being the function). The floor yielded underfoot — not soft but responsive, the responsive being: the floor knew they were walking on it and the knowing was the building's awareness and the awareness was The Collective's awareness because The Collective was the building and the building was The Collective and the distinction between architecture and enemy was: none.

"Priya, scout ahead. Slowly." Zara — low voice, lower than the planet-mission voice because this voice was the inside-the-enemy voice, the voice that understood: they were inside the enemy. Not near the enemy, not approaching the enemy — inside. The inside being the tactical disadvantage that the mission required them to accept because the data was inside and the inside was the only way.

Priya activated Shadow Step. Three seconds of invisibility — three seconds that Priya used to advance ten metres into the corridor, assess, and return visible.

"Clear for thirty metres. Then a junction — three directions. No visible hostiles." The Scout's report — clinical, precise, the precision being the Scout's particular value: information delivered without emotion because the emotion was the noise and the noise was the enemy of clarity.

They moved. The moving being — the moving was different here. On Training World Alpha, moving had been the infantry advance: calculated steps, tactical awareness. Inside The Collective's organism-building, moving was the navigation of a body: you moved through corridors that were arteries, through junctions that were nerve clusters, through spaces that were organs. The navigation being: anatomical rather than architectural. The architectural-vocabulary insufficient because architecture implied construction and construction implied intent and intent implied intelligence that was separate from the structure. Here, the structure was the intelligence. The building was thinking about them.

"Communications node 400 metres ahead," Vikram reported, reading the WristNav's scanner. "Below us. We need to go down."

Down. The down being — the junction offered three corridors. One led deeper into the organism. The WristNav's scanner indicated: the communications node was sixty metres below their current position. Below meaning: deeper into the organism. Deeper meaning: farther from the surface, farther from extraction, farther from safety.

"Neeche jaana padega," Zara said. Stating the obvious because the stating was the decision and the decision needed to be spoken because spoken-decisions became real and real-decisions became actions and actions became consequences. We have to go down.

They found stairs — not stairs, exactly. Descending passages. The passages being: the organism's internal infrastructure, the infrastructure that served the same purpose as stairs but that the serving was organic: spiral passages that wound downward through the building's interior, the winding being gradual, the gradual being the organism's particular pace (organisms did not have elevators; organisms had gradients).

At the thirty-metre depth, the first Collective entity appeared.

Karthik had seen NPCs. He had seen Stalkers. He had seen holographic enemies in the training arena. He had not seen a Collective entity.

The entity was — the entity was wrong. Not wrong in the way that alien-jungle trees were wrong (similar-but-different). Wrong in the way that nightmares were wrong: the entity was humanoid but not human, the not-human being the details that the human brain processed as violations — too many joints in the arms (four instead of two, the four-joints making the arms move with a fluidity that was not human-fluid but insect-fluid). Skin that was translucent (the translucent showing internal structures that pulsed with blue-green light, the pulsing being the entity's own bioluminescence, the bioluminescence being: the entity was a lantern, the lantern being the predator that lit its own environment).

No eyes. The entity had no eyes. The no-eyes being the particular horror that Karthik could not process: faces without eyes were the uncanny valley's deepest point, the point where the brain said "this is almost a face but the almost is the terror and the terror is: it sees without eyes because seeing is the hive-mind's function, not the individual's."

"Contact," Priya reported. Calm. The calm being professional, the professional-calm concealing the personal-horror that the entity produced.

The entity did not attack. The entity stood — stood in the passage, twenty metres ahead, four-jointed arms at its sides, eyeless face turned toward the squad, the turned-toward being the orientation that confirmed: it knew they were there. The knowing being The Collective's awareness transmitted through the building-organism to the entity-individual.

"Kya kar raha hai?" Deepak whispered. What's it doing?

"Observe kar raha hai," Vikram said. "Data collect kar raha hai. Hamari stats, weapons, formation — sab record kar raha hai. Aur record real-time mein hive-mind ko share ho raha hai."

Observing. Collecting data. Our stats, weapons, formation — recording everything. And the recording is being shared with the hive-mind in real-time.

The observation — the entity was studying them. The studying being the intelligence-gathering that the hive-mind performed: send one body, observe the enemy, share the observation with every body, the sharing meaning: every Collective entity on the planet now knew Squad 7's composition, weapons, and formation. The intelligence advantage being: total.

"Maarein?" Zara asked. Not asking permission — asking tactical assessment. Do we kill it?

"Maarne se alert trigger hoga," Vikram calculated. "But alert already trigger ho chuka hai kyunki building ne hume feel kar liya hai jab se hum andar aaye."

Killing it triggers an alert. But the alert already triggered because the building felt us the moment we entered.

"Toh maarein." Zara's decision. The decision being: if stealth was already compromised, the compromise freed them from the constraint and the freed-from-constraint meant: fight.

"Karthik — Boost. Deepak — first strike. Vikram — hold blast for group encounter. Priya — watch behind. Go."

Karthik activated Boost of Confidence. The gold wave pulsed. Squad stats +10%.

Deepak moved — Vanguard speed, first-strike advantage, the movement being: blur. The blur connecting with the entity, the connecting producing — damage, yes, but also: the entity's response.

The entity's response was: it screamed. Not screamed with a mouth (no mouth visible). Screamed with its body — the translucent skin pulsing with light that intensified from blue-green to white, the white being the pain-colour, the pain-colour radiating outward, the outward meaning: the building received the scream. The building trembled. The trembling being the organism's response to one of its components being damaged and the response being: the building knew and the knowing was transmitted and the transmitted was the alarm.

"Aur aa rahe hain!" Priya — from behind. More coming!

"Kitne?" Zara. How many?

"Saat. Neeche se. Tees seconds." Seven. From below. Thirty seconds.

"Neeche se matlab communications node ke paas se," Vikram said. From below means from near the communications node.

"Matlab node ke paas jaane ke liye inse ladhna padega," Zara concluded. "Theek hai. Karthik — front. Tank position. Yeh Basic Training nahi hai. Yeh real hai. Recovery ka maximum use kar."

Means we have to fight through them to reach the node. Fine. Karthik — front. Tank position. This is not Basic Training. This is real. Use Recovery to the maximum.

Karthik moved to front. The Clawed Gauntlet on his right hand. Recovery at 28. HP at 100.

The seven entities emerged from the passage below. Seven eyeless bodies with four-jointed arms and translucent skin and the particular movement that was not human but that the not-human did not make it less lethal — more lethal, because the four-jointed arms reached farther and moved in angles that human arms could not and the angles were the attack vectors that human defence had not trained for.

The first hit: a four-jointed arm striking from an angle that Karthik's brain processed as "impossible" — the arm coming from behind its own body, the behind-its-own-body being the four-joint advantage, the advantage being: the arm could attack from directions that a two-jointed arm could not reach.

HP: 68/100. DAMAGE: 32.

Thirty-two damage. The highest single hit Karthik had taken. The highest being: The Collective was stronger than the Stalkers, the stronger being the Frontline's particular promise: real enemies dealt real damage.

He swung the gauntlet. Connected. The entity staggered — but recovered faster than Stalkers had. The recovering being: the hive-mind's coordination, the coordination meaning: the entity did not need its own brain to recover, the hive-mind's brain recovered for it, the recovering-for being the distributed intelligence's advantage.

"Yeh recover fast karte hain!" Karthik called. They recover fast!

"Continuous damage do — recovery ka time mat do!" Zara commanded. Continuous damage — don't give recovery time!

The battle was — the battle was harder than anything before. The harder being: seven entities that adapted during the fight, the adapting being visible — the first entity attacked with the behind-body arm; by the third entity, they had changed tactic: two entities flanking while five engaged front, the flanking being the tactic they had learned from observing Squad 7's own flanking defence. The Collective had watched them defend against flanking and was now using their own defence against them.

Learning from us. Using our tactics against us.

Vikram's Arcane Blast — timed perfectly (the timing perfected since the Deepak near-miss) — eliminated three entities. Deepak's Vanguard strikes took two. Zara's rifle dropped one. The last entity — the last entity reached Karthik at close range and the close-range was: the entity's four-jointed arm wrapping around Karthik's arm, the wrapping being the grapple that the entity used to hold him in place while the arm's grip tightened and the tightening was: crushing.

HP: 34/100. GRAPPLE ACTIVE. MOVEMENT RESTRICTED.

"Main yahan hoon!" Karthik — the catchphrase, shouted through the pain of the grapple, the pain being: the arm was being crushed and the crushing was not blade-pain or impact-pain but pressure-pain, the pressure-pain that was slow and building and that the building was the particular torture of gradual damage.

He brought the gauntlet to the entity's head. Close range. The gauntlet connecting with the eyeless face at point-blank distance.

CRITICAL HIT. DAMAGE: 45.

The entity collapsed. The arm releasing. The releasing being — relief. The relief of pressure removed, the removed-pressure producing the sensation that every Indian who had experienced a blood-pressure cuff removal knew: the arm freed, the blood flowing, the flowing being the freedom.

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE. SQUAD 7: 5/5 ALIVE.

HP: 29. Recovery ticking. The ticking that was — the ticking that was Karthik's heartbeat now, the heartbeat that was Recovery, the Recovery that was the identity: I take the damage, I heal, I keep going.

The communications node was twenty metres below. Twenty metres of organic corridor that might or might not contain more entities. The might-or-might-not being the uncertainty that was the constant: you did not know and the not-knowing was the condition.

"Chalo," Zara said. The one word. The going-word. Let's go.

They went.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (10/10): First Collective entity — eyeless, four-jointed, translucent, screams through its body. Building is alive and alerts hive-mind. Seven entities that adapt during combat using Squad 7's own tactics. Grapple: arm being crushed, HP 34→29. "This is not Basic Training. This is real."

- Oxytocin (7/10): Squad trust under extreme pressure — Zara's command holds. Karthik's "Main yahan hoon" as the squad's anchor. Multi-squad coordination with Isha's Squad 12. The going-together: "Chalo."

- Dopamine (9/10): Communications node twenty metres away — what data? The Collective learns in real-time — how do they counter that? What happens at the node? Extraction after retrieval — will they make it out?

- Serotonin (4/10): Low — the chapter's tension is sustained, minimal resolution. Five alive but damaged. The Collective is worse than expected.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (5): Organic floor yielding underfoot (responsive surface). Membrane-door parting around body. Entity's four-jointed grapple crushing arm. Gauntlet connecting point-blank with eyeless face. Blood-pressure-cuff relief of arm released.

- Smell (2): Collective building interior — biological, the particular smell of living architecture (membrane-air, bioluminescent fluid, the organic-chemical scent of an alien body). Entity death — no blood, but fluid, grey-green, faintly acidic.

- Sound (3): Building breathing — rhythmic expansion/contraction of walls. Entity body-scream — white-light pulse, the sound felt in the chest rather than heard. "Aur aa rahe hain!" — Priya's alert from behind.

- Taste (1): Fear-metallic — the taste of adrenaline sustained over minutes, the tongue's copper-tang that combat produced.


  
    Chapter 11: Node Mein Andar (Inside the Node)

    
    
  
  The communications node was a chamber. Not a room — a chamber, the chamber-distinction being: rooms were built, chambers were grown, and this chamber had been grown by The Collective's organism-building the way a body grew an organ — with purpose, with biological precision, with the particular intentionality that organic systems applied to their essential components. The chamber was essential. The chamber was The Collective's brain for this sector — the brain that processed the hive-mind's communications across the planet, the processing being: every entity's perception, every building's awareness, every piece of intelligence gathered from the surface of Nexus-7 flowed through this chamber and the flowing was the data and the data was the mission's objective.

The chamber was spherical. The spherical being the geometry of efficiency — the geometry that nature chose for its most important structures (cells, planets, eyes, the eye-comparison being the one that occurred to Karthik because the chamber looked like the inside of an eye: the walls curving inward, the bioluminescent veins running along the walls like retinal blood vessels, the centre of the chamber occupied by a structure that pulsed with concentrated blue-green light and that the pulsing-structure was the pupil and the pupil was the communications node).

"Woh hai," Vikram said, pointing to the central structure. "Node." The pointing being unnecessary because the node was the only thing in the chamber and the only-thing was obvious, but the pointing was the human habit — the habit of confirming the obvious because the confirming was the processing and the processing was: I see it, you see it, we agree on what we see.

That's it.

"Extraction protocol kya hai?" Karthik asked. "Touch karna hai? Scan? Download?" What's the extraction protocol? Touch? Scan? Download?

Vikram consulted his WristNav. The WristNav that had become — the WristNav was the squad's encyclopaedia, the encyclopaedia that Vikram navigated with the particular fluency of a man who had spent his life navigating systems and whose system-navigation was the skill that the game had not assigned as a class but that functioned as a class-within-a-class: the Mage who was also the Technician.

"WristNav ko node se connect karna hai. Physical contact. Thirty seconds download time. During download, WristNav user is immobile — movement cancels download."

"Thirty seconds immobile in enemy territory," Zara said. The assessment that was the tactical problem: thirty seconds of standing still inside The Collective's organism-building, the standing-still being the vulnerability and the vulnerability being: if entities attacked during the download, the downloader could not move, could not fight, could not defend. The downloader was a target.

"Kaun karega?" Deepak asked. Who does it?

Silence. The silence of calculation — five people calculating who should be immobile for thirty seconds in the most dangerous room on the planet.

"Main karunga." Karthik. The volunteering being — the volunteering was the Hero-In-Training's instinct, the instinct that said: the most dangerous role goes to me because the most-dangerous is the job and the job is the class and the class is the identity.

"Tu?" Zara — not dismissive, assessing. "Tera damage output lowest hai squad mein. Download ke liye damage zaroori nahi hai — survival zaroori hai. Teri Recovery 28. Tees seconds mein agar damage aaya, tu survive karega. Logically, tu correct choice hai."

You? Your damage output is the lowest in the squad. Download doesn't need damage — it needs survival. Your Recovery is 28. In thirty seconds, if damage comes, you'll survive. Logically, you're the correct choice.

The logic being correct. The correct-logic being the plan. The plan being: Karthik downloads, squad defends.

He approached the node. The approaching being — the approaching was the walking toward the eye's pupil, the pupil that pulsed with the intelligence of a hive-mind that controlled an entire planet, the controlling being the power that Karthik was about to touch and the touching was the mission.

The node's surface was warm. The warm that was not metal-warm or stone-warm but body-warm — the particular temperature of a living thing, the living-thing temperature that said: this is an organ, you are touching an organ, the organ is alive and you are touching it and the touching is the interface.

Karthik placed his WristNav against the node's surface. The placing being the connection — the WristNav's screen activating with a download progress bar that filled at a rate of: 3.3% per second. Thirty seconds total.

DOWNLOAD IN PROGRESS: 3.3%... 6.6%... 10%...

"Timer chalu," Vikram announced. "Thirty seconds. Karthik, hil mat." Timer started. Thirty seconds. Don't move.

Hil mat. Don't move. The two words that were the instruction and the instruction was the constraint and the constraint was: thirty seconds of perfect stillness while the chamber's bioluminescent veins pulsed around him and the pulsing was The Collective's nervous system and the nervous system knew that something was extracting data from its brain and the knowing-that-something-was-extracting was the alarm.

15%... 20%...

The chamber's walls changed. The changing being: the bioluminescent veins' colour shifted from blue-green to amber, the amber being the alert-colour, the alert that the organism produced when its brain was being violated, the violated-brain producing the response that was: defence.

"Walls badal rahe hain," Priya reported. "Amber. Alert mode." Walls are changing. Amber. Alert mode.

25%... 30%...

"Koi aaya?" Zara asked. Anyone coming?

"Abhi nahi. Lekin building vibrate kar raha hai. Kuch aa raha hai." Not yet. But the building is vibrating. Something's coming.

35%... 40%...

The vibration. The vibration that Karthik felt through his feet — the feet that were still bare, the barefoot being the particular sensitivity that the game had imposed and that the imposed-sensitivity was now the advantage: Karthik could feel the building's vibration through his bare soles and the feeling was the intelligence and the intelligence was: something was moving through the building toward them and the moving was: fast.

"Aa rahe hain," Karthik said. Without looking away from the download bar. Without moving. The not-moving being the discipline that the download required and the discipline being: feel the vibration, report the intelligence, but do not move. "Neeche se. Bahut." Coming. From below. Many.

50%... 55%...

"Kitne?" Zara. How many?

"Vibration se estimate karu toh — paanch nahi. Das nahi. Zyada." If I estimate from vibration — not five. Not ten. More.

"Fifteen seconds remaining," Vikram said. "Formation — circle around Karthik. Nobody gets through."

The formation. The circle-formation that was the last-stand formation, the last-stand being the formation that said: we are not advancing, we are not retreating, we are defending this point and the point is Karthik and the Karthik-point is the mission and the mission is the objective and the objective is everything.

60%... 65%...

They came. From the chamber's entrance — the passage that Squad 7 had descended through, the passage now filled with entities. Not seven. Not twelve. The number that Priya counted was: "Pachees. Minimum." Twenty-five. Minimum.

Twenty-five Collective entities. Eyeless, four-jointed, translucent, pulsing with amber alert-light. Twenty-five bodies controlled by one mind. One mind that had decided: the data must not leave.

70%... 75%...

"Deepak — hold entrance!" Zara commanded. "Vikram — Arcane Blast on my signal! Priya — secondary entrance, there!" The secondary entrance being a membrane in the chamber wall that was beginning to iris open — the irising being the building's decision to create a new entrance, a new path for entities to enter, the creating being the organism's adaptation: if the enemy blocks one entrance, grow another.

80%...

The first entities reached Deepak. Deepak's Vanguard first-strike — +25% at Level 7 — dropped two in rapid succession. But two more filled the gap. And two more behind them. The gap-filling being the hive-mind's tactic: individual bodies were expendable, the expendable being the resource that the hive-mind spent freely because the spending cost the hive-mind nothing and the nothing-cost was the advantage of a species that valued the collective over the individual.

85%...

Entities breached. Three got past Deepak. One reached the circle — Vikram's shield spell deflecting it. Another reached from the secondary entrance — Priya's rifle dropping it at two metres.

90%...

A fourth entity reached Karthik. The reaching being — an arm extending, four joints unfolding, the unfolding producing the reach that was impossibly long, the long-reach passing over the squad's defensive circle and touching Karthik's back. The touch being: claws. The claws sinking into the shoulder.

HP: 71/100. DAMAGE: 29.

Karthik did not move. The not-moving being — the not-moving was the hardest thing he had done in the game. Harder than tanking twelve Stalkers. Harder than walking into the clearing as bait. The not-moving while being clawed was the discipline that the Hero-In-Training class tested: can you stand still while being hurt? Can you hold position while the damage arrives? Can the Recovery stat keep you alive while the download completes?

93%...

Another hit. The same entity, still attached to his shoulder, claws digging deeper.

HP: 43/100.

"VIKRAM — BLAST! NOW!" Zara's command — the command that came when the command was needed, the needed being: the secondary entrance was disgorging more entities, Deepak was at HP 61 fighting at the primary entrance, the circle was failing.

Vikram's Arcane Blast — Level 2, reduced friendly-fire radius. The blast detonating from Vikram's position at the circle's edge, the blast-radius carefully calculated to hit entities outside the circle without hitting the squad inside. The calculation being: perfect. Vikram's engineering precision applied to magical warfare.

Seven entities eliminated. The seven being the blast's radius-worth — seven bodies dissolved into grey particles, the dissolving clearing the chamber's entrance temporarily, the temporarily being: the hive-mind would send more, the more always coming, the always-coming being the hive-mind's particular patience: they could wait, they could spend bodies, they had infinite bodies.

97%... 98%... 99%...

100%. DOWNLOAD COMPLETE.

Karthik pulled his wrist away. The pulling being — the pulling was the release, the release of the constraint, the constraint that had held him still for thirty seconds while his body was clawed and his HP dropped and the dropping was the price and the price was paid and the paid was: complete.

"Download complete!" Karthik shouted. The shouting being the signal — the signal that changed the mission's phase from "retrieve" to "extract" and the extracting was: run.

"EXTRACTION! NOW! UP! GO!" Zara — the commands coming rapid-fire, the rapid-fire being the urgency: the download was done, the reason to stay was gone, the gone-reason meant: every second in the chamber was unnecessary risk and unnecessary risk was the thing that commanders eliminated.

Karthik's Savior Complex activated. Not for an ally — for the squad. Deepak's HP had dropped to 22 during the entrance defence. The Savior Complex's trigger: ally HP below 25%. Karthik's movement speed doubled. He reached Deepak, positioned himself between Deepak and the entities, and swung the Clawed Gauntlet at the nearest one with the accumulated fury of a man who had stood still for thirty seconds being clawed.

CRITICAL HIT. SAVIOR COMPLEX ACTIVE. DAMAGE: 52.

The fury-damage. The damage that was higher than any damage Karthik had dealt before — the higher being the Savior Complex's hidden bonus: when activated, the Hero-In-Training's damage increased proportionally to the ally's danger, the proportionally being: the lower the ally's HP, the harder the Hero hit. The harder-hitting being the class's particular design: the hero was strongest when protecting the weakest.

They ran. Up the spiral passage. Through the organism-building's arteries. The building trying to stop them — membranes closing, passages narrowing, the narrowing being the organism's immune response: the intruders had violated the brain and the immune system was responding by constricting the escape routes.

Karthik's Boost of Confidence — cooldown complete — activated again. Gold wave. Squad stats +10%.

Deepak's enhanced speed found the narrowing passages and cut through closing membranes with Vanguard strikes. Vikram's magic blasted through constrictions. Priya's Shadow Step bypassed a membrane that had sealed shut. Zara coordinated — the coordination being the commander's real-time adaptation to an environment that was literally trying to digest them.

They reached the surface. The membrane-door that they'd entered through — trying to seal. Deepak's first-strike cut through it. The cutting being: the exit. The exit that they burst through into Nexus-7's grey-green air, the air that was alien but that the alien-air was freedom compared to the organism-building's interior, the interior being the enemy's body that they had just escaped.

"Squad 3 — perimeter clear?" Zara on the multi-squad channel.

"Clear. Hostiles retreated when you exited the building. The building — it's closing. Like a wound healing." Squad 3's commander — describing the organism-building's post-intrusion response: the membrane resealing, the building closing its wound, the wound-closing being the organism's recovery.

The organism recovered. Like Karthik recovered. The recovering being the universal mechanism — human, alien, organic, digital: damage received, healing initiated, function restored. The restoring being: life's default. Life defaulted to healing.

Extraction pod incoming. Sixty seconds.

Karthik sat on the ground. Nexus-7's alien ground — grey-green, warm, the warmth of a planet that was alive in ways that Earth was not. He sat and he breathed and the breathing was: recovery. The lowercase recovery. The human kind.

"Data secured?" Zara asked.

Karthik checked his WristNav. DATA PACKAGE: COLLECTIVE COMMUNICATIONS — NEXUS-7 NODE. STATUS: SECURED. CLASSIFICATION: HIGH PRIORITY.

"Secured."

"Good." Zara sat beside him. The sitting being — Zara sitting was rare. Zara stood. Zara commanded. Zara was vertical. Zara sitting was the signal: the mission is over, the vertical can become horizontal, the horizontal being the rest that the body demanded.

"HP kitni hai teri?" Zara asked. Quietly. What's your HP?

"38. Climbing." The climbing being Recovery 28 doing what Recovery 28 did: tick.

"Tees seconds hil nahi. Claws lage the. Tu hila nahi." The sentence that was — the sentence was the respect. The respect that Zara, who did not give respect easily (the not-easily being the commander's particular economy: respect was the currency that commanders spent rarely because the rarely-spending maintained the currency's value), was giving to Karthik for the thirty seconds of stillness under claws.

Thirty seconds you didn't move. You were being clawed. You didn't move.

"Hero-In-Training hoon. Immobility bhi training mein hai." I'm a Hero-In-Training. Immobility is also part of training.

The joke that was not a joke. The joke that was the truth wrapped in humour the way dal was wrapped in roti: the truth was inside, the humour was the container, and both were consumed together.

The extraction pod arrived. They went home. Home being: the station. The station being: not home but the closest thing to home in a death-game where home was a memory and the memory was: Mumbai, chai, Old Monk, Pritam.

Mission complete. Data secured. Five alive.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (10/10): Thirty seconds immobile while being clawed (HP 100→43). Twenty-five entities converging. Building adapting — creating new entrances, constricting escape routes. Deepak at HP 22. Organism-building's immune response trying to digest them during escape.

- Oxytocin (9/10): Circle formation around Karthik — "Nobody gets through." Savior Complex activating for Deepak (HP 22). Zara's quiet respect: "Tu hila nahi." The squad's coordinated escape. Sitting together on alien ground, breathing.

- Dopamine (8/10): Data secured — what's in the Collective communications? What does High Priority mean? What does this intelligence reveal about The Collective? What mission comes next?

- Serotonin (7/10): Mission complete. Data secured. Five alive. HP climbing. Recovery ticking. The organism-building closing like a wound — recovery is universal.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (5): Node surface — body-warm, living organ under fingertips. Entity claws sinking into shoulder during download. Bare feet feeling building vibration (intelligence through soles). Gauntlet fury-strike. Alien ground — warm, sitting, breathing.

- Smell (2): Chamber interior — bioluminescent fluid, organic membrane scent. Surface air after escape — alien atmosphere, freedom-smell contrasting with organism-interior.

- Sound (3): Building vibrating — felt before heard. "VIKRAM — BLAST! NOW!" — Zara's command at critical moment. "Download complete!" — the signal that changed everything.

- Taste (1): Alien air — breathed through open mouth during escape run, the metallic planet-taste mixed with exertion-taste.


  
    Chapter 12: Data Ka Raaz (The Secret in the Data)

    
    
  
  The data from Nexus-7's communications node changed everything. The changing being: Commander Malik called a station-wide briefing — the first station-wide briefing since graduation, the first-since being the rarity that indicated: the information was significant and the significant required all 147 survivors to hear it simultaneously because the simultaneously was the strategy: tell everyone at once so that the information was shared and the shared-information was the basis for the next phase and the next phase was: war.

The briefing room was full. One hundred and forty-seven soldiers — the 147 that had been 200 and the had-been being the ghost-number that accompanied the current-number the way a shadow accompanied a body: you could not see the 200 without seeing the 53 missing and the missing were the shadow.

Malik stood at the holographic display. The display showing data — not raw data (raw data was Vikram's domain; Vikram had spent three hours with the Nexus-7 download, the three-hours producing the particular expression of an engineer encountering a new system: eyes wide, mouth slightly open, the expression that said "this is the most interesting thing I have ever seen and the most interesting is also the most terrifying"). Malik showed processed data. Maps. Timelines. The particular intelligence-briefing format that militaries used: information compressed into slides that told a story and the story being: the enemy.

"The Collective is not one species," Malik began. "The Collective is a system. A biological network that absorbs species — assimilates them. The entities you fought on Nexus-7 were once individuals. Independent beings with their own consciousness. The Collective consumed their individuality and replaced it with the hive-mind's control."

Consumed. The word that settled over 147 soldiers with the weight of understanding — the understanding being: the eyeless entities were not born eyeless. The entities had once had eyes. The eyes had been removed — not physically but functionally: the hive-mind did not need individual eyes because the hive-mind saw through the building, through the architecture, through the biological network that was the planet itself. Individual eyes were redundant. Redundant features were eliminated. The eliminating being the assimilation's particular cruelty: you became part of the collective and the becoming-part was the losing-of-self and the losing-of-self was the death-that-was-not-death.

"The data Squad 7 retrieved includes Collective communications regarding Earth," Malik continued.

Earth. The word that produced — the word that produced the particular silence that 147 people generated when the word "home" was spoken in a context that suggested home was relevant and the relevance was: either rescue or threat.

"The Collective is aware of Earth. The Collective has identified Earth's population as a viable assimilation target. The War Game was created — by a faction that opposes The Collective — to recruit and train soldiers from species that The Collective targets. You were taken from Earth because Earth is next."

Earth is next. The three words that Karthik's brain processed in the following order: Earth (home, Mumbai, Aai-Baba, Pritam, the dark-haired woman) → is → next (targeted, scheduled, the scheduling being the queue and the queue being: The Collective's expansion plan included Earth and Earth's inclusion was not hypothetical but planned and the planned was the terror).

"Timeline?" Zara asked. From the audience — Zara's question cutting through the briefing-room's silence with the precision of a commander who understood that terror without timeline was paralysis and paralysis was the enemy.

"Eighteen months," Malik said. "Earth-standard time. The Collective's expansion to Earth is estimated at eighteen months from now."

Eighteen months. The eighteen months being — Karthik calculated: he had been in the game for nineteen days. Eighteen months was approximately 540 days. In 540 days, The Collective would reach Earth. In 540 days, his parents in Pune would face — what? The assimilation. The eyeless-making. The individual-erasing. Aai and Baba, erased. Pritam, erased. The dark-haired woman whose name he didn't know, erased.

"Kya kar sakte hain?" Deepak — the question that was the response to terror, the response being: action. Action was the antidote to terror and Deepak's particular constitution demanded the antidote immediately.

What can we do?

"Train. Level up. Fight. The War Game's purpose is defence — defend the targeted species by training soldiers from that species. You are Earth's defence. The 147 of you are the beginning."

"Beginning matlab?" Karthik asked. Beginning meaning?

"More recruits will be taken. More squads formed. The War Game scales its army based on the threat level. Current threat level for Earth: escalating. Current army: 147 soldiers. Required army: estimated 10,000."

Ten thousand. From 147 to 10,000. The scaling being the number that said: this was not a small war. This was not a training exercise that became a skirmish. This was: the defence of a planet, his planet, by an army that was currently 1.47% of its required strength and the 1.47% being the beginning and the beginning being: inadequate.

After the briefing, Squad 7 gathered in their barracks. The gathering being the ritual — the post-briefing decompression that the squad performed in their space, the space being the barracks that was home, the home that was: the place where you processed the unprocessable.

"Earth target hai," Vikram said. Stating what everyone knew but that the stating was the processing. "Aur hum defence hain." Earth is targeted. And we're the defence.

"147 log se planet defend karenge?" Priya — the scepticism that was the realism. "147 against a hive-mind that controls planets?" Defend a planet with 147 people?

"Abhi 147 hain. Zyada aayenge." Zara — the commander's response to scepticism, the response being: the present is inadequate, the future will scale, the scaling is the plan. "Our job: survive, level up, become the veterans that train the next batch. Commander Malik 12 saal se yahan hai. Level 47. Woh pehli batch mein thi — tab 50 log the. Ab 147 hain. Growth ho raha hai."

We're 147 now. More will come. Our job: survive, level up, become the veterans that train the next batch. Commander Malik has been here 12 years. Level 47. She was in the first batch — there were 50 then. Now 147. Growth is happening.

"Growth slow hai," Deepak said. Growth is slow.

"Haan. Slow hai. But alive hai." Zara — the reframe. The reframe that was the commander's tool: take the negative observation and rotate it until the observation became the motivation. Slow but alive was better than fast but dead.

That night, Karthik lay in his bunk. The bunk that was comfortable now (the post-graduation mattress doing its work). The comfort being physical but not psychological — the psychological being: Earth is next, eighteen months, Aai-Baba in Pune, Pritam in the Andheri flat, the flat that Karthik was not in and the not-being-in was the absence and the absence was the particular pain that the briefing had sharpened.

He opened the WristNav's messaging function. The function that he had not used for personal messages — the function that was designed for squad communication and that the squad-communication was the only communication that the game permitted because the game did not permit contact with Earth (the not-permitting being the game's particular cruelty: you knew Earth was targeted and you could not warn them, the not-warning being the helplessness and the helplessness being the wound that Recovery could not heal).

He typed a message. Not to send — the message could not be sent. The message was: for himself. The writing being the processing that the talking could not achieve because the talking required an audience and the audience was asleep and the asleep-audience meant: process alone.

"Aai, Baba — main theek hoon. Main ek game mein hoon but game real hai. Main soldier hoon. Squad 7 mein hoon. Paanch log hain — Zara, Vikram, Priya, Deepak, aur main. Hum Earth ke liye ladh rahe hain. Aapko nahi pata but hum ladh rahe hain. Main wapas aaunga. Ya nahi aaunga. But ladhunga zaroor."

Aai, Baba — I'm okay. I'm in a game but the game is real. I'm a soldier. I'm in Squad 7. There are five of us — Zara, Vikram, Priya, Deepak, and me. We're fighting for Earth. You don't know but we're fighting. I'll come back. Or I won't. But I'll fight for sure.

The message that was not sent. The message that sat in the WristNav's draft folder — the draft folder being the particular repository of things-unsaid, the unsaid being the communication that the distance prevented and the prevention was the game's boundary and the boundary was absolute.

He closed the WristNav. The gold glow fading. The dark arriving. The breathing.

Five people breathing. Squad 7. Earth's defence. 1.47% of the required army.

The 1.47% that was the beginning. The beginning that had to grow.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (9/10): "Earth is next." Eighteen months. Collective assimilates species — erases individuality. 147 soldiers as 1.47% of required 10,000. Unsent message to parents — the helplessness of knowing and not being able to warn. Aai-Baba in Pune, targeted.

- Oxytocin (8/10): Squad 7 barracks decompression — processing together. Zara's reframe: "Slow but alive." Karthik's unsent message to parents — the love in the draft folder. "Ladhunga zaroor" — I'll fight for sure.

- Dopamine (8/10): Earth targeted in 18 months — what's the defence plan? How does the army scale to 10,000? What other intelligence was in the Nexus-7 data? What's the next mission?

- Serotonin (4/10): Low — the briefing's weight is unresolved. Only comfort: squad together, growth happening, alive.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (3): Comfortable bunk — post-graduation mattress. WristNav screen under fingertips, typing unsent message. Dark barracks — the tactile absence of light.

- Smell (2): Briefing room — 147 bodies in recycled air, the particular density. Barracks — familiar now, the squad's shared scent.

- Sound (3): "Earth is next" — Malik's three words in the silent briefing room. "Ladhunga zaroor" — Karthik's typed words, the keyboard-tap of the WristNav. Five breathing in the dark.

- Taste (1): The metallic taste of dread — the particular taste that the body produced when the mind processed existential threat.


  
    Chapter 13: Level Up Ka Grind (The Grind)

    
    
  
  The weeks after the briefing were the grind. The grind being — the grind was the gamer's word for the repetitive work that levelling required: fight, earn XP, level up, fight again. The fighting being the activity and the levelling being the reward and the reward enabling more fighting and the more-fighting producing more reward and the cycle being: infinite, recursive, the recursion being the game's engine and the engine running on the fuel of: effort.

Squad 7 ground. They ground through daily combat drills (the drills that had progressed from six enemies to thirty, the thirty being the new normal, the new-normal being the escalation that never stopped because the escalation was the training and the training was the preparation and the preparation was for The Collective). They ground through inter-squad tournaments (Squad 7 versus Squad 3, versus Squad 12, versus Squad 9, the versus being the competition that honed the squads against each other because the best whetstone for a blade was another blade). They ground through surface missions — three more surface missions on different Collective-controlled worlds, each mission harder than the last, the harder being the game's particular ramp: the ramp that led from "survivable" to "barely survivable" and that the "barely" was the space where growth happened because growth required the proximity to failure and the proximity was the barely.

Karthik's stats at the end of Week 6:

Level: 14. Recovery: 38. Willpower: 28. Stamina: 25. Reflexes: 22. Strength: 20. Magic: 15.

Recovery 38. The 38 that was — the 38 was elite. Station-wide, Karthik's Recovery was the highest of any soldier, the highest being the particular distinction of the Hero-In-Training whose class was designed to recover and whose recovering was the contribution. The contribution that the stats-screen showed as: Damage Absorbed: Station Rank 1. Recovery Used: Station Rank 1. Damage Dealt: Station Rank 97.

Rank 97 in damage. Still mediocre. The mediocre being the Hero-In-Training's permanent condition: you would never be the damage-dealer, you would never top the kill-count, you would never be the name that other squads whispered in the tournaments. You would be the name that your squad knew and that the knowing was enough because the enough was the squad and the squad was the audience that mattered.

New skills had unlocked:

Regeneration Aura (Level 1): Passive. Squad members within 10 metres of Hero-In-Training recover 2 HP per minute. This is in addition to their own Recovery stat.

The aura — the aura was the skill that changed Squad 7's tactical dynamics. The dynamics being: with Karthik nearby, the entire squad healed faster. The faster-healing meaning: more aggressive tactics, longer engagements, the ability to sustain combat that other squads could not sustain because other squads' HP depleted and did not return and the not-returning was the limitation that Squad 7 did not have because Squad 7 had Karthik and Karthik had the aura and the aura was the gift.

"Tu chal raha hai aur hum heal ho rahe hain," Deepak observed during a training match. "Matlab tu mobile hospital hai." You're walking and we're healing. You're a mobile hospital.

"Mobile hospital with a gauntlet," Karthik replied, raising the Clawed Gauntlet — which had been upgraded: Clawed Gauntlet (Rare). Damage: 28. Bonus: +8% Recovery while equipped. Additional: Absorb 5% of damage dealt as HP.

The gauntlet that healed him when he dealt damage. The healing-when-dealing being the weapon's particular synergy with the class: every hit Karthik landed returned a fraction of HP, the fraction being: small per hit but cumulative over a fight, the cumulative being the mathematics of sustained combat.

The grind also brought: personal time. The personal-time being the hours between training and missions that the game permitted — the permitting being the game's acknowledgment that soldiers needed rest and rest needed activity and activity needed: the human things. Eating (the synthesiser's menu had expanded; Vikram had discovered that requesting "filter coffee" produced something that was 60% of actual filter coffee and that the 60% was enough to make Vikram weep with the particular emotion of a Chennai man reunited with an approximation of home). Talking (the squad's conversations evolving from tactical to personal, the personal being the territory that trust unlocked). Sleeping (the sleeping that was improving because the body was adapting to the station's cycles and the adapting was the normalization and the normalization was the survival).

Personal time brought: conversations that the combat-time could not accommodate.

"Tum kya karte the? Before." Priya asked one evening, the question directed at the squad collectively, the collectively being the dinner-table question — the table being the barracks' common area table, the dinner being synthesised food that was slowly improving in accuracy (the improving being the synthesiser learning from requests, the learning being: the machine adapted to its users the way the hive-mind adapted to its targets, the parallel being uncomfortable).

What did you all do? Before.

"DJ," Deepak said. The single word that contained an entire career — the career of a man who had spent ten years building a name in Jaipur's club scene and whose name had been building toward the moment of national recognition and whose moment had been interrupted by white light and the interrupting being the game's particular theft: it stole people at their edges, the edges being the moments just before the breakthrough, the breakthrough that would now never happen because the game had taken the person before the breakthrough could.

"Engineering student," Vikram said. "Third year. IIT Madras. Electrical. I was working on a research project — power grid optimization using machine learning. My professor — Dr. Krishnan — she was mentoring me for a PhD application. The application deadline was January."

"January gaya," Deepak noted. January's gone.

"January gaya," Vikram agreed. The agreement containing: the loss. The loss of the deadline that would not be met, the professor who would wonder where her student went, the research that would not be completed. The completion being the thing that Vikram valued above all things (the all-things being: completion was the engineer's particular satisfaction) and the thing that the game had denied.

"Startup mein thi. Bangalore," Priya said. "Fintech. We were pre-Series A. My co-founder — Meghna — she's probably running it alone now. Or she shut it down. I don't know which is worse."

The don't-know that was — the not-knowing being the particular torture that the game inflicted on every soldier: you did not know what happened after you were taken. You did not know if the people you left continued or stopped or searched or mourned or forgot. The not-knowing being the wound that Recovery could not heal because the wound was not physical, the wound was: ignorance, enforced ignorance, the enforced being the game's boundary.

"Delhi," Zara said. The one-word-city that was the answer and the answer was the biography: Delhi girl, the Delhi-girl biography being the story that Delhi told about its daughters — strong, territorial, commanding, the commanding being the skill that Delhi taught its women because Delhi required its women to be large and the large-being was the survival and the survival was the training.

"Lekin before Delhi — Army brat," Zara added. "Baba Army mein hain. Commander. Meri poori zindagi cantonment mein beet gayi — Delhi, Pune, Mhow, Dehradun. Har do saal transfer. Har do saal nayi school, naye log, nayi jagah. Isliye mujhe command aata hai — kyunki command hi constant tha."

Before Delhi — Army brat. Dad's in the Army. Commander. My whole life in cantonments — Delhi, Pune, Mhow, Dehradun. Transfer every two years. New school, new people, new place every two years. That's why I know how to command — because command was the only constant.

The revelation that explained — the revelation explained everything about Zara: the instant tactical thinking, the formation-instinct, the commander-voice that was not trained by the game but by life, the life that had been a military life since birth and the since-birth being the preparation that the game had not created but had found and had selected for this purpose.

"Tere baba ko pata hai?" Deepak asked. Gently. The gently being the particular care that the question required because the question was: does your military father know that his daughter is in a military operation that he cannot see or reach or command?

Does your dad know?

"Nahi." The answer. The single-word answer that contained the entire pain: an Army commander whose daughter was in a war and who did not know. The not-knowing being the particular cruelty that Zara processed by: commanding. Commanding being the inheritance that connected her to her father across the distance of space and the distance being the inheritance's proof: she commanded because he commanded and the because was the link.

Karthik's turn. He told them: IIT Bombay, computer science, gaming startup idea that was still an idea, the flat in Andheri West, Pritam (the friend whose birthday toast had been interrupted by abduction), the parents in Pune. The telling being the ordinary biography of a twenty-one-year-old Indian man whose ordinaries included: JEE preparation, hostel life, gaming addiction that was called "passion" when it was convenient and "addiction" when it was not, the convenient-inconvenient being the Indian parent's particular vocabulary for the same activity.

"Aur woh dark-haired girl?" Priya asked. The asking being the Scout's observation — Priya had noticed the references, the references that Karthik dropped occasionally (the dark-haired woman's laugh, the dark-haired woman at the party), the dropping being the inadvertent disclosure that the observant noticed.

"Uska naam nahi pata." I don't know her name.

"Naam nahi pata but yaad hai?" Deepak — the incredulity. You don't know her name but you remember her?

"Party mein thi. Pritam ke saath aayi thi shayad. Ya akele. Pata nahi. Sirf yaad hai ki — hasi thi. Uski hasi specific thi. Uski hasi mein ek pattern tha — pehle soft, phir loud, phir soft again. Wave jaisi."

She was at the party. Maybe came with Pritam. Or alone. I don't know. I just remember — she laughed. Her laugh was specific. Her laugh had a pattern — first soft, then loud, then soft again. Like a wave.

The wave-laugh. The detail that Karthik held — the detail that the game could not take because the detail was memory and memory was the territory that no game owned, the owning being beyond the game's jurisdiction, the jurisdiction ending at the body but not reaching the mind, the mind keeping what the mind chose to keep.

"Wapas jayega toh pehle uska naam pata kar," Deepak advised. When you go back, first find out her name.

"Wapas jayega." The future-tense that Deepak stated as fact — not "if you go back" but "when you go back," the when being the hope and the hope being the word-choice and the word-choice being the DJ's particular optimism: the optimism that had sustained ten years of club gigs in Jaipur against the odds and the odds-against being the preparation for this particular optimism, the optimism that said: we will go home.

When you go back.

The conversation that stayed with Karthik. The staying being: the conversation had moved from tactical to personal and the personal was the territory that the squad needed because the squad was not just a tactical unit, the squad was a family, and families needed the personal, the personal being the glue that held the tactical together.

He lay in his bunk that night. Recovery 38. Level 14. Hero-In-Training. The stats that defined his game-self.

And beneath the stats: the real self. The self that remembered a wave-laugh and parents in Pune and a friend named Pritam and an Andheri flat and a birthday that was interrupted.

Both selves — the game-self and the real-self — lying in the same bunk, breathing in the dark, waiting for whatever came next.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (6/10): Lower — the grind chapter's tension is sustained but ambient. The losses referenced (Vikram's PhD deadline gone, Priya's startup abandoned, Zara's father not knowing). The backdrop: Earth in 18 months.

- Oxytocin (9/10): The personal conversation — each squad member's before-life revealed. Zara's Army brat revelation. Deepak's "Wapas jayega" — stated as fact, not hope. The wave-laugh memory. Squad bond deepening from tactical to personal.

- Dopamine (7/10): Stats growing — Recovery 38, Level 14. Regeneration Aura changing squad dynamics. But: what comes next? When does the Collective escalate? The dark-haired woman's name — unresolved.

- Serotonin (7/10): The grind working — squad growing stronger. Personal connections formed. The synthesiser learning. The normalization of life in the game.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (3): Upgraded gauntlet on hand — snug fit, the weapon-hand bond. Bunk comfort — the mattress now familiar. WristNav's constant presence on wrist.

- Smell (2): Vikram's 60% filter coffee — the Chennai homecoming approximation. Synthesised dinner — improving, the smell of almost-home.

- Sound (3): Deepak: "Wapas jayega" — the when, not if. Zara: "Command hi constant tha." Karthik's wave-laugh description — "pehle soft, phir loud, phir soft again."

- Taste (2): Synthesised dinner — improving accuracy. Vikram's filter coffee — 60%, enough to produce emotion.


  
    Chapter 14: Dushman Ka Chehra (The Enemy's Face)

    
    
  
  The second Frontline mission came on Day 38. The coming being: not a briefing but an alarm — the station's alarm that was the sound of urgency, the urgency being: The Collective had attacked a human-controlled outpost on a planet called Relay-4, the attacking being the first offensive action that The Collective had taken against the War Game's infrastructure since Karthik's recruitment and the first-offensive being: escalation.

Escalation. The word that Commander Malik used in the emergency briefing — the briefing that lasted four minutes because four minutes was the deployment window and the window was closing because the outpost was being overrun and the overrun-being was: soldiers dying.

"Relay-4 is a communications relay station — human-built, human-operated. Twelve soldiers stationed there. They are under Collective assault. Estimated hostile count: 200 plus. Three squads deploying for emergency relief. Squads 7, 3, and 12."

The same three squads. The three that had become the station's rapid-response team — the becoming being Commander Malik's decision based on the Nexus-7 mission's success: the three squads that had worked together worked well and the well-working was the qualification for the next mission and the next-mission being: rescue.

The drop to Relay-4 was faster than previous drops — the faster being the urgency's acceleration, the pod screaming through the atmosphere with the particular violence of a descent that prioritised speed over comfort and the comfort-sacrifice being: every joint in Karthik's body registering the descent as an assault, the assault that the harness contained but did not prevent.

Relay-4's surface was desert. Not Earth-desert — alien desert, the alien-desert being: red sand (the red of oxidised metal, the rust-red that covered everything), no vegetation, wind that carried the sand in sheets that abraded exposed skin. The wind-sand hitting Karthik's face with the particular sting of tiny particles at high velocity — the sting that Mumbai's monsoon rain produced when the monsoon-wind drove the rain horizontally and the horizontally-driven rain hit the face like needles and the needles were the monsoon's particular message: you are small, the weather is large.

The outpost was visible from the landing site — a kilometre distant, the distance revealing: the outpost was under siege. Collective entities — hundreds of them, the hundreds being visible as a mass of grey bodies surrounding the outpost's perimeter, the mass being the hive-mind's tactical application of numerical superiority: enough bodies to overwhelm, the overwhelming being the strategy.

"Relay-4 station, this is Squad 7 Commander Zara Khan. We are on-site. Sitrep." Zara on the long-range comm.

Static. Then: "Squad 7 — this is Relay-4. Six survivors of twelve. Perimeter breached on east wall. We're in the central hub. Estimate — twenty minutes before they reach us."

Six of twelve alive. Six dead already. The already being: the mission had already failed for six people and the failure was permanent and the permanent was: the reality that the rescue mission existed within.

"Karthik — Boost ready. Deepak — Vanguard formation. Vikram — Blast charged. Priya — scout the east wall breach, find us a way in that avoids the main Collective force." Zara's commands — immediate, precise, the precision of a commander whose Army-brat upbringing had prepared her for exactly this: the emergency that required instant tactical response.

Priya vanished. Shadow Step — three seconds, but three seconds at Scout speed covered significant ground. She returned: "East wall breach — opening approximately four metres wide. Collective concentration there is lower than the south approach. Thirty entities at the breach. Main force is 150 plus on south and west."

"Thirty is manageable," Zara decided. "We punch through the east breach, link up with survivors, and hold the central hub until extraction arrives."

"Extraction kitni door hai?" Karthik asked. How far is extraction?

"Forty-five minutes. Commander Malik is deploying additional squads but they need prep time."

Forty-five minutes. Hold a breached outpost against 200-plus Collective entities for forty-five minutes with five soldiers and six survivors. The mathematics being: eleven people, forty-five minutes, 200 enemies. The mathematics being: bad.

"Theek hai," Karthik said. The two words. Again. Always.

They moved across the desert at combat pace — the pace that was the compromise between speed (reach the outpost before the survivors died) and caution (do not die before reaching the outpost). The compromise pace being: fast enough to feel the sand sting, slow enough to maintain formation.

The east wall breach was — the breach was destruction. The wall had been organic — human-built but with alien materials scavenged from Collective technology (the scavenging being the War Game's particular resourcefulness: use the enemy's materials against the enemy). The breach had torn through the wall like — like Mumbai's monsoon breaking through a sea wall at Worli, the Worli-comparison being: natural force overcoming man-made barrier, the overcoming being the evidence of power that exceeded the barrier's design.

Thirty entities at the breach. Karthik activated Boost of Confidence. Gold wave. Squad stats +10%.

"CHARGE!" Zara's command — the command that was the charge, the charge that was: five soldiers running at thirty entities in a four-metre breach, the running being the assault that was the opposite of the tank's usual approach (the usual approach being: stand still, absorb damage). The charge being: the exception, the exception required by the circumstance, the circumstance being: forty-five minutes, six survivors, 200 enemies, no time for defensive tactics.

Deepak hit first. Vanguard first-strike — the strike that was the opening, the opening that created the gap, the gap that the squad poured through. Vikram's Arcane Blast — targeted at the breach's left cluster, the cluster dissolving into grey particles. Priya's rifle from the flank — precision shots that dropped the entities one by one by one, the one-by-one being the Scout's particular efficiency: one shot, one kill, the efficiency that conserved ammunition and the conserving being the resource management that long engagements required.

Karthik tanked the breach's centre. The centre being: the kill zone, the zone where the most entities converged and where the most damage arrived. The damage arriving: continuously. Claws from left, from right, from above (entities climbing the breach-wall and dropping down, the dropping being the attack-from-above that was the Stalker's inherited tactic — The Collective learning from every encounter, the learning being permanent, the permanent-learning being the hive-mind's particular memory: every tactic used against them was stored, every tactic stored was available to every entity).

HP: 64... 51... 38... 27...

Recovery ticking. Regeneration Aura pulsing — the squad healing 2 HP per minute from Karthik's proximity, the proximity being: Karthik in the centre, squad around him, the aura covering them all.

Thirty entities cleared. The clearing taking: ninety seconds. Ninety seconds of concentrated violence that produced: a clear breach and a path to the central hub.

"Inside! Move!" Zara.

They moved through the outpost. The outpost's interior being — damaged. The damage being: walls cracked, lights flickering, the flickering-lights casting the particular shadows that damaged infrastructure produced, the shadows being the environment of the besieged, the besieged living in partial light and partial dark and the partial being the condition.

The central hub — the hub that was the outpost's core, the core that the six survivors had retreated to. The hub's door was barricaded — furniture, equipment, the particular improvisation of desperate people using whatever was available to create a barrier between themselves and the thing that was trying to kill them.

"Relay-4 survivors, this is Squad 7. We're at the hub door." Zara — knocking on the barricade. The knocking being the particular sound of rescue arriving: knock-knock, the knock that said: open, we are here, the being-here being the promise.

The barricade shifted. A face — a young man, twenties, Indian, with the particular expression that combined relief and disbelief and that the combination produced: tears. The tears being the involuntary response to rescue's arrival, the arrival that the besieged had hoped for and that the hoping had been the thread that the thread being the only thing between holding and breaking.

"Thank god," the young man said. "I'm Arjun. Squad Leader. We've been under siege for three hours."

Three hours. The three hours being: three hours of entities attacking, of walls breaching, of squad members dying, of the dying being the sound that filled the three hours and that the sound being: permanent.

"Six survivors?" Zara confirmed.

"Five now." Arjun's correction — the correction that was delivered with the flat affect of shock, the shock being: the sixth had died twenty minutes ago, the dying happening after the communication with Squad 7, the after meaning: the count had changed and the changed-count was the mission's particular mathematics updating in real-time.

Five survivors. Plus Squad 7's five. Ten people. Forty-five minutes. 200 entities.

"Formation," Zara commanded. "Hub has three access points — door, ventilation shaft, and window. Arjun, your people take the window — you know the outpost, you know the angles. Deepak, ventilation shaft. Karthik, door. Vikram, centre — blast support for whoever needs it. Priya, mobile — fill gaps."

"Karthik ko akele door pe?" Deepak questioned. Karthik alone at the door?

"Door sabse bada access point hai. Karthik tank hai. Door pe tank chahiye." Zara — the logic. "Recovery 38. Regeneration Aura. Savior Complex. Door pe koi aur damage nahi le payega jo Karthik le sakta hai."

The door is the biggest access point. Karthik is the tank. The door needs a tank. Recovery 38. Regeneration Aura. Savior Complex. Nobody else can take the damage at the door that Karthik can.

The logic that was correct. The correct that was also: the sentence, the sentence that said: you will stand at the door and everything that comes through the door will hit you first and the hitting-first is your function and the function is: survive.

Karthik took position at the door. The door that was the breach-point, the point that the barricade had covered and that the barricade would be removed to create the firing line and the firing-line being: Karthik's line, the line that he defended.

The barricade was removed. The removing revealing: the corridor beyond. The corridor that was dark (the lights dead, the dead-lights being the siege's collateral). The dark corridor that contained: sounds. The clicking that was The Collective's biological echolocation. The clicking that was getting closer.

"Aa rahe hain," Karthik reported. Coming.

"Kitne?" Zara. How many?

"Door se dekhne pe — bahut." Looking through the door — a lot.

"Technical number, Karthik."

"Technical number: bahut." Karthik — the humour that operated under fear, the operating being the survival mechanism. "Priya, tujhe dikhega better."

Priya's Scout-enhanced vision: "Corridor mein forty plus. And — wait. Something bigger. Behind them."

Something bigger. The something-bigger being: new. Not the standard Collective entities. Something that the squad had not encountered. The not-encountered being the terror of the new, the new-enemy being the unknown, the unknown being: imagination's territory.

The first wave hit the door. Karthik's Clawed Gauntlet met the first entity. The gauntlet's 28 damage + Recovery absorption. The entity staggered. Another replaced it. And another. The replacement being the hive-mind's wave-tactic: send bodies, lose bodies, send more bodies, the more-bodies being the resource that the hive-mind had in abundance and that the abundance was the weapon.

HP: 72... 58... 44...

Recovery ticking. Regeneration Aura healing the squad.

"Ventilation shaft — clear so far!" Deepak's report.

"Window — taking fire!" Arjun's report. "Two entities at the window. We're holding."

"Vikram — support Arjun!" Zara redirected.

Vikram's magic arcing across the hub — the arc hitting the window-entities, the hitting clearing the threat. Arjun's team securing the window.

HP: 31... 24...

More entities. The door a funnel — the funnel that concentrated the entities into a single-file approach and the single-file being the tactical advantage: they could only come one or two at a time and the one-or-two was the limit that Karthik could handle because the handling was: hit, absorb, recover, repeat.

HP: 19...

"Karthik — switch out!" Zara ordered.

"Nahi. Recovery handle karega. Timer kitna bacha?" No. Recovery will handle it. How much timer left?

"Thirty-two minutes."

Thirty-two minutes. At the door. HP 19.

"Main theek hoon." The catchphrase. From HP 19. The catchphrase that was the lie that was the truth that was the job.

And then — the something bigger arrived. The bigger that Priya had reported. The bigger that now filled the corridor with its presence — the presence that was: massive. The entity was three metres tall (the three-metres being: taller than the corridor's ceiling, the entity crouching to move through the corridor, the crouching making it worse because the crouching-thing was bigger than the space it occupied and the bigger-than-space was the particular nightmare of something that didn't fit but came anyway).

"Boss fight," Deepak said from across the hub. The gamer's term — the term that applied because the gamer's vocabulary was the only vocabulary that had words for: the bigger enemy that appeared after the waves, the bigger being the challenge that the waves were the introduction to.

The boss entity reached the door. The reaching being: an arm — larger, four-jointed like the standard entities but thicker, the thickness being the power — punching through the doorframe, the doorframe cracking, the cracking expanding the entrance.

The arm hit Karthik. The hitting being: the hardest hit he had ever taken.

HP: 1/100.

One. One HP. The minimum. The not-zero that was also the not-dead, the not-dead being: alive, barely, the barely that was the hair's-width between one life spent and one life kept.

Savior Complex would not activate — it activated for allies, not for self. The self being the Hero-In-Training's particular vulnerability: the class that saved everyone could not save itself.

"KARTHIK!" — four voices. The four voices being the squad, the squad that saw the HP 1 on their WristNavs (the squad's HPs being visible to all members, the visibility being the tactical necessity and also the emotional transparency: they could see each other dying).

Recovery ticked. 1... 2... 3... The slowest tick in history. Each number being: life returning, incrementally, the incrementally being: not fast enough if the boss hit again.

Vikram's Arcane Blast hit the boss entity. The blast's damage staggering it — the staggering buying time, the time being: seconds. Seconds in which Karthik's Recovery worked.

HP: 7... 12... 18...

Deepak arrived at the door. Vanguard strike on the boss entity's knee — the knee-strike being the tactical targeting that Deepak had learned from twelve weeks of combat: hit the joints, the joints being the structural weakness.

The boss staggered back. The staggering-back clearing the door for three seconds — three seconds that Karthik used to breathe and recover and the breathing being: the human recovery that accompanied the stat-Recovery, the human breathing that said: you are alive, you almost weren't, you are.

HP: 24... 30...

"Tu pagal hai," Zara said. Again. The again being the repetition that was the squad-language: the phrase that Zara said to Karthik when Karthik did the thing that was crazy and brave and necessary and that the crazy-brave-necessary was the Hero-In-Training's description.

You're crazy.

"Job description mein hai," Karthik replied. Again. The call-and-response that was the squad's particular prayer: the prayer that said we are here, we are alive, we continue.

Thirty-one minutes remaining.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (10/10): HP 1/100 — the absolute minimum. Boss entity cracking the doorframe. Six dead at outpost (five now). Forty-five-minute siege against 200+ entities. "The class that saved everyone could not save itself." Thirty-one minutes still remaining.

- Oxytocin (9/10): "KARTHIK!" — four voices at HP 1. Deepak arriving at the door. Vikram's blast buying recovery time. Arjun's tears at rescue. "Tu pagal hai" / "Job description mein hai" — the squad prayer.

- Dopamine (9/10): Boss entity — what is it? Thirty-one minutes remaining — will they survive? What's the bigger behind the bigger? Extraction incoming — will it arrive in time?

- Serotonin (3/10): Very low — HP 1, ongoing siege, casualties already, no resolution yet. Only comfort: alive.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (5): Desert wind-sand stinging face (monsoon-needle comparison). Boss entity arm-strike (hardest hit ever). HP 1 — the physical sensation of near-death. Gauntlet impacts, continuous. Desert sand underfoot, hot.

- Smell (2): Desert atmosphere — oxidised metal, rust-red sand. Breached outpost interior — damaged electronics, ozone, the smell of siege.

- Sound (4): "KARTHIK!" — four voices simultaneous. Boss entity cracking doorframe. Clicking echolocation getting closer. Arjun: "Thank god."

- Taste (1): Blood — from biting through his lip at HP 1, the involuntary pain-response, copper flooding the mouth.


  
    Chapter 15: Siege Ka Ant (The End of the Siege)

    
    
  
  Thirty-one minutes became twenty-three became fifteen became nine. The minutes passing in the particular time-distortion that combat produced — the distortion being: time was not linear in a fight, time was elastic, the elastic stretching during the pauses (the pauses that lasted seconds but felt like hours) and compressing during the violence (the violence that lasted minutes but felt like seconds). The elastic-time being the soldier's particular experience of duration: you never knew how long a fight lasted until it was over and the over was the only reference point.

The boss entity returned twice. The returning being: the hive-mind's tactical persistence — the boss was the battering ram, the ram that the hive-mind sent when the standard entities could not break through, the not-breaking being the evidence that Squad 7's defence was working and the working-defence being the provocation that escalated the hive-mind's response.

The first boss-return, Karthik was ready. Ready meaning: HP at 67 (Recovery 38 had done its work during the lull between waves), Defensive Shield activated (the skill that absorbed 200 HP of damage distributed across the squad over 15 seconds — the 200 being the buffer, the buffer being: the squad could take 200 HP of damage that would not touch their actual HP, the not-touching being the shield's particular gift).

The boss hit the shield. The shield absorbed. DEFENSIVE SHIELD: 142/200 HP REMAINING. Fifty-eight HP of damage in one hit — the one-hit that would have dropped Karthik to 9 HP without the shield. The shield being: the difference between survival and the return to HP 1, the HP 1 that Karthik did not want to visit again because the visit had been the particular near-death that left a residue, the residue being: the memory of being one hit from dead, the memory that did not fade.

Deepak's Vanguard strikes targeted the boss's joints — the joint-targeting strategy that Deepak had refined into a system: left knee, right knee, left elbow, the systematic-dismantling that reduced the boss's mobility with each strike. The dismantling being: the Vanguard's evolution from "hit fast" to "hit smart," the smart-hitting being the level of combat that experience produced.

Vikram's Arcane Blast — timed between Deepak's strikes — hit the boss at maximum charge. CRITICAL HIT. DAMAGE: 145.

The boss staggered. Fell. Did not dissolve — the not-dissolving being new. Standard entities dissolved into grey particles when killed. The boss collapsed but remained, the remaining being: a body. A real body. The body lying in the corridor like a fallen tree, the fallen-tree comparison being: the obstacle that now blocked the doorway, the blocking being the accidental advantage — the boss's body creating a barrier that the standard entities had to climb over and the climbing-over slowing their approach.

"Body block!" Priya called. The gamer's term — the term that described the tactic of using a dead body as terrain advantage. "Entities have to climb over it. Slows them down."

"Every second counts," Zara confirmed.

Nine minutes became four. Four minutes in which the standard entities continued their assault but the assault's intensity decreased — the decreasing being the hive-mind's recalculation: the siege was failing, the failure being the inability to overrun the hub despite 200-plus entities, the inability being: Squad 7's defence was too effective, the too-effective being the combination of Karthik's tanking, Deepak's strikes, Vikram's blasts, Priya's precision, Zara's commands, and Arjun's surviving team holding the window.

EXTRACTION INCOMING. TWO MINUTES.

The extraction's arrival was: pods. Three extraction pods descending through Relay-4's atmosphere — the descent visible through the hub's damaged ceiling (the damaged-ceiling being the siege's collateral that was now the window to rescue: you could see the sky through the damage and the sky contained the pods and the pods contained: extraction).

"Everybody out! Window exit — pods landing east!" Zara's command — the final command of the siege, the command that was the switch from defence to evacuation, the switch being: stop fighting, start running, the running being the last phase.

Karthik held the door. The holding being: the rearguard, the rearguard being the last person to leave, the last-person being the Hero-In-Training's particular position because the Hero held the line so the squad could evacuate and the evacuating was the priority and the priority outranked the Hero's safety.

"Sab bahar!" Karthik shouted. "Main last mein aaunga!" Everyone out! I'll come last!

"Karthik — tees seconds. Phir tu bhi nikalta hai. Timer lagaya." Zara — the order that was the compromise: the Hero holds the door but the door-holding has a time-limit and the time-limit is Zara's authority overriding Karthik's instinct.

Karthik — thirty seconds. Then you leave too. Timer set.

Thirty seconds. The thirty seconds that was becoming Karthik's particular unit of time — the unit that the game had established during the data download and that the game was now recycling: thirty seconds at the door while the team evacuated.

Entities came through the corridor. Karthik's Clawed Gauntlet met them at the doorway — the doorway that was the funnel, the funnel that the boss's body partially blocked, the partial-blocking creating a narrower entrance that Karthik could defend alone because the alone-defence required a narrow front and the narrow-front was provided.

HP: 78... 61... 49... 34...

Twenty seconds. The squad evacuating through the window — Arjun's team first (the injured first, the injured-first being the triage), then Priya, then Vikram, then Deepak.

"KARTHIK! CHAL!" Zara — from outside, the outside-voice being the voice through the window. KARTHIK! COME!

Ten seconds. Karthik delivered one final gauntlet strike — the strike that bought the second that the turning required: turn from the door, sprint to the window, the sprinting being the transition from rearguard to evacuee.

He ran. Across the hub — the hub that had been the fortress for forty-five minutes and that the forty-five minutes had made familiar in the way that bunkers became familiar: you knew every crack, every angle, every position that you had defended because the defending had mapped the space into your body and the body-mapping was the familiarity.

The window. Karthik dove through — the diving being the particular exit that urgency demanded: not climbing through, not stepping through, diving through with the full-body commitment of a man whose HP was 28 and whose 28 was the clock that said: leave now.

He hit the sand. The desert sand of Relay-4 — hot, red, the heat through the jumpsuit, the jumpsuit that had acquired tears and cuts from the siege that the cuts were the battle's signature on his uniform.

"Pod! Now!" Zara — grabbing Karthik's arm, pulling him up, the pulling being: the commander's strength applied to the Hero's body, the application being: get up, move, the pod is there.

They ran to the extraction pod. The running across red desert sand with Collective entities spilling from the outpost behind them — the spilling being the hive-mind's pursuit, the pursuit that was: too late. The pods were there. The pods were open. The pods were: salvation.

Squad 7 boarded. Arjun's survivors boarded. The pods launched — the launching being the violence of departure, the departure that was vertical, the vertical being: straight up, through the atmosphere, away from the red sand and the siege and the entities and the 200-plus that had failed to kill them.

The pod's interior was: silence. The silence of ten people who had survived something that the surviving required processing and the processing required silence because the processing was the mind's private work.

Karthik's HP: 28. Recovery ticking. The ticking that was home — not the sound of home but the sound of himself, the sound that said: I am alive, I am healing, the healing being the constant, the constant being the identity.

Arjun sat across from Karthik. Arjun whose eyes were — Arjun's eyes were the eyes of a man who had watched six squadmates die and who had been unable to stop the dying and whose unable-to-stop was the wound that Recovery could not heal (the wound that no stat could heal, the wound being: survivor's guilt, the guilt that said: why am I alive when they are not and the why having no answer because there was no answer, there was only the question and the question was the wound).

"Thank you," Arjun said. To Karthik specifically — the specifically being: Arjun had watched through the hub's damaged door. Arjun had seen Karthik tank the doorway. Arjun had seen HP 1. Arjun had seen the rearguard. The seeing being the witness and the witness producing the gratitude that was not casual but specific: you held the door, I am alive because you held the door, the door-holding being the act and the act being: the Hero-In-Training's purpose fulfilled.

"Squad hai," Karthik said. The two words that deflected the credit — the deflecting being the Hero's particular humility: the Hero did not claim the act, the Hero attributed the act to the squad, the attributing being: I held the door but the squad fought and the fighting was the collective act and the collective act was the survival.

It's the squad.

"Your squad saved my squad," Arjun said. "Remaining five. Paanch. Your five saved my five."

Paanch saving paanch. Five saving five. The number-symmetry being the accident that felt like design — the design of a universe that counted in fives and that the counting was: meaningful. Or not. Karthik was too tired to determine meaning. Meaning required energy and the energy was being consumed by Recovery, the Recovery that healed the body but that the body-healing consumed the energy that meaning-making required.

The pod docked. The station. The barracks. The bunks.

Karthik lay down. Did not eat (the eating requiring standing and the standing requiring energy and the energy being: consumed). Did not shower (the showering requiring movement and the movement requiring HP that the HP was being used for recovery and the recovery being the priority).

He lay in his bunk. HP climbing. 28... 35... 43... 50...

Zara sat on the bunk's edge. The edge-sitting being the commander's debrief position — the position that said: I need to talk to you but the talk is not formal, the not-formal being the personal.

"Karthik." Zara's voice — soft. The soft that was rare. "HP 1 phir se. Aur phir HP 28 pe door pe ruka. Tu jaanta hai teri limit kya hai?"

HP 1 again. And then held the door at HP 28. Do you know what your limit is?

"Meri limit Recovery hai. Jab tak Recovery chale, main chaloon." My limit is Recovery. As long as Recovery works, I work.

"Recovery ek din fail hogi. Stats ki bhi limit hoti hai. Mujhe promise kar — jab main bolu 'nikal,' tu niklega. Bina argument ke."

Recovery will fail one day. Stats have limits too. Promise me — when I say 'get out,' you get out. No argument.

The promise being — the promise was the contract. The contract between the commander who cared and the Hero who absorbed and the caring-versus-absorbing being the tension that the contract resolved: the Hero would be the Hero but the commander would set the limit and the limit was the safety-net and the safety-net was: Zara.

"Promise." Karthik said. The word that was the contract. The word that was the bond. The word that was: the squad's particular language for "I trust you with my survival."

Zara nodded. Left. The leaving being: the commander returning to commander-mode, the mode that was vertical and tactical and the vertical-tactical being the default that the soft-moments interrupted but did not replace.

Karthik's HP climbed. 58... 65... 72...

He slept. In the safety. In the station. In the squad's protection.

Level 15. Recovery 39. Hero-In-Training.

Alive.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (9/10): Boss entity returning twice. HP dropping to 28 at the door as rearguard. Entities pursuing across desert. Arjun's six dead squadmates. "Recovery ek din fail hogi" — Zara naming the limit.

- Oxytocin (10/10): Zara grabbing Karthik's arm to pull him up. Arjun's specific thank-you: "Your five saved my five." "Paanch saving paanch." Zara's soft-voice promise request. "Promise" — the trust-contract.

- Dopamine (7/10): What does the Nexus-7 data reveal next? More siege missions? How does the army scale? When does Recovery reach its limit?

- Serotonin (8/10): Siege survived. Extraction complete. Five alive. Five survivors saved. Promise made. HP climbing in the bunk. The ticking that was home.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (4): Desert sand hot through jumpsuit. Zara grabbing arm — pulling up. Pod harness compression during launch. Bunk mattress — the particular comfort of post-mission horizontal.

- Smell (2): Red desert — oxidised metal, hot sand. Pod interior — ten sweating bodies in enclosed space, the post-combat scent.

- Sound (3): "KARTHIK! CHAL!" — Zara's outside voice. Pod launch — vertical violence. Silence in the pod — ten people processing survival.

- Taste (1): Desert sand — the grit in the mouth from diving through the window, the red-sand taste that was metallic and alien.


  
    Chapter 16: Naye Log (New Recruits)

    
    
  
  Day 45 brought the second batch. The second batch being: 150 new recruits, white-lighted from Earth, arriving at the station with the same expression that Karthik remembered from his own arrival — the expression that combined confusion and terror in the proportions that abduction produced: 60% confusion, 40% terror, the percentages shifting toward terror as the reality settled and the settling was: you are in space, you are in a war game, people die here.

Karthik watched the new recruits from the observation deck — the deck that overlooked the assembly hangar, the overlooking being the veteran's particular privilege: you had stood where they stood, you had worn the confusion they wore, and the wearing gave you the perspective that they did not have and the not-having was the gap between veteran and recruit and the gap was: forty-five days. Forty-five days that felt like forty-five years because the years-feeling was the intensity's particular distortion of time: intense experience expanded time the way heat expanded metal.

"Yaad hai?" Deepak, beside him. Remember?

"Haan. Old Monk ki hangover lagi thi mujhe." Yeah. I thought it was an Old Monk hangover.

"Main DJ set ke baad tha. Socha ki koi ne drinks mein kuch daal diya." I was after a DJ set. Thought someone spiked my drinks.

The remembering being the particular nostalgia that veterans produced: the nostalgia for their own innocence, the innocence being the state before the knowing and the knowing being: war, death, The Collective, Earth targeted. The nostalgia that was not a desire to return to innocence but an acknowledgment that innocence had existed and that the existing was the before and the before was gone.

Commander Malik assigned veteran squads to mentor the new recruits. Squad 7 was assigned Squad 7-B — the "-B" being the designation for the second-batch mirror, the mirror that would train alongside the original and that the alongside-training was the system's method: veterans taught by proximity, the proximity being: do what they do, learn how they learn, survive how they survive.

Squad 7-B was five recruits:

Ankit — Lucknow. Engineering dropout. Level 1. The dropout being the particular Indian biographical detail that carried shame in the family context and freedom in the personal context and that the shame-freedom duality was Ankit's defining tension: he had left engineering because engineering was not what he wanted (the not-wanting being the Indian son's particular rebellion: not dramatic rebellion, not yelling-at-parents rebellion, but the quiet rebellion of filling the wrong exam form, the wrong-form being the deliberate sabotage that masqueraded as accident).

Roshni — Kolkata. Medical student. Level 1. The medical-student being the particular background that the game valued: medical knowledge translated into healing skills, the healing-skills being the stat that the game tested for and that Roshni's medical education had inadvertently trained. "Main doctor banna chahti thi. Ab yahan hoon jahan log marte hain aur main kuch nahi kar sakti." The sentence that was the medical student's particular grief: trained to save, placed where saving was stat-dependent rather than skill-dependent.

I wanted to be a doctor. Now I'm here where people die and I can't do anything.

Farid — Hyderabad. Chef. Level 1. The chef being — the chef was the background that nobody expected in a war game and that the nobody-expecting was the game's particular selection-logic: the game did not select warriors, the game selected potential, and potential was distributed across professions without regard for the profession's relevance to combat.

Meera — Indore. School teacher. Level 1. Twenty-eight years old — the oldest in Squad 7-B, the oldest being the particular maturity that age brought to a group of mostly-twenties and that the maturity was the stabilising influence that every squad needed.

Siddharth — Goa. Musician. Level 1. Guitarist. The guitarist being the particular background that, like Deepak's DJ background, translated into Reflexes — the hands that had spent years on strings producing the dexterity that the game measured as Reflexes and the measuring being: 26, which was high for Level 1.

Five new people. Five new lives in the game's currency. Fifteen total lives between them (three each). The fifteen that would decrease if training failed and the failing was the thing that Squad 7 was assigned to prevent.

"Suno," Zara addressed Squad 7-B. The addressing being: the commander's first words to the recruits, the first-words being the impression that determined the relationship. "Main Zara hoon. Squad 7 commander. Yeh Karthik, Deepak, Vikram, Priya. Hum yahan 45 din se hain. 45 din mein — Basic Training survive kiya, surface missions complete kiye, Collective se ladhe. Hum zinda hain. Paanchon. Tumhara goal same hai — paanchon zinda rehna. Simple."

Listen. I'm Zara. Squad 7 commander. This is Karthik, Deepak, Vikram, Priya. We've been here 45 days. In 45 days — survived Basic Training, completed surface missions, fought The Collective. We're alive. All five. Your goal is the same — all five stay alive. Simple.

"Simple nahi hai," Ankit muttered. The muttering being: the Lucknow-boy's instinct to challenge, the challenging that was the dropout's reflex — the reflex that had dropped him out of engineering and that the reflex was not defiance but honesty.

"Nahi hai. Simple toh bilkul nahi hai. But goal simple hai. Execution hard hai. Execution ke liye — humari baat suno, training karo, ek doosre ko protect karo. Yahi hai." Zara — the response that did not dismiss the challenge but absorbed it and returned it as instruction.

It's not. It's not simple at all. But the goal is simple. Execution is hard. For execution — listen to us, train, protect each other. That's it.

Karthik's mentoring assignment was: individual skill development. The individual-skill being the Hero-In-Training's particular contribution to mentoring — not tactical command (Zara's domain), not magical instruction (Vikram's), not combat technique (Deepak's), not environmental awareness (Priya's). Karthik's contribution was: showing them how to survive.

He started with Roshni. The starting being: Roshni was the one whose background most aligned with Karthik's class philosophy — the healing philosophy, the philosophy that said: keep people alive. Roshni's stats showed: Recovery 18, Willpower 20, Magic 16. The stats of a healer. The healer that the game might develop if the development was guided.

"Teri Recovery 18 hai," Karthik told her during their first training session. "Meri 39. Difference seekhne ka nahi hai — difference experience ka hai. Meri Recovery isliye high hai kyunki maine damage liya. Bahut damage. HP 1 tak gaya. Do baar. Recovery use karne se badhti hai. Matlab — marne ke kareeb jaane se healing badhti hai."

Your Recovery is 18. Mine is 39. The difference isn't learning — it's experience. My Recovery is high because I took damage. A lot of damage. HP went to 1. Twice. Recovery grows by using it. Meaning — getting close to dying makes healing stronger.

"Yeh teaching method hai ya threat?" Roshni — the humour that was the medical student's coping mechanism, the mechanism that processed the unprocessable through sarcasm.

Is this a teaching method or a threat?

"Dono." Both.

The training sessions continued. Karthik trained with each of 7-B's members — the training being: not formal instruction but experiential sharing, the sharing being: here's what happened to me, here's what I learned, the learning being transferable not as technique but as perspective.

With Farid: "Tu chef hai. Chef ka haath precise hota hai. Precision weapon handling mein kaam aati hai. Tere haath mein jo knife-skill hai, woh rifle-skill ban sakti hai."

You're a chef. A chef's hands are precise. Precision helps in weapon handling. The knife-skill in your hands can become rifle-skill.

With Ankit: "Tu dropout hai. Dropout matlab tu system se bahar nikla hai. System se bahar nikalne ka experience yahan kaam aayega — kyunki yeh game ek system hai aur system ko samajhna zaroori hai but system ke andar rehna zaroori nahi hai."

You're a dropout. Dropout means you stepped out of a system. The experience of stepping out of a system will help here — because this game is a system and understanding the system is necessary but staying inside the system isn't.

With Meera: "Tu teacher hai. Teacher ka patience hota hai. Patience yahan sabse underrated skill hai. Patience matlab — jab sab panic kar rahe hain, tu nahi karegi. Aur jo panic nahi karta, woh survive karta hai."

You're a teacher. Teachers have patience. Patience is the most underrated skill here. Patience means — when everyone's panicking, you won't. And whoever doesn't panic, survives.

With Siddharth: "Tu guitarist hai. Guitarist ka rhythm hota hai. Combat mein rhythm hota hai — hit, dodge, hit, dodge. Tera natural rhythm tujhe combat rhythm de sakta hai."

You're a guitarist. Guitarists have rhythm. Combat has rhythm — hit, dodge, hit, dodge. Your natural rhythm can give you combat rhythm.

The mentoring that was — the mentoring was the Hero-In-Training's evolved function. Not just the tank. Not just the healer. The mentor. The mentor who had survived long enough to teach the survival to others and the teaching being the multiplication: one survivor teaching five survivors, the five teaching twenty-five, the twenty-five being the scaling that Commander Malik had described.

After the first week of mentoring, Karthik sat in the barracks. Squad 7-B had been assigned their own barracks — adjacent to Squad 7's, the adjacency being the proximity that mentoring required.

"Kaisa lag raha hai? Mentor banna?" Priya asked. How does it feel? Being a mentor?

"Strange. Main 45 din pehle unke jaisa tha. Ab main unko sikha raha hoon. 45 din mein main teacher ban gaya." Strange. I was like them 45 days ago. Now I'm teaching them. I became a teacher in 45 days.

"Teacher nahi. Hero-In-Training." Priya — the correction that was the compliment. "Tujhe hero bolne mein problem hoti hai. But tu hai. Station rank 1 in Recovery. Station rank 1 in Damage Absorbed. Tujhe accept karna padega."

Not teacher. Hero-In-Training. You have trouble calling yourself a hero. But you are. Station rank 1 in Recovery. Station rank 1 in Damage Absorbed. You need to accept it.

The acceptance that Karthik had not — the acceptance that was the Hero-In-Training's particular resistance: the resistance to the name, the name being "Hero" and the Hero being the title that Karthik associated with the protagonist of movies and games and the associating being: those heroes were damage-dealers, those heroes were the ones who killed the most enemies, those heroes had the highest Damage Dealt. Karthik's Damage Dealt was rank 97. Rank 97 was not the hero's rank.

But. But — the but being the pivot, the pivot that Priya's words initiated: maybe the hero was not the one who dealt the most damage. Maybe the hero was the one who absorbed the most damage. Maybe the hero was the one who stood at the door while the squad evacuated. Maybe the hero was the one who trained the next generation.

Maybe "less glory, more lives saved" was not the consolation prize. Maybe it was the actual prize.

He did not say this. He did not need to. The not-saying being the processing that happened internally and that the internally was where the important processing happened — the processing that changed the self, the self-changing being the growth that the stat-sheet did not measure.

Recovery 39. Level 15. Hero-In-Training.

Maybe just: Hero.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (5/10): Lower — the mentoring chapter's tension is potential, not active. New recruits' fear (Roshni's grief, Ankit's challenge). The background: Earth in 18 months, army at ~300 of required 10,000.

- Oxytocin (9/10): Karthik's personalised mentoring — seeing each recruit's civilian skill as military advantage. Priya's "Tujhe hero bolne mein problem hoti hai. But tu hai." The teaching as multiplication of survival. Zara's "Paanchon zinda rehna."

- Dopamine (7/10): How does Squad 7-B develop? Does Roshni become a healer class? What mission will test the new recruits? Will all five of 7-B survive Basic Training?

- Serotonin (8/10): The mentoring chapter's warmth. Hero-In-Training evolving to Hero. Civilian skills as military advantages — the reframe. "Less glory, more lives saved" as the actual prize.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (3): WristNav showing recruit stats — fingertip navigation. Training arena mat — the surface of instruction. Observation deck railing — veteran's grip watching recruits below.

- Smell (2): New recruits — the particular smell of fear-sweat that recycled air carried. Training arena — ozone and exertion, the familiar smell now the mentor's environment.

- Sound (3): Zara: "Paanchon zinda rehna" — the mandate delivered to new faces. Ankit's mutter: "Simple nahi hai." Roshni's sarcasm: "Teaching method hai ya threat?"

- Taste (1): Synthesised chai — the evening drink that the squad now shared, the chai being 65% of actual chai but the 65% being the ritual's requirement, not the taste's.


  
    Chapter 17: Pehli Maut (The First Death)

    
    
  
  Day 58. The day that changed Squad 7. The changing being: permanent, irreversible, the irreversible that the game had promised since Day 1 and that the promise had been abstract until the abstract became the specific and the specific was: a name, a face, a squad member.

The mission was routine. Routine being: surface operation on a Collective-controlled moon designated Echo-3, retrieval of a downed reconnaissance drone that contained sensor data on Collective fleet movements. Routine meaning: the mission had been classified as "Low Threat" by the station's AI assessment system, the "Low Threat" being the classification that made squads relax and the relaxing being the mistake that cost lives because "Low Threat" was the AI's assessment and the AI assessed based on data and the data did not account for the variable that killed people: surprise.

Squad 7 and Squad 7-B deployed together. The together being the mentoring protocol — veteran squad with trainee squad, the trainee's first surface mission, the first-surface being the milestone that every recruit needed to pass and the passing required the veteran's presence.

Echo-3 was ice. Not Earth-ice (the Earth-ice of Shimla or Manali that Karthik had experienced once during a college trip, the trip-ice being scenic, photogenic, the ice that you stood on for photos and that the photos captured the ice as beauty). Echo-3's ice was hostile. The hostile-ice being: the surface temperature that the WristNav reported as minus-forty-seven Celsius, the minus-forty-seven being the cold that killed exposed skin in minutes and that the minutes were the timer that the cold imposed — move fast, the cold said, or die slowly.

The jumpsuits had been upgraded with thermal regulation for ice-world missions — the regulation being: the suit maintained body temperature against the cold, the maintaining being imperfect (the imperfect being: the suit kept you alive but not comfortable, the not-comfortable being the particular state of thermal regulation that said: you will not freeze to death but you will feel like freezing to death).

"Squad 7-B, formation behind us," Zara commanded. "Mirror our positions. Ankit, you shadow Karthik. Roshni, shadow Vikram. Farid, Deepak. Meera, me. Siddharth, Priya."

The shadowing being: the training protocol. Each recruit following their assigned veteran, learning by proximity, the proximity being the teacher that instruction could not be.

The drone was 2.3 kilometres from the landing site. The 2.3 kilometres across ice that was not flat (the ice being ridged, cracked, the ridges requiring climbing and the climbing requiring hands and the hands being exposed despite the thermal suit because the suit's gloves reduced dexterity and the reduced-dexterity was the trade: warmth for function, function for warmth).

"Cold hai," Ankit observed. The observation that was the understatement — the understatement being the only appropriate response to minus-forty-seven because the appropriate response to minus-forty-seven was not a word, the appropriate response was the body's shivering and the shivering was the communication that the body performed when the mind's vocabulary failed.

It's cold.

"Aadat ho jayegi," Karthik replied. The reply that was the lie — the lie that veterans told recruits because the lie was the comfort and the comfort was: you will adapt, the adapting being the promise that sustained the recruit through the first discomfort.

You'll get used to it.

They reached the drone at kilometre 1.8. The drone was — the drone was damaged. Not by The Collective — by the ice. The ice had encased the drone during its emergency landing, the encasing being the ice-world's particular hostility: the ice consumed what landed on it, the consuming being the cold's appetite.

"Vikram, tujhe drone ka data extract karna hai," Zara instructed. "Roshni, observe — Vikram ka process dekho." Vikram, you extract the drone's data. Roshni, observe — watch Vikram's process.

Vikram knelt at the drone. The kneeling being — the kneeling on ice, the ice that the knees felt through the suit's thermal layer, the feeling being: the cold pressing upward through the layers into the skin and the skin protesting and the protesting being the body's communication to the brain that this was unacceptable and the brain overriding the body because the brain had orders and orders outranked discomfort.

"Data extraction — four minutes," Vikram reported.

Four minutes. Standing on ice for four minutes. The standing that was — the standing was the waiting and the waiting was the vulnerability and the vulnerability on a "Low Threat" mission was the relaxation and the relaxation was: Squad 7-B's formation loosened. The loosening being: Ankit stepping away from Karthik's shadow to examine an ice ridge. Farid stretching his legs. Siddharth tapping a rhythm on his rifle's stock (the rhythm being the guitarist's habit, the habit that was comforting and that the comforting was: normal in abnormal circumstances).

Karthik noticed the loosening. The noticing being the veteran's awareness — the awareness that scanned the environment continuously because the continuously was the survival-scan and the survival-scan did not take breaks.

"Formation tight rakhna, 7-B," Karthik called. "Ice pe kuch bhi ho sakta hai." Keep formation tight, 7-B. Anything can happen on ice.

"Low Threat hai na?" Ankit — the question that was the challenge. The challenge that was the dropout's reflex.

"Low Threat assessment AI ki hai. AI galat ho sakti hai." Low Threat is the AI's assessment. AI can be wrong.

The sentence that was — the sentence that was the foreshadowing, the foreshadowing that Karthik did not know was foreshadowing because foreshadowing required the future and the future was: unknown.

The attack came from below. Again. Below — the below that was the pattern, the pattern that The Collective had established on Training World Alpha (burrowers) and that the pattern was being repeated here because the hive-mind's intelligence retained tactics across planets and the retaining was: the burrowers had worked before, burrowers would work again.

Except on ice, the burrowers were different. On Training World Alpha, the burrowers had erupted from soil. On Echo-3, the burrowers erupted from ice — the ice shattering upward, the shattering being the particular violence of frozen surface exploding, the shards flying, the flying-shards being projectiles that the burrowing entities used as additional weapons.

The first eruption was under Farid. The under-Farid being: the exact position where Farid was standing, the standing that was the vulnerability and the vulnerability was: Farid was Level 3, Stamina 16, HP 100 — the HP that the eruption took to 41 in the first second.

"FARID!" Deepak — Farid's mentor, Farid's shadow-source, Deepak whose Vanguard instinct was: protect the recruit.

Karthik's Savior Complex activated. The activation being automatic — Farid's HP at 41 was above the 25% threshold, but the second entity erupted directly beneath Farid and the second eruption's damage was: FARID HP: 18/100.

Savior Complex: +50% damage resistance, +100% movement speed toward ally.

Karthik moved. The moving being — fast, the speed-boost carrying him across the ice that was now a battlefield, the battlefield being: seven eruption points, seven burrowers, the ice fragmenting under the multiple eruptions.

He reached Farid. Stood over him — the standing-over that was the tank's position, the position that said: everything that comes for this person comes through me first.

The third burrower lunged. Claws plus ice-shards — the combination attack that was the ice-burrower's particular innovation: biological claws augmented by environmental projectiles, the augmenting being the hive-mind's adaptation to the ice-environment.

KARTHIK HP: 72/100. DAMAGE: 28.

"Farid, peeche jaa! Roshni ke paas!" Karthik commanded. The commanding that was not Zara's commanding (Zara's was the commander's voice; Karthik's was the mentor's voice — the voice that said: I am protecting you but you need to move because I cannot protect you and the protection requires your cooperation). Farid, go back! To Roshni!

Farid scrambled backward on the ice — the scrambling being the particular movement of a man whose legs were trying to obey the command while the ice was trying to deny the obedience, the ice being slippery and the slippery being the ice-world's particular cruelty.

The eruptions continued. Seven burrowers — but not seven. More. The ice was producing more, the more being: twelve, fifteen, the number escalating because the hive-mind was responding to resistance and the responding was: send more.

"LOW THREAT NAHI HAI YEH!" Deepak shouted. The shouting that confirmed what everyone knew: the AI's assessment had been wrong. THIS ISN'T LOW THREAT!

"Vikram — status?!" Zara.

"Two minutes remaining on extraction!" Vikram — still at the drone, still extracting, because the extraction was the mission and the mission continued regardless of the combat, the regardless being: you fought and you worked and both happened simultaneously because the simultaneously was the war's demand.

"Two minutes. Hold." Zara — the command that was the sentence, the sentence that said: survive for two minutes.

Ankit was fighting. The fighting being — Ankit was Level 3, barely trained, his rifle accuracy at the particular level of someone who had held a rifle for thirteen days, the thirteen-days being insufficient for combat proficiency but sufficient for: firing in the general direction of the enemy, the general-direction being the contribution that Level 3 could offer.

Ankit's position was exposed. The exposed being: Ankit had drifted from formation (the formation that Karthik had told him to maintain, the maintaining that Ankit had not maintained, the not-maintaining being the dropout's particular challenge: instructions were guidelines, not laws, and the not-law-following was the habit that had served him in civilian life but that the civilian-habit was the combat-liability).

Karthik saw it. The seeing being the Hero-In-Training's particular awareness: the awareness that tracked ally positions the way a parent tracked children in a crowd — constantly, subconsciously, the subconscious-tracking being the instinct that the class had amplified.

Ankit was surrounded. Three burrowers closing on a Level 3 recruit whose HP was 67 and whose 67 would not survive three simultaneous attacks.

Savior Complex was on cooldown. Twelve seconds remaining. The twelve seconds being — twelve seconds was an eternity in combat, the eternity that was the cooldown's particular cruelty: the skill that saved lives was unavailable and the unavailability was the gap and the gap was the twelve seconds.

Karthik ran. Without Savior Complex. Without the speed boost. At normal Reflexes-22 speed, across ice, toward Ankit.

He didn't make it.

The three burrowers hit Ankit simultaneously. ANKIT HP: 0/100. LIFE LOST. LIVES REMAINING: 2/3.

The HP reaching zero — the zero being: Ankit's first death. The first death that was the game's particular education: you die, you lose a life, you respawn, you have two lives remaining. The respawning being: not instant. Ankit's body collapsed on the ice and then — dissolved, the dissolving being different from the enemy's dissolving (the enemy dissolved into grey particles; the player dissolved into white light, the white light being the game's particular distinction between enemy-death and player-death).

"ANKIT!" Roshni's scream — the medical student's scream that was the healer's particular grief: a patient lost, the lost being the professional failure that the professional training had not prepared for because medical training prepared for: effort, not failure, the failure being the thing that happened despite the effort and the despite was the wound.

"Woh respawn hoga!" Karthik shouted. "Barracks mein. Do lives baaki hain. Focus! FORMATION RAKHNA!"

He'll respawn! In the barracks. Two lives remaining. Focus! KEEP FORMATION!

The shouting that was — the shouting was the mentor's crisis-response: acknowledge the loss, contextualise the loss (two lives remaining — not dead, just set back), redirect to survival. The redirecting being the necessity because grief-during-combat was the path to more deaths and more-deaths was the cascade that the mentor prevented by: commanding.

Vikram finished the extraction. "DATA COMPLETE!"

"EXTRACTION! Everyone to the pod! NOW!" Zara — the command that ended the mission, the ending being: retreat, evacuate, survive.

They fought to the pod. The fighting being the retreat-under-fire that was the hardest military manoeuvre because the manoeuvre required: moving away from the enemy while the enemy pursued and the pursuing was the hive-mind's particular persistence.

The pod launched. Nine people instead of ten. Ankit absent — the absent being: in the barracks, respawned, alive but diminished, the diminished being: two lives instead of three, the two being the new number.

The pod's interior silence was different this time. Not the processing-silence of the first Frontline mission. The grief-silence. The silence that was: someone was lost and the lost was the responsibility and the responsibility belonged to everyone and the everyone processed the belonging by: not speaking.

Karthik sat in the silence. His HP: 48. Recovery ticking.

But Recovery could not tick away the thought: I saw him. I saw he was exposed. I told him to keep formation. He didn't listen. And I couldn't reach him in time. The couldn't-reaching being: the failure. The failure that the stat-sheet would not record but that the soul recorded and the soul's recording was: permanent.

They returned to the station. Ankit was in the barracks — alive, respawned, pale, the pale of someone who had died and come back and who the coming-back had been the experience that no amount of training could prepare for because the preparing required the experience and the experience was: death.

"Kaisa feel hua?" Karthik asked. Sitting on Ankit's bunk. The bunk-sitting being the mentor's position: at the level of the student, not above, the not-above being the posture of: we are in this together.

How did it feel?

"Pata nahi." Ankit — the two words that were the honest answer. "Ek second dard tha. Phir kuch nahi tha. Phir main yahan tha." I don't know. One second there was pain. Then nothing. Then I was here.

"Do lives baaki hain," Karthik said. The stating that was the context — the context that Ankit needed to hear: not the grief, not the lecture, but the fact. "Do lives. Bahut hain. But — Ankit, formation rakhna padega. Main tujhe bol raha tha. Tune sun nahi."

Two lives left. That's plenty. But — Ankit, you need to keep formation. I was telling you. You didn't listen.

"Haan." Ankit — the agreement that was also the learning. The learning that cost a life.

"Ek life ka cost yeh lesson hai: jab veteran bole formation, toh formation." Karthik — the sentence that was the mentor's lesson delivered at the mentor's price: a recruit's death on the mentor's watch. The cost of one life is this lesson: when the veteran says formation, it's formation.

"Samajh gaya." Ankit — the understanding that came after the cost and that the cost was the teacher that instruction could not be. Understood.

Karthik left the barracks. Walked to Squad 7's barracks. Lay on his bunk.

Zara was already there. Already looking at him — the looking that was the commander's assessment, the assessment that assessed not the body but the morale, the morale being: the thing that one lost recruit could damage and that the damaged-morale was the cascade's first domino.

"Teri galti nahi hai," Zara said. Preemptively. The preemptive-absolution that the commander delivered because the commander understood: the Hero would blame himself and the blaming-himself was the spiral and the spiral needed to be intercepted.

It's not your fault.

"Maine bola tha formation rakhne ko. Usne nahi rakha. Main time pe nahi pahuncha." I told him to keep formation. He didn't. I didn't reach him in time.

"Tu time pe nahi pahuncha kyunki Savior Complex cooldown pe tha. Cooldown game ka decision hai, tera nahi. Aur Ankit ne formation nahi rakhi — woh uska decision hai, tera nahi. Tu responsible hai unke training ke liye, unke decisions ke liye nahi."

You didn't reach in time because Savior Complex was on cooldown. Cooldown is the game's decision, not yours. And Ankit didn't keep formation — that's his decision, not yours. You're responsible for their training, not their decisions.

The distinction — the distinction between responsibility-for-training and responsibility-for-decisions was the distinction that commanders made and that the making was the wisdom and the wisdom was: you teach, they choose, and the choosing is their agency and the agency is theirs even when the agency produces death.

"Ek aur baat," Zara said. "Tu har maut ko personally lega toh tu broken ho jayega before Level 20. Aur broken Hero kisi ke kaam nahi aata. Feel kar, process kar, aur aage badh. Yahi hai."

One more thing. If you take every death personally, you'll be broken before Level 20. And a broken Hero is no use to anyone. Feel it, process it, move on. That's it.

The advice that was — the advice was the commander's gift: the permission to grieve and the instruction to continue and the continuing being the soldier's mandate: you lost someone, you grieve, you keep fighting, because the fighting is what the grieving serves — the grieving reminding you why you fight and the fighting being the response to the grieving.

Karthik lay in the dark. Recovery ticking. HP climbing.

But the thought remained: Ankit died. On my watch. The my-watch being the Hero-In-Training's particular weight: the weight that "less glory, more lives saved" imposed because the imposing was: when the lives were not saved, the not-saving was the failure and the failure was: personal.

Level 15. Recovery 39. One recruit lost. Two lives remaining.

The game continued.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (10/10): Ankit's death — HP 0, first life lost. "Low Threat" assessment was wrong. Karthik couldn't reach in time (Savior Complex on cooldown). Ice-burrowers from below. The mentor's guilt: "I saw him. I saw he was exposed."

- Oxytocin (8/10): Karthik sitting on Ankit's bunk — at-level mentoring. Roshni's healer's scream. Zara's preemptive absolution: "Teri galti nahi hai." The commander's advice: "Feel kar, process kar, aage badh."

- Dopamine (7/10): How does Ankit respond to his death? Does 7-B survive Basic Training? What's the next mission? How does Karthik process the mentor's guilt?

- Serotonin (4/10): Low — the death chapter. Ankit alive but diminished. Zara's wisdom provides framework but not comfort. The game continues regardless.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (5): Minus-47 ice through suit layers — the cold pressing through thermal regulation. Ice-shard projectiles from burrower eruptions. Kneeling on ice (Vikram at drone). Ankit's bunk — sitting at the student's level. HP 48 — Recovery ticking.

- Smell (2): Ice-world atmosphere — the particular clean-cold smell of frozen alien landscape. Pod interior — nine bodies' stress-sweat in confined space.

- Sound (3): "ANKIT!" — Roshni's healer's scream. Ice shattering upward from burrower eruptions. "LOW THREAT NAHI HAI YEH!" — Deepak's combat correction.

- Taste (1): Cold air — breathed through mouth during combat on ice, the cold-air taste that was mineral and sharp, the sharpness being the ice-world's particular flavour.


  
    Chapter 18: Naya Skill, Naya Dar (New Skill, New Fear)

    
    
  
  Level 18 arrived on Day 67. The arriving being quiet — not the dramatic level-up of Level 5's class trial, not the milestone of Level 10's stat-surge. Level 18 arrived during a routine training session, the routine being: Squad 7 versus thirty holographic enemies in the arena, the thirty being the number that had once been the ceiling and was now the warm-up, the warm-up-becoming being the evidence of growth.

The WristNav notification: LEVEL 18. NEW SKILL UNLOCKED: SACRIFICE (Level 1).

SACRIFICE: When activated, Hero-In-Training transfers up to 50% of own HP to a critically wounded ally within 5 metres. Transfer is instant. No cooldown on transfer amount — but HP transferred cannot be recovered for 60 seconds.

Sacrifice. The skill that was — the skill that was the Hero-In-Training class at its most literal: give your health to save another. The giving being: your HP becomes their HP. Your survival becomes their survival. The becoming being the transfer and the transfer being: the most dangerous skill in Karthik's arsenal because the dangerous was not external (no enemy dealt this damage) — the dangerous was internal, self-inflicted, the self-inflicted being: you chose to weaken yourself to strengthen another.

"Yeh skill tujhe maarega," Vikram said. The engineer's assessment — the assessment that processed the skill's mathematics: if Karthik transferred 50% of his HP to an ally, Karthik's HP dropped to 50%. If Karthik was already damaged, the transfer could drop him to critical. If the critical was timed with an enemy attack, the timing could produce: death. The death being: self-inflicted through self-sacrifice. The skill was named correctly.

This skill will kill you.

"Maarega tab jab galat time pe use karunga," Karthik replied. It'll kill me when I use it at the wrong time.

"Aur sahi time kya hai?" Vikram — the question that the engineer asked because the engineer needed parameters, the parameters being: when is the right time to give half your life to someone else?

And when is the right time?

"Jab koi mar raha ho aur main zinda rakh sakta hoon." When someone's dying and I can keep them alive.

The answer that was — the answer was the Hero-In-Training's philosophy distilled to its essence: someone dying, me alive, transfer the alive to the dying, the transferring being the class's fundamental operation.

Zara heard the conversation. Zara's response was not verbal — Zara's response was the look, the look that Karthik had learned to read over sixty-seven days: the look that said "I understand why you have this skill and I understand that this skill is dangerous and I will be the person who decides when you use it because if I leave the deciding to you, you will use it every time and the every-time will kill you."

The look being the contract. The look being: I am your commander. I decide when you sacrifice.

Karthik nodded. The nod being the acceptance of the contract. The acceptance being: necessary, because Zara was right — left to his own instincts, Karthik would sacrifice every time, the every-time being the Hero's particular flaw: the willingness to die that was the willingness to live but inverted, the inversion being the class's design flaw or design feature depending on whether you were the Hero or the commander.

The skill brought a new fear. Not the fear of dying (that fear was old, familiar, domesticated like the station's hangar — still present but normalized). The new fear was: the fear of choosing. The choosing being: when to sacrifice and when not to. When was the right time to give half your HP? When was a teammate's life worth half of yours? The answer was always "yes" — but the always-yes was the problem because the always-yes ignored the mathematics and the mathematics said: you cannot sacrifice for everyone because the sacrificing depleted you and the depleted-you could not sacrifice for the next person and the next-person might need it more.

The calculus of sacrifice. The calculus that heroes performed and that the performing was the burden and the burden was: you could save one or you could save yourself-to-save-another-later and the or was the choice and the choice was impossible.

Day 70. A training match against Squad 9. Squad 9 being: a competent squad, mid-ranked, with a Berserker-class player named Harsh whose Berserker-class was the opposite of Hero-In-Training — maximum damage, zero concern for allies, the zero-concern being the class's particular trade: the Berserker fought alone within the squad, the alone-within being the contradiction that the class embodied.

The training match escalated. Training matches were non-lethal (HP bottomed at 1), but the non-lethal did not mean the pain was non-real. The pain was always real.

Deepak engaged Harsh. Vanguard versus Berserker — speed versus power, the versus being the matchup that gamers analysed endlessly because the matchup was the classic debate: does the fast fighter beat the strong fighter? The answer was: depends. The depends being: context, terrain, skill level, and luck, and the luck being the variable that skill could not control.

Deepak was winning. Deepak's Reflexes-34 hands finding gaps in Harsh's Berserker stance — the stance that prioritised attack-power over defence and the defence-deficit being the gap that the Vanguard exploited. Deepak's HP: 72. Harsh's HP: 31.

And then Harsh activated Berserker Rage. The Rage being: the Berserker's Level 15 skill, the skill that doubled damage output for 20 seconds at the cost of taking 50% more incoming damage. The Rage that transformed Harsh from a losing fighter into a rampaging one — the rampaging being: Harsh's already-high damage output doubling to a level that overwhelmed Deepak's Reflexes because the Reflexes could dodge but could not dodge everything and the everything was what Berserker Rage produced.

DEEPAK HP: 72 → 38 → 14 → 3.

Three. HP 3 in a training match — the 3 that could not reach 0 (training match floor was 1) but that the 3 was close enough to 1 that the body registered the closeness as: near-death, the near-death producing the particular shutdown that HP-depletion caused — muscles weakening, vision narrowing, the narrowing being the body's triage response: conserve energy for vital functions, abandon non-vital functions.

Karthik was ten metres away. Savior Complex activated — the activation being automatic, Deepak's HP below 25%. Movement speed doubled. He reached Deepak in 1.8 seconds.

And then — the instinct. The instinct to activate Sacrifice. The instinct that said: Deepak is at 3 HP, transfer health, save him.

But. The training match. Non-lethal. HP floor at 1. Deepak could not die.

Karthik's hand hovered over the WristNav. The hovering being: the choice. The choice that was the new fear made physical: the instinct to sacrifice versus the reason that said "this is training, he cannot die, do not waste the skill."

He did not activate Sacrifice. He tanked Harsh instead — positioned himself between the Berserker and Deepak, absorbing Harsh's Rage-enhanced strikes with his own HP.

KARTHIK HP: 100 → 61 → 34 → 19.

Twenty seconds of Berserker Rage. Twenty seconds of Karthik absorbing doubled-damage strikes while Deepak's Recovery ticked him from 3 to 8 to 12.

Rage ended. Harsh — depleted, the depletion being Berserker Rage's hangover: after the Rage, the Berserker's stats dropped to 50% for 30 seconds, the dropping being the price.

Vikram's Arcane Blast hit Harsh during the hangover. HARSH HP: 1. Match over.

"Sacrifice activate nahi kiya," Deepak noticed afterward. The noticing being: Deepak had seen the hand hover. Deepak had seen the hesitation. Deepak had seen the choice. "Kyun?"

You didn't activate Sacrifice. Why?

"Training match hai. Tu mar nahi sakta tha. Sacrifice waste hota."

Training match. You couldn't die. Sacrifice would have been wasted.

"Aur agar real mission hota?"

And if it was a real mission?

"Toh karta." Then I would have.

The "toh karta" that was — the answer that confirmed: the skill would be used. The skill that Vikram said would kill him. The skill that Zara's look had tried to control. The skill would be used because the skill was the Hero and the Hero was the skill and the using was the identity.

That night, Karthik examined his stats:

Level: 18. Recovery: 43. Willpower: 32. Stamina: 29. Reflexes: 26. Strength: 23. Magic: 18.

Recovery 43. The 43 that was — the 43 was the number that the game had grown from 20 on Day 1 to 43 on Day 70, the growing being: doubling-plus, the doubling-plus being the evidence of seventy days of taking damage, healing, taking damage, healing, the cycle being the growth mechanism and the mechanism being Karthik's particular relationship with pain: pain was the input, Recovery was the output, and the output grew with each cycle.

He thought about Sacrifice. About the skill's mathematics. If he transferred 50% of 100 HP (his full health), the ally received 50 HP and Karthik dropped to 50. If he transferred 50% of 50 HP (already damaged), the ally received 25 and Karthik dropped to 25. The mathematics of diminishing returns — the diminishing being: the more damaged Karthik was, the less Sacrifice was worth. The less-worth meaning: Sacrifice was most effective at full health and least effective when damaged.

Which meant: the optimal Sacrifice strategy was — sacrifice early, when HP was high. Not late, when HP was low. The early-sacrifice being the counter-intuitive strategy: give health before you need it yourself, the giving-before being the trust — the trust that the squad would protect you after the sacrifice, the after-sacrifice being the vulnerability that the squad covered.

The trust being: Squad 7. The squad that had covered him since Day 1. The squad that would cover him after.

He filed the strategy. Filed it in the place where tactical decisions were stored — the place that was part-brain, part-instinct, the part-instinct being the Hero-In-Training's particular repository: the skills that the body would execute before the mind decided.

Recovery 43. Sacrifice Level 1. Hero-In-Training.

The class that gave everything. The class that was: Karthik Ashwin, translated into game mechanics.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (8/10): Sacrifice skill unlocked — the self-inflicted danger. "Yeh skill tujhe maarega." The calculus of sacrifice: choosing who to save. Berserker Rage: Deepak HP 3, Karthik HP 19. The hovering hand — the choice.

- Oxytocin (8/10): Zara's contract-look: "I decide when you sacrifice." Karthik tanking Harsh to save Deepak. "Toh karta" — the commitment. The trust strategy: sacrifice early, squad covers after.

- Dopamine (8/10): When will Sacrifice be used for real? How does the skill evolve at higher levels? What's the next Frontline mission? The optimal sacrifice strategy — will it work in practice?

- Serotonin (6/10): Training match won. Strategy developed. Class identity clarified: "the class that gave everything." Growth confirmed: Recovery 20→43 in 70 days.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (4): WristNav hovering — the physical hesitation of the hand over the activate button. Berserker Rage impacts: doubled damage through the body. HP 19 — the physical depletion. Training arena floor — the surface where near-death happened safely.

- Smell (2): Training arena — ozone and combat sweat, the familiar smell of the arena where skill was tested. Barracks — evening stillness, the squad's shared air.

- Sound (3): Vikram: "Yeh skill tujhe maarega." Deepak: "Aur agar real mission hota?" WristNav level-up chime — the sound of eighteen levels achieved.

- Taste (1): Post-combat dry mouth — the taste of exertion and near-depletion, the body's adrenaline residue on the tongue.


  
    Chapter 19: Bada Yuddh (The Big Battle)

    
    
  
  Day 82. The day that the War Game stopped being training and became war. The becoming being: Commander Malik's briefing at 0300 hours — the 0300 being the time that emergencies chose because emergencies did not respect sleep schedules and the not-respecting was the emergency's particular authority over the human body's circadian rhythm.

"Collective fleet detected. Twelve capital ships. Heading for the station." Malik's words delivered with the particular steadiness that concealed urgency the way a dam concealed a flood — the dam-steadiness being the commander's training: show the flood the surface of calm, the calm being the leadership's currency in crisis.

Twelve capital ships. The capital ships being — Karthik had seen capital ships in the station's database, the database that Vikram had accessed and that the accessing had shown: Collective capital ships were living vessels, organisms the size of buildings, each carrying approximately 500 entities. Twelve ships meant: 6,000 Collective entities heading for a station defended by 297 soldiers (147 original batch plus 150 second batch).

297 versus 6,000. The mathematics being: impossible. The impossible being the condition that the Hero-In-Training existed for — the condition where the impossible was the challenge and the challenge was the job.

"Battle stations," Malik ordered. "This is not a raid. This is a full assault. The Collective is trying to take the station. If they take the station, they take Earth's only defence force. If they take Earth's defence force, Earth falls in eighteen months. This battle determines Earth's future. Every soldier to their assigned position. Fight as if your families are watching. Because in eighteen months, your families will feel the consequences of what you do today."

The sentence that was — the sentence was the speech, the speech that commanders gave before battles, the before-battle speech that Karthik had heard in movies (the movies being: Lakshya, LOC Kargil, the Indian war movies that his father watched and that the watching had been background noise during Karthik's childhood and that the background-noise was now the foreground because the foreground was: war).

Squad 7's assignment: exterior defence. The exterior being: outside the station. In space. The in-space being — the in-space defence required EVA suits (Extra-Vehicular Activity suits — the suits that allowed survival in vacuum, the vacuum-survival being the technology that the War Game provided and that the providing was: the suits worked but the working was terrifying because the working meant you were in space and in space there was nothing between you and the void except the suit and the suit was the only thing and the only-thing was the trust).

"EVA mission," Zara briefed the squad. "We deploy to the station's exterior hull. Our job: defend turret array Delta — twelve anti-ship turrets on the station's east quadrant. The turrets fire on the Collective fleet. Collective will deploy boarding entities to disable the turrets. We stop them."

"Boarding entities?" Priya asked. "Entities in space?"

"Collective entities don't need atmosphere," Vikram explained. The engineer's knowledge — the knowledge that came from three hours with the Nexus-7 data. "They're biological but adapted for vacuum. They can survive in space for approximately forty minutes. Forty minutes is the window — they deploy from the ships, cross to the station, attack the turrets, and either succeed or die from exposure."

"Forty minutes of space-combat against entities that can survive vacuum," Deepak summarised. "Wonderful. Main DJ set pe bhi kabhi forty minutes se zyada nahi bajaya without a break."

I never played more than forty minutes on the DJ set without a break either.

The humour that the squad needed — the humour that Deepak provided at the precise moment the humour was required, the required being: before the fear solidified and the solidifying was prevented by laughter and the laughter was the prevention.

EVA suits equipped. The equipping being: the suits were heavier than the standard jumpsuits, the heavier being the suit's structural integrity (the integrity that kept vacuum out and atmosphere in and the keeping being the engineering that separated alive from dead). Magnetic boots — the boots that adhered to the station's hull, the adhering being the gravity-substitute in zero-G exterior.

The airlock opened. The opening revealing: space. The space that Karthik had seen through translucent walls on Day 1 and that the seeing had been from inside and the inside-seeing was different from the outside-being. Outside was: the void. The void that was not empty (the not-empty being the illusion — space was full of stars, full of radiation, full of the particular cold that was not temperature-cold but absence-cold, the absence of warmth rather than the presence of cold).

Karthik stepped onto the hull. The stepping being: the magnetic boots connecting with the station's exterior surface, the connecting producing the particular clunk that was the reassurance (the clunk saying: you are attached, you will not float away, the not-floating-away being the priority). The hull stretched in all directions — curved, vast, the vastness that was the station viewed from outside: the station was enormous when you were inside it, the station was infinite when you were standing on it.

"Turret array Delta — 200 metres east," Zara navigated. "Move. Magnetic boots engaged. Slow and steady."

They walked. On the station's hull. In space. The walking being: deliberate, each step the magnetic boot's lock-unlock-lock cycle, the cycle being the rhythm of spacewalking: lock (connected), unlock (lift foot), swing (advance), lock (reconnect). The rhythm that was — the rhythm was slow. The slow that was appropriate because the appropriate spacewalking speed was "careful" and careful was slow and slow was alive.

The turret array was twelve structures on the hull — each turret a weapon, the weapon being anti-ship cannon, the cannon firing energy bursts at the approaching Collective fleet. The cannons were firing — Karthik could see the energy bolts leaving the turrets and crossing the void toward the fleet, the crossing being visible as lines of blue light against the black of space, the blue-against-black being the particular beauty that war produced: the beauty of weapons at work, the beauty that was terrible because the terrible was the function and the function was: destruction.

"Fleet is 40 kilometres out," Vikram reported, reading the EVA suit's enhanced WristNav. "First boarding wave deploying... now."

From the Collective ships — entities. The entities ejecting from the ships like seeds from a pod, the seed-analogy being accurate because the ejection was organic, the organic being: the ships were organisms and the entities were their spawn and the spawning was the deployment.

Hundreds of entities. Crossing space. Heading for the turrets.

"Forty minutes," Zara reminded. "That's their window. Ours too. If we hold the turrets for forty minutes, the entities die from vacuum exposure. If they disable the turrets before forty minutes, the fleet breaches the station."

Forty minutes. The turrets. The entities. The mathematics: hold the line.

"Karthik — Boost. Now." Zara's command.

Boost of Confidence activated. Gold wave — in space, the gold wave was visible against the void, the visible-gold being the Hero's signature, the signature that said: the Hero is here, the Hero has activated, the squad is enhanced.

The first entities reached the turrets. The reaching being: twenty entities, arriving simultaneously from multiple approach vectors, the vectors being the three-dimensional approach that space permitted — not just left-right-forward (the surface-combat directions) but up-down-diagonal, every direction, the every-direction being the space-combat's particular complexity: the enemy could come from anywhere because "anywhere" in space was infinite.

"FIRE!" Zara's command.

The squad fired. EVA-modified weapons — rifles adapted for vacuum operation, the adaptation being: magnetic acceleration instead of chemical propulsion, the magnetic-acceleration being silent (no sound in vacuum, the no-sound being the space-combat's particular eeriness: you fired and the firing was soundless and the soundless-firing was the void's contribution to the combat — the void taking the sound and the taking being the void's nature).

Karthik did not fire. The not-firing being: the Hero-In-Training's role was not damage-dealing. The Hero's role was: position at the turret most likely to be targeted, stand between the entities and the turret, absorb the damage.

He positioned at Turret 7 — the turret that the entity approach-vector analysis (Vikram's real-time calculation) identified as the primary target. Primary meaning: fifteen of the twenty entities were heading for Turret 7.

Fifteen entities. Karthik. One turret.

Regeneration Aura pulsing — the aura that in the EVA suit's enclosed atmosphere produced the particular warmth that was the aura's physical expression: warmth radiating from Karthik's body through the suit's systems and the warmth being: the healing, the healing that surrounded him and the squad members within range.

The first entity hit. The hitting in zero-G being different from surface combat: no gravity to ground the impact, the impact instead sending vibrations through the magnetic boots and the vibrations travelling through the hull. The entity's four-jointed arm striking the EVA suit's chest plate.

HP: 74/100. DAMAGE: 26.

The suit held. The suit's integrity maintained — the maintaining being the suit's particular value: the suit was armour in addition to life-support, the armour-and-life-support being the dual function that the EVA environment demanded.

Karthik swung the Clawed Gauntlet. The gauntlet connecting — the connection in zero-G sending the entity drifting, the drifting being the consequence of impact without gravity: hit something hard enough in space and the something floated away, the floating-away being the space-combat's particular satisfaction (surface combat required killing; space combat sometimes only required: pushing).

"Entity pushed off hull," Priya reported. "It's drifting. Clock ticking — thirty-eight minutes of vacuum exposure remaining."

"Pushing is killing," Vikram confirmed. "Push them off the hull, they drift, they can't return, they die from exposure. We don't need to kill them — we need to outlast them."

Outlast. The strategy that Zara immediately adopted: "New tactic! Don't kill — push! Knock them off the hull! Let vacuum do the work!"

The strategy that was — the strategy was the Hero-In-Training's particular strategy: survive, outlast, let time do the killing. The surviving being the Hero's default and the default being: perfect for this battle.

Karthik became the wall. The wall at Turret 7 — the wall that entities hit and that the hitting bounced them off the hull and the bouncing-off was the death-sentence (vacuum exposure counting down) and the death-sentence being delivered not by violence but by physics.

HP: 74... 52... 39... 28...

Recovery ticking. In space. On the hull. The ticking that accompanied every fight — the ticking that was Karthik's particular music, the music of healing, the music that played beneath the soundless void.

Defensive Shield activated. 200 HP absorbed across the squad — the shield that was the buffer, the buffer buying time, the time being: the minutes that the shield gave before the shield broke and the breaking was the resumption of direct damage.

Twenty-two minutes remaining. Fifteen entities reduced to seven (eight pushed off the hull, drifting in space, vacuum-clock ticking). Seven still on the hull. Seven still attacking.

Deepak's Vanguard strikes — adapted for zero-G, the adaptation being: use the magnetic boots as anchor, strike with the upper body, the striking sending entities tumbling off the hull. Deepak had pushed three off. Priya had sniped two off the hull-edge with precision shots. Vikram's magic had blasted one into space.

One entity remaining at Turret 7. The last entity — larger than the others (a mini-boss, the mini-boss being the hive-mind's escalation within the boarding party). The larger entity had adapted to the pushing-strategy: it had dug its claws into the hull, the claw-anchoring being the adaptation that prevented pushing, the preventing being the hive-mind learning the tactic mid-battle and countering it.

"Yeh waala push nahi hoga," Karthik reported. This one won't push.

"Toh maar," Zara commanded. Then kill it.

Kill it. The command that required damage-dealing — the dealing that was Karthik's weakness, the weakness-stat being: Damage Dealt Rank 97. But the weakness was not the inability. The inability was the low-ranking. The low-ranking meant: slow, not impossible.

Karthik engaged the anchored entity. Gauntlet versus claws. The gauntlet's 28 damage against the entity's hull-anchored position. Hit. Hit. Hit. The hitting being: sustained damage, the sustained being the Hero's particular combat style — not burst-damage (Deepak's domain) or area-damage (Vikram's) but endurance-damage, the damage that accumulated over time and that the time was the Hero's territory because the Hero had time (Recovery kept the Hero alive) and the time-kept-alive was the weapon.

ENTITY HP: CRITICAL.

One more hit. Karthik's gauntlet connected with the entity's torso. The entity's hull-claws released. The entity — released from the hull — drifted into the void.

"Turret 7 clear!" Karthik reported.

"All turrets clear!" Zara — the announcement that was the victory, the victory being: forty minutes approaching, all entities either killed or pushed off the hull, the turrets intact, the turrets still firing on the Collective fleet.

The fleet withdrew. The withdrawing being — the fleet's retreat, the retreat that was the battle's conclusion: twelve capital ships turning, the turning being the hive-mind's tactical decision (the decision being: the station's turrets were intact, the boarding party had failed, the continuing was the loss-calculation and the loss-calculation said: retreat, regroup, return later).

"FLEET RETREATING!" — the station-wide announcement. Commander Malik's voice — the voice that contained: relief, pride, the particular combination that a commander produced when the command had succeeded and the succeeding meant: everyone who was alive was still alive.

"Turret array Delta — all twelve turrets operational. Squad 7 — zero casualties."

Zero casualties. The zero that was the number. The squad's number. The number that had been the goal since Day 1 — "Paanchon" — and that the number was maintained and the maintaining was the proof: Squad 7 survived. Again.

They returned through the airlock. The returning being: gravity. The gravity of the station's interior hitting the body after the zero-G of the hull, the hitting being the particular heaviness that the body felt when gravity returned — the heaviness that was not weight but remembering, the body remembering what gravity felt like and the remembering being: heavy, familiar, safe.

The barracks. The bunks. The five people.

"Paanchon," Deepak said. The word that was the toast. No dal this time — just the word. Just the number. Five.

"Paanchon," the squad responded.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (10/10): 6,000 entities vs 297 soldiers. Spacewalk on station hull. Entities crossing vacuum toward turrets. HP dropping on hull — 28 HP, Recovery ticking in void. "If they take the station, Earth falls."

- Oxytocin (9/10): Boost of Confidence gold wave against the void. Deepak's DJ-humour before EVA. "Paanchon" — the word without toast, the word alone. Zero casualties. The squad's survival as Earth's survival.

- Dopamine (7/10): Fleet retreated — will it return? How does the army prepare for the next assault? What intelligence did the turret battle provide? How close is the eighteen-month deadline?

- Serotonin (8/10): Battle won. Turrets defended. Fleet retreated. Zero casualties. "Paanchon." The strategy worked: outlast, not kill.

Sensory Density:

- Touch (5): Magnetic boots clanking on hull — the lock-unlock rhythm. Entity impact through EVA suit (vibration without gravity). Zero-G disorientation. Gauntlet connecting with anchored entity. Gravity returning through airlock — the heaviness of remembering.

- Smell (2): EVA suit interior — recycled air, the particular closed-system smell. Airlock transition — station air hitting the face after suit removal.

- Sound (3): Soundless void — the eeriness of firing in vacuum. Magnetic boots: clunk-clunk rhythm on hull. "FLEET RETREATING!" — Malik's station-wide announcement.

- Taste (1): EVA suit water supply — the metallic-tube taste of survival-hydration during combat.


  
    Chapter 20: Hero Ka Matlab (What Hero Means)

    
    
  
  Day 90. Three months in The War Game. Ninety days since the birthday party, since the Old Monk toast, since the white light that took Karthik Ashwin from a flat in Andheri West and placed him in a space station orbiting a planet that was not Earth.

Ninety days. The ninety that contained: Basic Training (fourteen days, fifty-three dead). The Gauntlet (five waves, Squad 7 alive). The class trial (ten questions, Hero-In-Training assigned). Surface missions (four planets, three moons, one near-death at HP 1). The Nexus-7 data retrieval (thirty seconds immobile while being clawed). The Relay-4 siege (forty-five minutes, five survivors saved, HP 1 again). The ice-world (Ankit's first death, the mentor's guilt). The space battle (twelve capital ships, forty minutes on the hull, turrets defended).

Ninety days that felt like ninety years because the intensity compressed experience into the particular density that the game produced — the density of a life lived at maximum volume, every day containing the experience that civilian life distributed across months.

Karthik's Day 90 stats:

Level: 20. Recovery: 47. Willpower: 35. Stamina: 32. Reflexes: 28. Strength: 26. Magic: 20.

Level 20 — the milestone that the WristNav celebrated with a particular notification:

LEVEL 20 MILESTONE ACHIEVED. CLASS EVOLUTION AVAILABLE.

Hero-In-Training → Hero. Confirm evolution? Y/N.

Hero. Not Hero-In-Training. Hero. The dropping of "In-Training" being the game's acknowledgment: the training was complete. Not complete in the sense of "learned everything" (the everything-learned being impossible because the learning was infinite) but complete in the sense of: proven. The Hero had been proven through ninety days of combat, absorption, sacrifice, mentoring, and survival. The proving being the evidence and the evidence being: sufficient.

Karthik pressed Y.

CLASS EVOLVED: HERO.

Hero: The squad's anchor and the battlefield's conscience. The Hero's purpose is the survival of others at the cost of personal glory. The Hero absorbs damage, heals allies, and makes the sacrifices that other classes cannot.

New Skill Unlocked: Last Stand (Level 1). When Hero's HP drops to 10% or below, all squad members within 20 metres receive: full HP restoration, +25% all stats for 60 seconds, and immunity to damage for 5 seconds. Activation cost: Hero loses one life.

One life.

The skill that — Karthik read the description three times. The three-times being the processing of: Last Stand cost one life. Not HP — a life. One of his three lives (now two, if he'd lost one — but he hadn't, he had three). The skill that said: when you are dying, your death saves everyone else. Your death is the gift. Your death is the skill.

"Less glory, more lives saved" — taken to its absolute conclusion. The absolute being: your life is the price. Your life is the currency. Your life buys sixty seconds of salvation for the squad.

He did not tell the squad. Not immediately. The not-immediately being: processing. The processing of a skill that turned his death into a weapon — the weapon that was aimed not at the enemy but at the concept of death itself: your death is not the end, your death is the squad's beginning, the beginning of sixty seconds in which the squad is invulnerable and enhanced and the invulnerable-enhanced being the Hero's final gift.

He told Zara first. The first being appropriate — the commander received the intelligence first, the first-receiving being the chain of command.

They were on the observation deck. The deck that Karthik visited on days when the processing required the void — the void being the therapist, the therapist that did not speak but that provided the particular perspective that the perspective of infinity provided: your problems are real but your problems are also small against the void and the small-against-the-void being the comfort that scale provided.

"Last Stand," Karthik said. "Level 20 skill. Jab meri HP 10% se neeche jaayegi, Squad members ko full HP restore hoga, stats +25%, aur 5 seconds immunity. Cost: ek life."

When my HP drops below 10%, squad members get full HP restore, stats +25%, and 5 seconds immunity. Cost: one life.

Zara was silent. The silence being: thirty seconds. Thirty seconds that were — thirty seconds was a long time for Zara to be silent because Zara's default was: response, immediate response, the immediate being the commander's training. Thirty seconds of silence from Zara was: the processing of something that exceeded the commander's framework.

"Ek life," Zara repeated.

"Ek life."

"Matlab tu marega aur hum bachenge."

Meaning you die and we survive.

"Aur phir main respawn hounga. Do — ya ek — life ke saath. But squad alive hogi aur 60 seconds ke liye enhanced."

And then I respawn. With two — or one — life. But the squad will be alive and enhanced for 60 seconds.

"Yeh skill kab use karni hai?" Zara — the tactical question that concealed the emotional question, the emotional being: when do I send you to die?

When should this skill be used?

"Jab aur koi option na ho. Last resort. Isliye naam Last Stand hai." When there's no other option. Last resort. That's why it's called Last Stand.

"Main decide karungi." The statement — not the question. The statement that was the contract's extension: the contract from the Sacrifice skill extended to Last Stand. The commander decided. The Hero executed. The executing being: the Hero's trust in the commander's judgment and the judgment being: the judgment of a woman who cared about the squad's survival and who cared about Karthik's survival and whose caring-about-both was the tension that the Last Stand skill created — the tension between losing one to save five and the losing-one being the sacrifice that the commander would have to order.

"Tu decide karegi," Karthik agreed. The agreement that was the trust and the trust being: complete. You decide.

The observation deck's void — the stars, the station's hull curving away, the planet below. The void that did not care about the conversation because the void did not care about anything and the not-caring being the void's particular wisdom: the void said nothing and the nothing was: your decisions matter to you, not to the universe, and the mattering-to-you being the only mattering that existed.

He told the squad that evening. The telling being: the dinner-table, the synthesised dal (now at 80% accuracy, the 80% being the improvement that time and repetition had produced), the five bowls, the five people.

"Last Stand. Level 20 skill." He explained the mechanics. He explained the cost.

Silence. The silence that the squad produced when the squad processed something together, the together-processing being the collective silence that was not absence-of-sound but presence-of-thought.

"Nahi," Deepak said. First to speak. "Tu yeh skill use nahi karega." You will not use this skill.

"Deepak—"

"Nahi. Sun. Tu Hero hai. Hero ka matlab yeh nahi ki tu marta reh. Hero ka matlab yeh hai ki tu zinda reh aur hum sab zinda rahein. Tere marne se hum 60 seconds ke liye safe hain. Tere zinda rehne se hum hamesha safe hain. Maths kar, bhai. 60 seconds versus hamesha."

No. Listen. You're a Hero. Hero doesn't mean you keep dying. Hero means you stay alive and we all stay alive. Your dying makes us safe for 60 seconds. Your living makes us safe forever. Do the maths, bro. 60 seconds versus forever.

The mathematics that Deepak presented — the mathematics that was emotional, not statistical, the emotional-mathematics being the particular calculation that the heart performed: the heart did not calculate seconds and stats, the heart calculated presence, and presence was: Karthik alive, Karthik in the squad, Karthik's Recovery ticking, Karthik's Regeneration Aura healing. The presence being the value that Last Stand's cost eliminated.

"Deepak sahi bol raha hai," Vikram added. The Chennai agreement — the agreement that was calculated and emotional simultaneously. "Last Stand ki mathematical utility high hai — squad ko 60 seconds mil jaate hain. But teri continuous utility — Recovery 47, Regeneration Aura, Boost of Confidence, Sacrifice, Defensive Shield — teri continuous utility Last Stand ki one-time utility se higher hai. Statistically, tu zinda zyada valuable hai."

Deepak is right. Last Stand's mathematical utility is high — the squad gets 60 seconds. But your continuous utility — Recovery 47, Regeneration Aura, Boost of Confidence, Sacrifice, Defensive Shield — your continuous utility is higher than Last Stand's one-time utility. Statistically, you're more valuable alive.

"Mujhe statistics ki zaroorat nahi hai yeh samajhne ke liye ki tu zinda better hai," Priya said. The Scout's directness — the directness that cut through the statistics to the human truth. "Tu humara hai. Hum tere hain. Yeh deal hai. Deal mein marna included nahi hai."

I don't need statistics to understand you're better alive. You're ours. We're yours. That's the deal. Dying is not included in the deal.

"Zara decide karegi," Karthik said. Referring to the contract. The contract that Zara held — the contract being: the commander's authority over the Hero's sacrifice.

All four looked at Zara. The looking being: the transfer of authority, the authority that the squad granted the commander and that the granting was: the trust.

"Main decide karungi," Zara confirmed. "Aur mera decision abhi ka yeh hai: Last Stand emergency skill hai. Emergency matlab — literally koi aur option nahi hai. Matlab we have exhausted everything. Matlab if this skill does not activate, we all die. Tab. Sirf tab."

I will decide. And my current decision is: Last Stand is an emergency skill. Emergency means — literally no other option. Means we have exhausted everything. Means if this skill doesn't activate, we all die. Then. Only then.

"Theek hai," Karthik said. The two words. The acceptance.

"Aur ek baat," Zara added. Looking at Karthik directly — the directly being the commander's particular gaze that penetrated the Hero's self-sacrifice instinct and reached the person beneath. "Tu Hero hai. Level 20. Class evolved. But Hero ka matlab — Hero ka matlab sacrifice nahi hai. Hero ka matlab yeh hai ki tu zinda rehta hai jab baaki sab haar maan lete hain. Hero ka matlab endure karna hai. Hero ka matlab recover karna hai. Tera naam mein 'Recovery' hai — Recovery. Recover. Come back. Yeh tera class hai. Yeh tu hai."

And one more thing. You're a Hero. Level 20. Class evolved. But Hero doesn't mean — Hero doesn't mean sacrifice. Hero means you stay alive when everyone else gives up. Hero means to endure. Hero means to recover. Your name has 'Recovery' in it — Recovery. Recover. Come back. That's your class. That's you.

The sentence that was — the sentence was the definition. The definition that Zara gave to "Hero" that was different from the definition the game gave. The game's definition: "survival of others at the cost of personal glory." Zara's definition: "staying alive when everyone else gives up."

Both definitions being true. Both being the Hero. The Hero being: both things — the sacrifice and the endurance, the giving and the staying, the cost and the recovery.

Karthik Ashwin. Hero. Level 20. Recovery 47. Three lives.

The three lives that the squad valued more than the sixty seconds that spending them would buy.

That night, in the dark, in the barracks, Karthik did not think about Last Stand. He thought about the squad. About Zara's definition. About Deepak's mathematics. About Vikram's statistics. About Priya's directness.

He thought about: "Tu humara hai. Hum tere hain."

You're ours. We're yours.

The sentence that was the squad's definition. The definition that was not in the WristNav, not in the stats, not in the class description. The definition that was: human, relational, the particular bond that ninety days of shared survival had produced.

He opened the WristNav's draft folder. The folder that contained the unsent message to Aai and Baba. He added:

"Paanch log hain. Zara, Vikram, Priya, Deepak, aur main. Woh meri family hain. Jaise aap meri family hain. Alag family — same pyaar. Main unke liye ladhunga. Woh mere liye ladhte hain. Yeh deal hai."

There are five of us. Zara, Vikram, Priya, Deepak, and me. They're my family. Like you're my family. Different family — same love. I'll fight for them. They fight for me. That's the deal.

The message that would not be sent. The message that existed in the draft folder — the draft folder that was the particular space between the said and the unsaid, between the sent and the unsent, between the known and the unknown.

He closed the WristNav. Gold glow fading.

The dark. The breathing. Five people.

Hero. Not In-Training.

Hero.

CODS VERIFICATION:

- Cortisol (8/10): Last Stand skill — costs one life. The existential weight: "your death is the skill." The choice architecture: when does the commander order the Hero to die? Three lives as finite currency.

- Oxytocin (10/10): "Tu humara hai. Hum tere hain." Deepak's "60 seconds versus hamesha" mathematics. Vikram's statistical case for Karthik staying alive. Priya's "Deal mein marna included nahi hai." Zara's definition: "Hero means to recover." Unsent message to parents.

- Dopamine (7/10): Will Last Stand ever be used? What's next: more Collective assaults? Eighteen-month timeline progressing. When does Karthik go home? The dark-haired woman's name.

- Serotonin (9/10): Class evolved: Hero. Squad's love declared openly. Zara's definition accepted. Dal at 80% accuracy. Ninety days survived. Three lives intact. "Paanchon."

Sensory Density:

- Touch (3): WristNav screen — pressing Y for class evolution. Dal bowl warm in hands at dinner table. Bunk mattress — the familiar comfort of ninety days.

- Smell (2): Synthesised dal at 80% — the closest to home. Barracks — five bodies' familiar scent, the smell of family.

- Sound (3): Deepak: "Maths kar, bhai. 60 seconds versus hamesha." Priya: "Tu humara hai. Hum tere hain." Zara: "Recover. Come back. Yeh tu hai."

- Taste (1): Synthesised dal — 80% accuracy, the taste of home approximated, the approximation being comfort.
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