
        
            
                
            
        

    Apocalypse Station - System Bound [LitRPG Isekai]

by Kaz Hunter
 




A Twisted Commute

"Approaching Station C," a robotic voice announced over the train's intercom system.

A loud, grinding sound followed.

I almost stumbled as the train's brakes engaged abruptly. With one hand, I managed to keep myself upright by grasping an overhead strap, ensuring that my phone didn't slip from my grip. As soon as I regained my balance, I found a seat, sat down, and loosened my tie for comfort.
I watched as a throng of passengers pushed past me, departing for their respective destinations, leaving the train somewhat emptier.
My attention returned to the screen of my phone. It was a familiar routine at the end of the workday. Investing in a home camera had proven to be a wise decision. Initially, it was for security purposes, but now I mostly used it to check on my dog, Hank, who was currently waiting by the door for my return. I watched the dog pace back and forth before finally lying down. He was worried about me.
"Just a few more minutes, buddy. I'll be home soon." I whispered to myself, knowing full well that my dog couldn't hear me.
On the screen, Hank whimpered and kept waiting.
A fresh wave of passengers began to cram into the train, and moments later, the train resumed its journey.
My focus shifted back to my dog on the screen, and my thoughts turned towards dinner.
Suddenly, the train was plunged into darkness except for the overhead lights. The screen on my phone went dead. I glanced up, puzzled—I didn't recall there being a tunnel so close to home, and for a moment, I wondered if I'd gotten on the wrong train. An eerie silence blanketed the crowd of passengers. I craned my neck, peering out the window as whispers and conversations escalated from hushed tones to worried yelling. The smell of alcohol wafted through the air.
"Rough day to not go for a walk, huh?" a voice spoke out from beside me.
I squinted out the window, straining to see if the city was still there. All I could make out was pitch blackness and a vast expanse of grayish-white fog that obscured my vision.
"Hey, don't be rude. I'm talking to you," the man repeated.
"What?" I replied, slipping my phone into my pocket and squinting at him. Something seemed off about it.
"I said," he leaned in closer, "today was a bad day not to walk."
"And a bad day to start drinking early," I retorted, turning away from the inebriated stranger. The man squinted at me, then smirked before pushing his way into the crowd. Faintly, I heard him pose the same question to someone else on the train.
The encounter left me feeling uneasy. I surveyed the passengers, searching for anything amiss.
Sure enough, there was someone staring at the drunk. But his expression wasn't one of curiosity—it was anger. He had shockingly neon blue hair slicked back and donned a suit like my own. He didn't say anything, and I returned to looking out the window, wondering what was going on.
Just as I was taking this in, the train's brakes screeched, nearly propelling me into the back of the seat in front of me. I managed to catch myself on a nearby pole, narrowly avoiding a collision. The electronic voice droned out over the speakers once again, but it seemed different, altered somehow.

"We have arrived at the station. All passengers must disembark. Please wait for the light to turn green," the message repeated.

"What on Earth? Here? In this fog?" I muttered, glancing around. The mood on the train teetered on the edge of panic. I wondered if the train was experiencing some kind of malfunction.
As the doors slid open, a thick mist engulfed the interior, flooding the floor. Red lights illuminated the train, guiding people towards the exits. Passengers jostled one another in their haste to disembark. I decided to wait for the initial surge to subside.
The lights finally turned green.
"We have arrived at the station. All passengers must disembark. Please take one briefcase on your way out," the voice said, adding the last line after the lights changed.
"A briefcase?" I mumbled, shaking my head in disbelief.
As if on cue, hidden compartments beneath the seats revealed themselves and opened up. Each slot was filled to capacity with black briefcases, arranged side by side.
I glanced back at my phone, unsurprised to find that I'd completely lost signal—expected inside a tunnel. I weighed my options, considering the briefcases and the exit.
"We have arrived at the station. All passengers must disembark. Please take one briefcase on your way out."
Reluctantly, I grabbed a briefcase, following the green lights along the floor towards the exit. The crowd pressed me forward, people moving all around me. I scanned the sea of faces.
To my left, the drunk waved me over, grinning. He clutched two briefcases in his left hand. I stared, wondering if he knew something I didn't. As for the other man, with his striking blue hair, he too carried two briefcases.
I cursed under my breath and turned back.
If they knew something and had taken two briefcases, perhaps I should grab another. But the moment I turned around, the train doors slammed shut. The interior lights dimmed, and a beeping noise signaled the train's imminent departure. Then, with a deafening screech of metal on metal, the train accelerated at a terrifying speed.
Screams emanated from inside the train, from passengers who had refused to leave, and from those near it who leaped out of the way as it hurtled forward.
I backed away, surveying my surroundings, when a sudden flash of blue light caught my attention in front of my eyes.
 
	System Notification

Inprocessing. Inprocessing.
Name: Asher Kujō
Level - 1

Tokens: 0
Savior Points: 0
Betrayal Points: 0

Challenge Coins: None
Greetings, player! Your character stats have been assigned based on your current physical profile. Your current stats are:
Health Points: 12/12
Dexterity: 8
Strength: 12
Constitution: 6
Will: 14
Intelligence: 9
Perception: 11
Remember, these stats will affect your gameplay and will determine your character's abilities and strengths. Level up, gain experience points, and allocate skill points wisely to improve your stats and increase your chances of survival. Note: Stat points are automatically added at each level up. Good luck!
Skills: None
Note: When finished examining, confirm with "Dismiss" command.
 




I fought off my initial confusion, considering the information displayed before me. Was this some sort of game interface? Were these statistics mine? Dexterity, Strength, Will—it was reminiscent of a character sheet from a role-playing game.

I glanced around, searching for answers. It seemed everyone else in the crowd had the same pop-up, as they all came to a sudden halt.

"Dismiss!" I said, waving the screen away with my hand while trying to will the distraction away so I could see better. It complied immediately, vanishing as if it had never existed, leaving me to question whether it was real or just some hallucination.
As some of the fog dissipated, I realized we weren't inside a tunnel anymore. Instead, we were surrounded by fences, and above us, providing dim light, was a full moon. Confusion washed over me. It had been the afternoon when I boarded the train—the ride shouldn't have taken this long. There was only one exit from the fenced area, marked with a toll gate.
In the distance, an old-school electronic sign flickered to life, its half-burnt-out bulbs struggling to display a simple message and number.
"Arrival Station: 18."
Beside the sign, the number 60 appeared, flashing twice. Was this station 18?
As the crowd spread out across the wider area, more people began to notice the sign, pointing and shouting as it flashed again.
"Arrival Station: 18."
I watched the countdown on the scoreboard with a growing sense of unease. Something had gone wrong.
Panic rippled through the crowd. Some people swiped at the air, likely interacting with their interfaces, while others hurriedly questioned each other, trying to make sense of the situation. I surveyed my surroundings.
The man with the shock of blue hair and the drunk were on opposite sides of the crowd but had moved towards the back, near where the train had unloaded us earlier. The clock ticked down, passing thirty.
I made a decision.
I approached the drunk man, who greeted me with a tired smile.
"What's going on?" I whispered, eyeing him cautiously. The two briefcases lay open and empty on the ground around him, and he sported a pair of brass knuckles. The sight of them instantly put me on edge, but I had come this far to talk to him, and he seemed to know what was happening.
"The game is about to begin. Ten seconds left now; enjoy," the man squinted at the distant billboard, uncrossed his arms, and began to stretch.
"What game?"
"The one that matters. Enjoy these last few seconds."
 




Ghoul Game

There was a harsh, grating buzz, and I instinctively turned to the source of the noise. The clock above had hit zero, and its bright red digits began to blink ominously. Beside the clock, a scoreboard appeared, listing names—presumably, all the passengers from the train. I found my name on the left column, the twenty-fifth spot from the top. There was a total of four columns, marking exactly one hundred people.
A groaning sound of creaking metal filled the air. Two enormous fences swung open, and from within, human silhouettes surged out like a black and gray, groaning tide. They were shrouded and obscured by the mist, and although they had human shapes, I knew something was off about them.
A voice boomed over a loudspeaker, drawing my gaze toward a masked man speaking into a microphone from inside the toll booth that marked the exit. The opened gates split the distance between me and the booth.
"Listen up!" The toll man declared, "I'm the facilitator of this round. This game is called Ghoul Tithe, Game type: Strength. The rules of the game are simple. To get out of the entry zone, you'll have to pass through this toll booth. Entry through the toll booth requires five tokens. For every Ghoul you destroy, you'll earn one token. See, simple!"
With that, the toll taker put the mic down and retreated into the booth without another word.
 
	[System Notification]
Greetings, player.
You have been granted your first game: ‘Ghoul Tithe’. Game type: Strength. Your task is to pass through the entry zone by defeating Ghouls and collecting five tokens to gain entry through the toll booth.
The Toll Man will be waiting for you at the entry zone. To earn tokens, you must destroy Ghouls. One token will be awarded for every Ghoul you defeat.
Be warned: This game will test your strength and determination. Are you ready to accept this challenge and emerge victorious?
Good luck!
 




"Ghouls?" I questioned aloud.
"Those, I presume. They’re sort of like zombies, but slightly different." The drunk man replied as he finished his stretching and pointed toward the human-like figures emerging from the gated area. "They go down the same though, blows to the head and all."
A voice from the opposite side of the crowd shouted in disbelief, "Oh my god, just what are those things?" The person moved toward the shambling silhouettes. An eerie, oppressive silence enveloped the yard as fear and wariness took hold. 

"This isn't going to end well, kid, I hope you’re paying attention," the drunk cautioned.

"Excuse me... do you need help?" another person asked as they ran over to offer assistance.
The human-like figure suddenly roared, leaping at the Good Samaritan and pinning them to the ground. The man screamed for help. As the creature leaped out of the cover of the mist, I got a better look at it: a monster. Its skin was pallid, nearly white, covered in grotesque and rubbery flesh. It had no discernible face, save for its mouth with rows of jagged teeth that seemed mashed together. The bite followed. The ghoul lifted its head up, opened its jaw wider than should have been possible, and rapidly descended.
The screaming stopped, but the sound of crunching bones and panic-stricken screams continued. A name on the leaderboard disappeared.
A man from within the crowd bolted toward the toll booth, skirting around the wave of monsters. "I'm getting the hell out of here!" he shouted, attempting to leap over the barrier gate.
He didn't get far. There was a blur of movement from within the booth, and the Toll Man looked down at the passenger just in time for the front half of his body to land on the other side with a wet thud and a shocked expression. His dying brain struggled to comprehend his imminent death. His legs remained behind on the other side of the barrier. The Toll Man retracted what appeared to be a sword and retreated into the booth.
Another name vanished from the leaderboard.
"That's my cue. If we get separated, here's hoping I'll see you in the bullpen," the drunk muttered as he opened one of the suitcases and pulled out a short knife. "I'm Orin. Do survive, kid. I'd like to see you on the other side."
"What? Where are you going?" I called out as the man, seemingly stumbling, moved at a surprising speed. I had no choice but to run to keep up with him.
"I'm earning my tokens. You should do the same." The man's words halted me in my tracks as he stumbled into the horde of grotesque monsters. His movements were deceptive, appearing slow with the brass knuckles in hand, but when his blows made contact, it was nearly impossible to see.
With a swift motion, one ghoul's head exploded, followed by another. Then, the man named Orin vanished into the throng of monstrous bodies, leaving me standing alone at the edge of the crowd. Suddenly, one of the monsters lunged at me. My response was pure instinct. I swung the briefcase reflexively, and the monster's face crumbled inwards under the force of the blow.
A small pop-up appeared, hovering at the bottom of my sight like a HUD notification in a video game. 
 
 
	System Notification: Token Awarded
Congratulations, player! You have successfully slain a ghoul in the "Ghoul Tithe" minigame. As a reward for your strength and skill, you have been awarded one token. Keep up the good work!
 




I glanced at the dead monster at my feet, then at the bloody briefcase in my hand, and finally out towards the rest of the crowd. I didn't feel as apprehensive anymore, but they were still monsters. I had no intention of diving headlong into the horde. Instead, I stepped back and tried unsuccessfully to open the briefcase. Scanning the crowd, I looked for opportunities to help out and maybe score an easy kill.
Several passengers screamed for help as they tried to fend off ghouls with their bare fists. The monsters encircled passengers who were isolated from other people. Some managed to land blows, while others in the crowd screamed and stood behind the fighters.
I looked between the two groups, thinking of Orin, who had disappeared into the mass of monsters to fight, and of the panicked and terrified passengers who spent all their time and energy running away from the combat.
I made a choice.
"I'll earn my tokens, too."
Gripping the briefcase tightly in my hand, I steadied myself.
A man's scream caught my attention. The ghoul repeated the same motion as before. It pinned the man to the ground and raised its head to open its mouth. None of the other monsters stepped up to help finish or eat him.
"It's like they're running on a script," I muttered.
I sprinted forward and smashed the briefcase once, then twice into the monster's head, ignoring its growl until it fell limp on top of the screaming man. He crawled out from underneath the dead ghoul without so much as a ‘Thank you’.
I moved quickly before another ghoul could attack me and glanced at the tokens on my screen. A new column appeared: In the tokens section, the number increased to 2, but the new column had a value of 1: Savior Points. I blinked at it. I didn't know what they were, but they were probably good. I looked up and surveyed the struggling crowd as the ghouls advanced, my resolve strengthening amidst the chaos.
 
 
	System Notification: Savior Points Awarded
Well done, player! Your bravery and quick actions have earned you not only a token but also one savior point. These points reflect your heroic efforts in protecting another player. Keep up the good work and continue to rack up Savior Points to unlock unique rewards and recognition once you reach ???.
 




It was a slaughter.
I charged into the fray, briefcase in hand. I could feel my adrenaline pumping as I focused on one ghoul at a time. Its sickly gray surface oozed a repulsive fluid, and its eyes were a piercing yellow that seemed to look right through me. As it lunged towards a terrified passenger, I swung the briefcase with all my might, its sharp edge connecting with the ghoul's head in a violent explosion of gore. The metallic scent of blood filled the air, mixing with the pungent stench of the creatures surrounding us.

The train passengers fought back with anything they could get their hands on—bags, suitcases, even broken pieces of the train station. One man wielded a jagged metal rod, impaling a ghoul through its chest. The creature struggled and clawed at the metal rod but was otherwise unable to keep fighting. I could hear the desperate cries of the passengers as they struggled to stay alive.

A constant stream of blood spattered the ground, painting the platform in a macabre display of red. I ducked and weaved through the horde of ghouls, my briefcase now drenched in fluid and dark splatter. My heart pounded in my chest as I landed blow after blow, but there seemed to be no end to the monstrous swarm.

Just as I was starting to feel a glimmer of hope, a guttural roar shook the very ground beneath us. The ghouls momentarily halted their assault, and the frantic yells of the many of the other passengers were silenced. From the shadows at the edge of the platform, a hulking figure emerged, pushing its way through the same fencing through which the other ghouls had emerged. Its massive form towered over the ghouls, and even from a distance, I could see the hungry look in its eyes. As the gargantuan beast stepped forward, and as the fencing closed behind it, I knew that our fight for survival had just taken a terrifying turn. 




Earning Call

The gigantic ghoul-like beast stood at least three times the height of the smaller ghouls that surrounded it. Its body was covered in a thick layer of leathery gray skin, caked with blood and filth, and its elongated arms ended in massive, long hands that ended in talon-like nails that gleamed menacingly in the dim light. Its face was twisted in a grotesque snarl, and its rows of misshapen, jagged teeth dripped with the remains of its previous victims.
 
 
	System Notification: New Event – ‘Identifying Hidden Talent’
Attention player, a new event called ‘Identifying Hidden Talent’ has been activated in the game. The monstrous ghoul-like creature you see before you is not just any regular creature, it’s a boss. For the elite and the geniuses among you, this is a time to stand out. Defeat this boss to prove your worth and unlock unique rewards that only the most talented players can attain. Do you have what it takes to rise to the challenge?
 




The screen disappeared, and I struggled to think about how I might take down the massive monster.
The violence began almost immediately. The behemoth swung its arms in wide arcs, effortlessly tearing through the passengers unfortunate enough to be in its path. Blood and gore filled the air like a gruesome mist, and the screams of the dying were drowned out by the creature's insatiable hunger. It grabbed passengers with its massive hands, tearing them apart with a sickening crunch before tossing the lifeless remains aside. The fencing shook violently as desperate survivors tried to escape the nightmarish scene, but an invisible barrier pushed them back into the slaughter.
As the massacre unfolded before me, I tried to stay calm, focusing on what I could do to survive. I knew that going head-to-head with the colossal monster would be suicide, and I didn't think the event was meant for me, so I turned my attention to the smaller ghouls that still posed a significant threat. I continued to wield my blood-soaked briefcase, striking them down one by one when the opportunity presented itself.
 
 
	System Notification: Tokens Awarded
Great job, player! Your impressive performance in the "Ghoul Tithe" minigame has earned you additional tokens. Your skill in taking down the smaller ghouls has not gone unnoticed, and you have been awarded two extra tokens. Keep up the good work and continue to eliminate the ghouls to accumulate even more tokens and improve your chances of survival in this deadly game.
 




The sound of crunching bones and tearing flesh filled my ears as the monstrous beast continued to feast on the passengers. It was a scene straight out of a nightmare, with the behemoth undead acting as a grotesque devourer of humanity. I refused to let myself be killed here. I moved with purpose, using my surroundings to my advantage to stay ahead of the monster, but as the bodies of players and ghouls piled up around me, and pools of blood welled up, I felt a moment of doubt, wondering just how exactly any one of us was going to survive. The behemoth seemed unstoppable, and with each life it took, the odds of our survival dwindled.
 
	System Notification: Survival Bonus
Congratulations, player! Your resourcefulness and determination have earned you a Survival Bonus in the ‘Identifying Hidden Talent’ event. Your health and constitution stats have been increased, and you have also been awarded an additional token. Your new health and stamina stats are:
 
	Health increased from 12 to 14




	Constitution increased from 6 to 7





Keep up the good work and continue to demonstrate your survival skills to receive even greater rewards in this deadly game.
 




In a horrifying moment, the beast finished tearing apart its latest victim, tossing the remains aside to land against the fencing. Its attention shifted, and it slowly turned its grotesque head in my direction. As its bloodshot, malevolent eyes locked onto mine, I felt the cold grip of fate take hold. It seemed that I had drawn the attention of the massive undead monster, and I knew that my fight for survival had just gotten more complicated. 

I braced myself, knowing that my survival hinged on staying calm and focused. If I was going to survive, it may be only a matter of seconds to create or open a window of escape.

That window of opportunity came.
In that instant the undead began to lumber towards me, another survivor stumbled into view, drawing its attention while fleeing from one of the smaller ghouls. The terrified passenger ran directly in front of the behemoth. The monstrous creature didn't hesitate; it reached out with one of its gigantic hands and snatched the man from the ground. The man's screams echoed through the air as the behemoth effortlessly crushed him in its grip, raising him to its gaping, hungry maw.
I turned away, not wanting to watch as the man was devoured, his body disappearing into the darkness of the beast's throat. The ghoul's gruesome feast was accompanied by the sickening crunch of bones and a wet, tearing sound that made my stomach churn. The scene was brutal.
A sharp, piercing whistle suddenly cut through the noise of the survival game on the train platform battlefield. The masked facilitator stood near the gate, his presence commanding the attention of all, including the behemoth. The massive creature froze in place, its bloodshot eyes shifting from me to the figure at the gate. It was as if the whistle had some sort of control over the monster.
"The special event, 'Identity Early Talent', has ended." The masked facilitator announced, his voice cold and impassive. "More of you died than I thought and not a one of you managed to take out the big guy. Anyways, continue."
 
	System Notification: ‘Identifying Early Talent’ Event Ended
Attention players, the ‘Identifying Early Talent’ event has officially ended. Unfortunately, no player was able to claim the reward for slaying the boss, and as a result, the prize "Unique Ability" has been recycled and will be made available at a later point. We regret to inform you that 25 players lost their lives during the event without achieving success.
 




To my astonishment, the behemoth lumbered toward the fence, no longer focused on the carnage around it. With surprising agility, it leaped over the barrier and disappeared into the darkness beyond. It seemed that, for the moment, the monstrous beast had left the battlefield, leaving us to continue with the ghoul game and collect the token drops.
Relief washed over me, but it was short-lived. The remaining ghouls still posed a threat. I turned my attention back to the task at hand, knowing that the fight for survival was far from over.

More names vanished from the screen, even with the behemoth gone. More passengers died. I had to do something to rally everyone and increase our chances of survival. Gathering my thoughts, I straightened my tie, backed up to make room, cleared my throat, and shouted at the top of my lungs. 

"Everyone! Listen up!" I raised my voice even more and continued. "You heard what the facilitator said. Everyone here needs to kill five of those things to move on. You have to! That massive thing might be back any minute. These smaller ones, though, they're weaker than they seem; you just have to be willing to fight. Everything here is operating on a set of rules. Even the Ghouls. Even the big one. You saw how a whistle called him away. If we all help each other, we can make it through and get out of here."

Despite my efforts, the crowd mostly ignored me, still consumed by panic. I watched as a man turned to look at me, only to be tackled from the side by a Ghoul and pinned to the ground by the monster.
"Look! They have a pattern; you just have to see it. There's a wind-up before they can attack." I emphasized my point by rushing over to the man and slamming my briefcase down on the Ghoul's head as it raised its head before biting down. "Look! They can't just instantly kill us; see this hesitation? Unlike the big one, they have a moment of hesitation before they act!" The Ghoul crumpled to the ground, lifeless, and the man stood up and began angrily kicking its body.
 
	System Notification: Token and Savior Point Awarded
Congratulations, player! Your observation and quick action have earned you additional tokens and Savior Points in the ‘Ghoul Tithe’ minigame. You have been awarded one token and one Savior Point for your skill in identifying the ghouls' attack pattern and using it to your advantage.
 




"He's right!" The man shouted after he stopped kicking. He was shaking, and I put a hand on his shoulder to steady him.
"We need to fight!" The man's words encouraged a few more people to step forward instead of running away. The sudden movement pulled straggling Ghouls from the mass of monsters and made some of the fights a little easier.
I weaved between multiple skirmishes and soon found myself facing a man who was wildly swinging a pipe he'd pulled from his briefcase. A group of Ghouls, five in total, swarmed around him. Only the swings of the pipe kept them at bay, but none of the blows landed.

I rushed over and brought my briefcase down on one of the monsters before quickly turning to the next with a brutal downward swing. They crumpled into heaps on the ground, and I kept going. Soon, I was rewarded with five tokens, though no Savior Points followed. I figured it was because the man hadn't been pinned down, one attack away from death.

 
	System Notification: Token Overflow Activated
Attention player, your impressive performance in the ‘Ghoul Tithe’ minigame has resulted in the accumulation of five tokens, reaching the maximum capacity of your token counter. Congratulations on this achievement! Token Overflow has been activated, no further messages for tokens will be sent during this minigame.
 




I heard a scream and responded immediately, turning and bashing my briefcase into the face of a Ghoul that had just pinned a woman to the ground. As soon as the briefcase slammed into the Ghoul's face, it burst open, and something clattered to the ground.
"Are you alright?" I asked the woman. She nodded, holding her hands out and panting—she was clearly shocked. Few people wouldn't be, given the circumstances.
After helping her up, I stepped towards what was left of the briefcase. Right next to the broken pieces was a rounded metal rod with a button towards the bottom of the shaft. I grabbed it. It was smooth to the touch and heavy. It felt like holding a crowbar or a hammer.
The rod looked like one of those extendable metal poles used for magic tricks. I squinted at it, pressing a button. The end popped out, telescopic metal lining up and clicking into place, and at the very end was a double-sided blade. It was sharp. I looked it over.
It was a sword of some kind, almost like a tactical machete with a telescoping handle. It was precisely what I needed. It was heavy in my hands. 
 
 
	System Notification: New Item - "Retractable Blade"
Congratulations, player! You have discovered a new item in the game called the "Retractable Blade." This unique weapon features a telescopic metal pole that extends with the push of a button, revealing a sharp, double-sided blade at the end. The blade is sure to come in handy during battles and may even unlock new attack strategies for your character.
Use it wisely and experiment with different techniques to maximize its effectiveness in combat. Good luck!
 




I turned back into the crowd of Ghouls and their jagged yellow teeth that stank of rotting meat.
Other people in the crowd followed my example and started helping each other. Some led others forward, while others even held down Ghouls so people could farm tokens. I watched and nodded approvingly before spinning the sword in my hand.
I stabbed into the crowd of monsters, the bladed tip stabbing and slicing with every attack. The weapon cut through the Ghouls easily enough once I got the hang of it.

"Let's make sure everyone makes it out of here! That goes for everyone!" I yelled at the crowd and then paused when I found the man still alive. He gave me a thumbs up as he worked to finish off a Ghoul that someone else had pinned down. I nodded and made my way through the crowd to see where else I could help.

Monsters surrounded a panicking man on my right, and I acted as if on instinct. Whoever it was jumped backwards as my blade stabbed through the Ghoul's chest and collapsed to the ground. The man shook as he tried to beat back another monster, using a briefcase just like I had. An idea dawned on me.
"Everyone! Open the briefcases if you have them!" I shouted mid-attack against another Ghoul. "They contain weapons!"
I wasn't actually sure that was true, but I flashed the tactical sword anyways. Since mine contained a weapon, it was safe to assume some to all of them did—all prepped in advance for the game we had been sucked into.
Several people stepped back from the fighting, opening the briefcases, but most of the briefcases had been left behind when the fighting started. People rushed towards the fallen briefcases and opened them up. All kinds of weapons fell out, from knives and other swords to batons, and even a bow and an oversized frying pan. Notably, not a single gun fell out.
The panic died down a little, and though everyone was still stressed, suddenly having weapons had managed to calm them somewhat. I moved in and out of the crowd, helping direct people as they found their footing, and I helped take out most of the remaining Ghouls.
When the herd of monsters had thinned significantly, I took a step back to reassess and felt a moment of unease as I realized just how few of the monsters were left. There weren’t enough tokens to be earned anymore.
 




Challenge Coin

The air was thick with the stench of blood and iron. I had never seen anything like the grisly scene laid out before me, and as far as I knew, there was no way to escape it without going through the toll both. All I needed, all any of us needed were 5 tokens. But the dwindling number of ghouls seemed insufficient. There weren’t enough remaining for all the surviving players to get 5 tokens to move on and clear the toll booth. 

On any other day, I would have wanted to rescue as many as possible, refused to move on unless all of us moved on. But the grotesque and imposing Behemoth had already proven that a grim fate awaited many of us in this hellish nightmare, and I had no idea when it would be back. Yet on an instinctive level, I knew it would be; all it took was a whistle.

The question of tokens lingered. I knew it, the others knew it. People were going to get left behind. A cold shiver ran down my spine as I considered that the monstrous beast may have spared us some of the burden in deciding who was to be abandoned by its rampage.
Shaking off the chilling thought, I focused on the ongoing skirmishes around me. As the Ghouls grew scarce, panic and desperation gripped the survivors, and some turned against their fellow players. A brutal melee erupted between two combatants—one slammed into the other and they wrestled on the ground, trading blows with fists, elbows, and knees. I watched, appalled, as they clashed in a murderous frenzy, oblivious to the Ghouls around them. It was a wake-up call that survival instincts could drive people to their darker depths.
 
	System Notification - Critical Warning
Reminder, tokens are required to clear toll booth. Not enough Ghouls remaining for all players to obtain 5 tokens. Consider alternative methods to gain tokens, such as taking tokens from fallen players.
 




The tension escalated, as infighting spread like wildfire among the survivors. Some focused on fighting the ghouls that were attacking, while others, consumed by fear and panic, lashed out at their comrades instead or simply fell apart from fear. The battlefield devolved into a spectacle of madness that left me unsure of how to proceed. 

I did the only thing I could think of to help. 
I made an offer.
"Does anyone else still need five tokens?" I bellowed, scanning the frenzied crowd for anyone in need of assistance that seemed willing enough to accept it. A distraught man caught my eye; tears streamed down his face as he wandered aimlessly.
"Don't worry," I reassured him, hurrying to his side. "I'll try to make sure you get some tokens." My gaze darted between him, the toll booth, and the leaderboard continually updated by dropping names it was tracking. 

Nearby, a grim mound of bodies piled up at the gate, the result of desperate attempts to bypass the barrier without the necessary tokens. The ghouls weren’t the only enemy; the facilitator was just as much of a monster to worry about.

"Stay here a second and watch yourself," I instructed the man.
I moved, my eyes locked on a straggling monster that appeared to be an easy target. Though the sword was unfamiliar in my hand, I had a rough plan in mind. The Ghoul's grotesque visage twisted towards me, and it lumbered forward, driven by an insatiable hunger. I swung my blade with calculated precision, not to kill, but to maim. The steel was sharp and severed the creature's outstretched arm in one fluid motion.
I swung again.
Its other arm tumbled to the ground, and I grabbed the Ghoul by the back of its head and shoved it towards the man I'd pledged to help. 

"You know what you need to do." 

The tearful expression he had worn earlier was gone, replaced by a steely resolve as he approached the crippled Ghoul. With a final shove, I forced the ghoul to the ground and planted a foot on its back, granting the man his chance at survival.

The man was timid but responded to my command. He raised a foot and stepped down. It wasn't hard enough. The Ghouls weren't tough, but he'd have to put more force into each blow. It took him a few good tries, but eventually, his expression turned to one of anger and frustration.
Then he became a lot more active and brought a lot more force into each kick until finally, a token was credited to him. He seemed to have gained his resolve, and I let him be.
 
	System Notification: Savior Point Awarded
Congratulations, you have been awarded a savior point for assisting a fellow player in obtaining a token. Your selfless act of helping others in this dangerous game is commendable and will not go unnoticed. Keep up the good work and stay vigilant.
 




I moved around the crowd and tried to help the rest of them secure their tokens, picking off the straggling Ghouls where I could. I ignored everything but this. I moved towards a group of Ghouls and struck out with the blade when suddenly I realized someone was shouting at me. I glanced over—it was Orin.
"Did you not hear me?" Orin yelled. "We're good. Everyone left has their five tokens."
I looked down at my token counter, then back at him in disbelief. "How can that be? There weren't enough Ghouls left for everyone."
Orin explained, "When someone has already reached their five tokens and keeps killing Ghouls, the excess tokens they earn are transferred to others who still need tokens. It's like an overflow system, and you, my young friend, have been pumping the system with tokens. You’ll see what I mean."
I considered the implications of what he was telling me. It meant that we could keep fighting the Ghouls and indirectly help others reach their quota. Those who overheard him understood, too, and some of the infighting stopped as passengers separated and focused more on staying alive than on fighting each other.
I didn't think I'd become a master swordsman or anything like that, nor that I'd win in a swordfight; but in the short time since the battle had started, I'd grown pretty comfortable with cutting ghouls apart. A few more didn't bother me. I felt like my growth had been explosive.
Several people left through the toll booth, now that people’s token counters were getting credited. Several others stayed, and just like I did, they tore apart what remained of the mob of monsters. Meanwhile, I moved, getting more comfortable with the sword, stabbing and cutting at the edge of the herd, and it thinned further and further until there was just one left. The Ghoul turned towards me, its mouth extending unnaturally, and I swung just once, and the top portion of its head scattered on the ground nearby.
It was then that I realized I was panting, and sweat dripped down my face. I laughed. Even as every inch of my body felt hot, I felt alive—the same way I felt after going hard in the gym. I stopped to catch my breath and looked around the area again. I caught looks from the others, and there was a mix of expressions across their faces.
Fear. Awe. Respect. It was complicated.
I caught Orin's eye, and he nodded. "You did good, kid," he said, clapping me on the back. "I’m glad I didn’t make a mistake coming back here to check on you."
Together, we started walking towards the toll booth. I couldn't help but ask, "So, Orin, how do you know so much about all this?"
He gave me a sidelong glance and his eyes trailed over to the tollbooth where the facilitator waited, "Not the right time, kid. We'll talk when we're out of this mess."
I nodded, understanding that now wasn't the moment for explanations. We had a long road ahead of us, and I was determined to get answers eventually. But for now, survival was our priority.
As I looked back at the facilitator, something was off, there was something inhuman about him, it. It was as if the facilitator was wearing a nearly perfect human disguise that didn’t fit quite right. Its movements were too deliberate.
Nearby, Orin coughed loudly, and I looked away, taking the hint. "Time for us to get going, you’ve done enough."
Orin didn't offer any more information. When I tried to ask questions, he just grinned awkwardly and shrugged them off. "Why'd you come back, anyway?" I asked, curious about his motives.
"Savior Points," Orin replied, as if I should've known. "You'll learn."
I glanced around at the other surviving players. Many of them were clearly affected by the events that had unfolded, whispering frantically amongst themselves or staring blankly into the distance. But I couldn't afford to let my emotions get the best of me; I needed to remain level-headed and focused on the challenges ahead.
Orin didn’t say anything else to me as we went to leave the area. The toll booth loomed ahead, and I steeled myself for whatever was to come. Whatever the reason behind this twisted game, I was determined to survive and find answers. And if what Orin said was true, these ‘Savior Points’ would be an essential part of that journey. I had to adapt to this strange new world, and I was prepared to do whatever it took to come out on top.

As I got closer, I noticed that the facilitator's face was covered by a plain, white mask without even dark slits for eyes. Even though the face was covered, I knew better than to think the facilitator wasn't tracking my movement.

The creature moved closer to me and appeared to appraise me with a scan.
A loud sound rang out, the kind that played when you won a game at the carnival and got the top prize. I half expected a blade to cut me in half like it had happened to others. The scoreboard in the distance shuddered, and names flashed, moving up and down as it rearranged itself. My name moved up to position #1, and my Savior Points and tokens were listed next to it. In the shuffle, blank spaces appeared where names used to be.
The masked facilitator nodded and slid a coin under the window towards me. It was a bronze coin. On it was an embossed face with no eyes or nose, just an open mouth filled with rows of teeth. I looked up at the facilitator again before pocketing the coin. The gate lowered, and I was able to walk through. As soon as I did, the token counter on my screen flashed and decreased by 5, and then the interface faded before disappearing entirely.
 
 
	System Notification - Challenge Coin Gained! Ghoul Tithe

For having successfully completed the minigame ‘Ghoul Tithe’ you have been granted a challenge coin. 
 




Once through, I turned and watched as one by one, the crowd followed me through the gate.
The sight of all the bodies left behind was unsettling, but I forced myself to stay focused. There was no time for dwelling on the carnage; survival was my top priority, now.
Suddenly, there was a flurry of movement and noise from behind me back towards the platform, I looked behind and Orin grabbed my arm and pushed me forward, practically dragging me. 

Masked facilitators emerged from a panel on the ground that lifted up. Portions of the fencing were moved, and the remaining passengers that hadn’t gone through the gate were taken away while the remaining facilitators started to clean up the mess left behind. With mops, they pushed the blood into drains, while large garbage troughs were loaded with the bodies. It was as if they were erasing any trace of the chaos that had just occurred. The efficiency of their clean-up operation was both impressive and unnerving.

"Just forget you saw anything, kid." Orin muttered under his breath as he turned a corner, leaving the starting point behind.
 
	System Notification: Congratulations, Asher Kujō! You have reached Level 2!
Your new stats are:
Health Points: 14/14
Dexterity: 9
Strength: 13
Constitution: 7
Will: 15
Intelligence: 10
Perception: 12
You have also acquired the following items:
 
	Retractable Blade




	Ghoul Challenge Coin





Tokens: Waiting for next game
Savior Points: 6
Betrayal Points: 0
Remember, your new stats and items will affect your gameplay and will determine your character's abilities and strengths. Allocate your skill points wisely to improve your stats and increase your chances of survival. Good luck!



	

	







Through the Looking Glass

The other players and I moved away from the toll booth and kept going. We strolled down a misty pathway with fences lining both sides, nearly concealed by tarping. The small gaps in the fence allowed only short glimpses of thick, white fog.
Ahead of us along the path, the fog grew denser, and it became increasingly challenging to see. We listened to the voices of those who had crossed the toll prior to us, and those voices urged us forward. Eventually, the fences faded away in the distance, leaving only the sound of our footsteps and the thick fog.
Time ceased to exist, and a deadly silence replaced the voices I’d been following. I glanced around and realized I was alone.
Finally, the mist cleared away, and I found myself walking through a small archway that led into a dimly lit tunnel with oddly colored halogen lights. As I passed through it, the tunnel opened up into a vast compound. To my surprise, I realized I had emerged from an oddly familiar-looking subway station.
Station 18. The subway station that I had been on had moved, and the entire open space where I had fought the ghouls and even the long-fenced walkway had disappeared. Instead, all I could see was the subway station.
A voice called out from behind me, "What the hell is going on here?" I turned around to find one of the others, looking just as bewildered as I felt. "I'm not sure," I replied. "But I have a feeling we're not in Kansas anymore."

 
	System Notification: Tutorial Cleared
Congratulations, player! You have completed the tutorial and are now ready to explore the world of the Nexus. From here, you can choose different options as your next challenge, team up with other players, and engage in battles against the relentless ghouls.
Remember, your survival depends on your skills, your tactics, and the equipment you acquire. Keep your eyes open for items and tokens, which will help you improve your stats and increase your chances of winning.
Good luck on your journey!
 




Brick pillars held up the archway, with a wooden beam running across the top, and a small flashing sign reading ‘Ghoul Tithe – Arrivals’. I turned and looked behind me, seeing only mist through the archway, through which people were stumbling. Orin came up next to me, flashed a small smile, and then strode off with purpose. I scanned the area for the man with blue hair, but he was nowhere in sight, although I suspected he’d show up soon enough. I took a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and took in my surroundings.
All in all, the compound had a remarkably industrial look, appearing aged, forgotten, and like a rusted ruin of brick and old steel. Buildings rose on all sides of the compound, their windows dark, but I could see shadows moving around on the upper floors. I tightened my grip on my tactical sword and kept moving.
Back at ground level, I continued my trek. There were a few doors with flickering lights, some green and some red. Some of the green doors were currently being explored by other passengers.
In the few gaps between the buildings, I could see only long streets shrouded in mist. More of the white-masked things stood in those dark alleys, and I knew better than to venture in those directions. A gold badge glistened off the chest of one, reading simply, ‘Keepers’.

As I looked up at the ominous sky, thunder rolled overhead, and the clouds continued to darken. Suddenly, a scoreboard appeared before me, superimposed over the clouds. Despite my efforts to adjust my position, the scoreboard remained oriented towards the reader/viewer and displayed the words ‘Station 18 – Nexus’ at the top. It bore a striking resemblance to the scoreboard used in the Ghoul Tithe game, but with a few minor modifications. The same screen appeared in front of me as well. 

 
	System Notification: Ranking Update
User Asher Kujō's profile has been updated. The current status is as follows:
Ranking: 1 
Savior Points: 6
Betrayal Points: 0
Games Survived: 1
Tokens: 15 (5+10)
Note: Congratulations on surviving your first game! As a reward for your achievement, you have been granted five tokens. Use them wisely. 
Note: For having earned the top ranking during the Ghoul Tithe game you have been granted an additional 10 tokens.
 




I shook my head, trying to wrap my mind around what I was seeing. There were seventy-five names and in slots, the empty portions had been replaced by ‘????’. I ignored it for now. My eyes swept across the different doorways, most of which were illuminated by the green lights.

 
	System Notification: Welcome to the Nexus, player! Here are some of the facilities that you can visit:
· The Boar’s Head Tavern: A cozy and welcoming tavern where you can relax, socialize with other players, and enjoy a refreshing drink. Come by and chat with the locals and clear your head. Absolutely a must if you're new here!
· The Pawnshop: A place where you can trade in items that you've found in your challenges for tokens. Be sure to check back often, as new items are always coming in! Note: May not have items initially.
· The Broker's Upgrade Shop: Looking to upgrade your gear or get your hands on some rare equipment? The Broker's got you covered. Come check out his shop and see what he has in store.
· Pod Barracks: Need a place to rest and recharge? The Pod Barracks are equipped with everything you need to recover from your battles and prepare for the next challenge. From self-cleaning the body and the pod, to a restful nights’ slumber. Come take a break and recharge your batteries.
 




I turned around, and suddenly, there was a rumbling followed by a hissing noise from behind me. The archway began to dissolve, and with a noise that sounded impossible to explain, the whole thing dispersed into the darkness, leaving only a plain concrete wall on that side of the compound. For better or worse, there was no leaving.
"What the?" I looked around to see if anyone noticed. There was no sign of a Facilitator like the one from the toll booth, and I didn't want to approach a Keeper. After a moment, I shrugged and turned my attention back towards the rest of the compound.
It felt surreal, but nothing about the day made any sense, not the place I'd ended up, not the fight against the ghouls, none of it. But I figured if I was going to survive, I needed to focus on the present. I put thoughts away about how crazy things were or how brutal and terrible the day had been and put my energy towards staying alive. To do that, I needed to know what I was working with, and I needed to familiarize myself with this place.
The barracks sounded ominous, and I wasn't tired, so I gave that building a pass. I also gave the item shop a pass as well. When I noticed another man struggling with a locked door on the Broker’s Upgrade Shop, I decided to try for the Boar’s Head Tavern.
As I pushed through the door, I found that basically everyone else in the compound had managed to find their way to the tavern as well. It was a large room with a low ceiling and loads of tables. A fireplace roared brightly, giving the only semblance of warmth I had seen since arriving.
I saw Orin sitting by himself off in the corner, nursing a large mug of ale. He caught my eye and pointed toward the bar, then at the seat across the table from himself. I nodded, turned, and strode up toward the bar.
It was quite a struggle for me to actually reach the bar, as just above everyone else seemed to be trying to guzzle up as much alcohol as they could. When enough people slipped aside that I could reach the counter, my eyes opened wide in shock. The bartender gave a laughing snort and crossed his enormous arms.
"You didn't think the sign would be so literal, did you? Don't just stand there. Come in, enjoy a drink. Sit down. Opening day is hard on all the newcomers."
I could only blink my eyes a few times, then sighed. The bartender was an enormous, humanoid hog. Twin tusks protruded from his lower jaw, and a bit of drool dribbled down from his jowls. I considered for just a moment that I’d slain ghouls and seen people eaten by monsters, a humanoid pig.... was nothing compared to that.
"Can’t say I did," I replied as I tried to find some kind of menu. "What can I get here?"
"Just about anything you could want from any part of the world!" Hog snorted. "We've got ale, we've got beer, we've got wine and mead and just about anything else you could think of! As long as you can pay for it, of course. What’ll it be?" The pigman held up his hands and laughed. "It’s on the house."
"Whatever beer you’ve got on tap," I answered instantly.
"Of course," Hog snorted and turned around. He took down a mug and waved it through the air, and it mysteriously filled up without anything actually being poured into it. With that, he turned and set it on the counter in front of me. "That'll be 1 token."
 
 
	System Notification:
The transaction has been completed. You have successfully purchased a mug of ale from The Boar’s Head Tavern.
Tokens Remaining: 14
 




"Color me impressed, soft lander. Now that’s the way to make an impression, coming in right off the bat!" Hog laughed deeply and passed the mug over the counter. "Not many people can handle the tutorial, but you came out full of tokens," he said. "You might just be a special case. You could even become a proper Player one day."
"A Player?" I asked, intrigued.
Hog chuckled. "I'm getting ahead of myself, aren't I? You'll learn everything you need to know in due time, once the Broker unlocks it for you. But for now, just relax."
I shook my head but took the mug of mead and turned away from the bar. Orin, the drunkard, was leaning back in his chair, a soft smile on his face. The mug of ale he had been nursing was nearly empty, with a bit of froth clinging to the sides. He let out a loud belch as I sat down opposite him, then shook his head.
"I've got to hand it to you," he said, his words slurring slightly. "You're not half-bad. I wasn't sure if you'd make it out alive, let alone with six Savior Points. That's definitely going to help you along the way. As for the First Ranking, well, it has its benefits, but..." He trailed off.
"What is this?" I said, my curiosity piqued. "How do you know so much about it?"
I leaned forward. "Tell me, then," I pressed. "What benefits come with the First Ranking?"
Orin chuckled and took a swig of his ale. "A giant target on your back."




Breathing Room

I wasn't content with that. "Alright, so if I've got a target on my back, what do I need to know?" I asked Orin.
"I can’t say much. Just bits and pieces, here and there." Orin replied as he finished off his drink with a deep gulp. "Enough to be dangerous, mostly for myself. I shared what I could with you on the train. I told you it was a bad day not to walk, sure, vague, but I tried to discourage you from staying. You blew me off, remember, kid?"
"Sorry. I was distracted. Still, you’ve still got to tell me something," I prodded. "When you got on that train, how you were acting… You knew we were coming here."
"Guilty," Orin nodded and looked sadly at the empty mug in front of him. He grinned at me and shrugged slyly, "But what can you do?"
"You wanted to come here," I pressed, "You knew about this place in advance."
"Right there you are," Orin agreed with a shrug, wobbling as his balance shifted. "A bit of a ringer if you will."
"You also know something about the guy with blue hair," I replied while trying to make sense of anything, "Or he knew you."
Orin shook his head. "Not hardly. I only met him on the platform. I know he came here intentionally, like I did, but that’s really it. You can’t trust him to help you out, or to even be on the same side. Most people can’t be. We can’t all be winners here."
"And I should trust you, right? That’s how this goes?" I asked bluntly exploring that line of thought.
Orin simply shrugged. "Trust? Should you? That’s a hard sort of thing to measure. Trust isn’t something you just foster by saying you’re worthy of it. That’s just as bad as giving yourself a nickname. No. Trust is something you build up over time, and something that gets tested when the…" He hiccupped, searching for a phrase. "When the rubber meets the road. You’re a man to be trusted, that much is obvious to anyone who saw you fight. Me? I don’t know. I saw an opportunity, and I took it. I saw an opportunity, a chance at an ally for later, and now I’m talking to you. Can I be trusted? I can be trusted to look out for myself, and you take that how you want."
It might have been the drink, or the day so far, maybe the battle with the ghouls, but I sort of understood where he was coming from. "That’s uh… quite the philosophy. But I get it.” 

"Let me make it easier for you. Most of this," Orin pointed around in a circular motion, "You’ve probably already figured out. This place is deadly. But it has its rules. Win games, earn tokens, and eventually, you’ll get your shot at leaving. But if you get discouraged, give up, lose heart, or cut corners—you’ll end up just as dead as all those people we saw eaten by ghouls, or swept in the rampage of the behemoth. "

Orin started to stand up, but I put a hand on his shoulder, keeping him from moving. I was forceful; I needed more answers. "Except… that’s not it, is it? I’ve already caught you in a lie. If the only goal of this place was to escape it, you wouldn’t have come here willingly. You’re not suicidal. You didn’t come to die; you came here to get something. What is it? What brought you?"
Orin laughed, an ominous aura surrounding him, and he brushed my hand away and stood up, exerting more strength in the process than I thought the man capable of. "This is a contest, we’re all contestants, and there’s plenty more of us then you’d think. Don’t be naïve. I like you, kid. But you shouldn’t dig too much into other people’s business. It’s bad for your health. You help me, I help you, let’s just keep it simple. I’ll catch you around."

 
	System Notification: Tentative Alliance Formed

You have formed a tentative alliance with Orin. Trust is not yet fully established, but both parties have effectively agreed to work together for mutual benefit. Be cautious, as this alliance may still be fragile and subject to change.

 




The aura disappeared and Orin staggered away. I was left sitting at the table. I took a sip of my drink, and a few people recognized me from the Ghoul Tithe and looked over at me. A few sat down and tried to make small talk, asking if I wanted to team up with them. I was ambivalent, not wanting to commit to anything until I knew exactly what it was that I was committing to.
In the back of my mind, Orin’s words echoed. We can’t all be winners.
As for me, with Orin’s words ringing in my mind, I eventually turned down all the offers and solicitations from the newcomers. Orin was complicated and the man had his secrets, but his motivation seemed obvious enough. He wanted to look out for himself, and if I could figure out the rules to how the Nexus worked, that made Orin a dependable guy to look after. Especially in a situation where almost everyone was desperate to survive. Except… Orin, who was here for something else altogether.
Time passed by, and eventually, I got tired of avoiding small talk while accepting drinks that people bought for me. I rose from the table, feeling more sober than I had any right to be. I made my way out of the tavern and back into the compound.
The people trying to team up with me got the message and let me be. Most of them didn’t seem to want to leave the tavern, at least not yet, which I frankly couldn’t blame them for. A good time and a good drink went a long way toward forgetting the day, and I hadn’t minded them using their tokens on me.
I just hoped they hadn’t used them all up. I didn’t yet know what they could be used for, but it was obvious that they were some sort of currency, and I had a sinking suspicion that once I found out, I’d need as many as I could gather.

 
	System Notification – Skill Gained – Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization

Congratulations, you have unlocked the Mental Fortitude Skill - Compartmentalization. This skill allows you to separate and compartmentalize different aspects of your life and emotions, helping you to better focus on the task at hand and handle stressful situations with clarity and composure. Use it wisely to stay calm and collected in the face of danger. 

Good luck in your journey through the Nexus!

 




I dismissed the notification and kept going.
As I walked, my steps echoed on the concrete. Red and green lights shone from above the doors on the sides of the road. The compound was quiet. The few people who did mill about in the open hardly dared to talk under the faceless gazes of the masked guards who lurked and watched from down dark alleys, and I couldn’t blame them. None of us had forgotten the masked Facilitator at the gate, and how easily he’d killed passengers who’d try to escape without sufficient tokens. It went without saying that these guards were likely capable of similar feats.
The atmosphere was thick with tension and unease. But none of the masked guards bothered me.

I kept walking down the dimly lit roadway until I reached a larger doorway that caught my attention. It was marked with a sign that read, ‘The Pawnshop’. My curiosity got the better of me, and I wanted to figure out the token situation. However, to my disappointment, the door was locked. The red light above the door was a dead giveaway. With nothing else to do and a pressing need for sleep, I followed the path further down the road and headed towards the pod barracks.

After some time and a left turn that put me on the other side of the compound, I approached the barracks building. The metallic doors to the pod barracks opened easily, and I slipped inside. A single, long column of halogen lights illuminated the long hallway, and doors branched off on either side. As I peeked into one of the doors, I saw a collection of grey and white pods stacked twice, with five on either side.
"Two hundred beds," I murmured to myself. "I should expect more people to arrive." I continued to poke my head into the doors on both sides of the hallway, taking note of the pods and their surroundings. The atmosphere was quiet, with only the hum of the machines to break the silence. "More competition today, and more competition in the future."
As I turned to the first door on my right, I noticed a sudden change in the lighting. It turned orange, and a screen appeared in front of me. I hesitated for a moment before cautiously approaching the screen.
 
	System Notification: Access Denied
 
Attention, contestant. The female pod dormitories are off-limits to male contestants. Attempts to enter will not be tolerated and may result in penalties in the future. Please be advised that any future attempts will result in the guards being notified and permanent disciplinary actions taken. 

Thank you for your understanding and cooperation.

 




Contestants. Orin’s words came to mind.

"Not all of these people came in with us, these must be more of the contestants Orin mentioned," I muttered to myself as I strode down the hall, glancing into each room I passed. I was searching for a group that I could fit in with, and as luck would have it, I found both Orin and the blue-haired man in the last room of the pod barracks.

Unsurprisingly, Orin was fast asleep, snoring under an industrial-looking blanket. The blue-haired man, on the other hand, was wide awake and sitting on his bed, examining two weapons he had pulled out of the pod.
One was a large flashlight with a broken switch, and the other was a sturdy switchblade. As he looked up and met my gaze, I could feel the hardness in his eyes and his hand curled instinctively around the switchblade.
"Do we have a problem?" I asked, approaching him slowly and choosing a bed in the middle of the room. "Or can we be reasonable?"
The man didn't answer for a moment, but then flashed a small smile. "We can do reasonable. No need for an issue, for now," he said.
He swung his legs up into the pod and laid back down on the bed, leaving me to settle into my own. I noticed the number 194 embossed on the interior of the pod.
"You knew about this place, too," I said, addressing the blue-haired man. "Orin mentioned it."
"Ah, Orin, so that’s his name," the man said with a chuckle. "An old bastard if there ever was one, though I have to admit that I'm impressed he's still alive. You should get some rest, Asher. We've got a big day tomorrow."

With that, I settled into my pod and let my mind wander, trying to ignore the sound of Orin's snoring and the hum of the pod's machinery.

"I don't recall telling you my name," I replied, reaching for my tactical sword and ensuring it was within arm's reach.

"The scoreboard," the man with blue hair responded. "You made yourself number one. That makes you a target. A Savior to some, a target to others. Everyone will know who you are. As long as your name is at the top of the list, so too is the target on your back.”
“And what do you want?” I inquired.
“To be left alone and sleep till morning,” the man sighed, idly flicking his switchblade. “The Nexus has rules. You'll find out for yourself. While you're in the Nexus, no one can hurt you, not a scratch, but you can be hurt other ways. Like, they can steal from you. If you're planning on heading off to sleep, put anything you care about into your inventory. That sword of yours is worth stealing, and I guarantee that somebody will steal it if you're not careful. Hell, if you are not cautious, I will steal it."
"How do I--" I started to say but was interrupted.
"It's a command: Say 'Open Interface,' or just swipe your hand left through the air in front of you and sort of will it into existence. I don't know how it works, so don't ask."
I picked up my tactical sword and issued the command. "Open Interface."
 
	System Notification: 
Character Sheet:
Name: Asher Kujō
Level - 2
Health Points: 14/14
Dexterity: 9
Strength: 13
Constitution: 7
Will: 15
Intelligence: 10
Perception: 12
Skills: Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization
Equipment:
Retractable Blade
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin
Tokens: 14
Savior Points: 6
Betrayal Points: 0




After I finished looking, I followed with a command. "Dismiss." The screen faded.
"Hmm..." I glanced over at the blue-haired man, but he was not paying attention. "Open inventory."
 
 
	System Notification: Would you like to place something in your inventory or take something out?
 




"Put something in. Tactical Sword."
 
	System Notification
[Inventory Entry: Tactical Sword]
[Inventory Slots remaining: 19]
 




I dismissed the display and muttered, "Thanks. What's your name, anyway?"
I received no response, only the sound of snoring. With a sigh, I closed the pod door and stretched out on the bed. Sleep seemed far away, but I knew I needed to rest.
Whatever this place was, the Nexus, Station 18, I needed to be prepared for whatever came next.
 




The Lowest of Administrators

Even after the day I had, and even aided by the drinks from the Boar’s Head Tavern, I had trouble falling asleep that night, but eventually I drifted off. The sound of people shuffling into the barracks kept waking me up, but there were so many pods scattered throughout the room that I was able to tune it out and go back to sleep each time. Even when one person stumbled into the back room and passed out on the floor instead of climbing into a pod.
I woke up to a jarring sound, like an old-fashioned alarm clock ringing in my ear. Startled, I sat up in the pod and saw another pop-up message appear in front of my face.
 
 
	System Notification: Summoned to Compound Center
Attention all contestants, this is your first official day within the Nexus. You have survived day 0. You have been summoned to the main compound yard for a mandatory meeting. Your appearance is required within the next fifteen minutes. Please make your way to the compound center. Failure to attend will result in consequences, including but not limited to point deductions and potential removal from the Nexus.
Any attempts to evade attendance will not be tolerated, and Keepers will be notified to ensure compliance.
Thank you for your attention and cooperation.

Lingering Timer 14:37 Remaining

 




The blue screen disappeared, but I still felt the clock ticking down as I opened up the pod and hopped out, scanning the area for any signs of Orin or the blue-haired man. It appeared they had already left, along with the man who had been passed out. I quickly left the barracks, pushing my way past fellow contestants who mingled against the walls of the barracks hallway and didn’t say anything as I moved past. They didn’t match my sense of urgency. I made my way back towards the center of the compound where I found myself amidst the slowly gathering group of survivors who had disembarked at Station 18.
A few of them were munching on what looked like hard, gray, rectangular rations that vaguely resembled a protein bar. Others seemed to have just woken up and were rubbing the sleep from their eyes. The cloudy sky overhead appeared to be lighter grey, but the sun was still struggling to penetrate the thick fog that enveloped the area. I doubted true daylight would come. The area seemed to be settled on a sort of gloom.
As the timer continued to count down, more survivors joined the group, causing the crowd to swell. I scanned the faces around me and noticed not all of them were faces I recognized, and our crowd had grown beyond the size I had been expecting.
Suddenly, the ground began to rumble like an earthquake, shouting followed, and the fog within the compound around us grew thicker. It was impossible to see anything for a moment until the fog cleared, revealing yet another masked individual standing before us. The concrete had shifted, creating a raised platform with a small podium on top. Behind the podium was a man wearing a mask who slowly unfolded his hands and prepared to speak.

As I watched, the man raised his hand, signaling for silence. The murmurs of the crowd faded away, leaving a harsh quiet in their wake. His mask had slits for eyes, through which I could see a dangerous gleam. The long, black robes he wore were tattered and frayed, with several swords peeking out from underneath the cloth. I knew without a doubt that he was a dangerous man.

"Welcome to Station 18," he began in a low, ominous voice. "I hope your arrival was not too traumatic and that you have had time to rest." His dark chuckle sent a shiver down my spine. None of the others in the crowd found it amusing. "I am the lowest of the administrators, and this talk is your orientation following a light practical exercise. Pay attention, as it will not be repeated."
He continued, "You are currently inside something that you would likely refer to as a pocket dimension. A place outside of your world, your time. Here, things work by our rules, and here you will stay. There are only two ways out. The first, and the most common option, is death. Don't worry; we have many, many ways to help accomplish that condition. You might even refer to it as the ‘wide gate’ option. On the other hand, the second way out is to collect one hundred Challenge Coins. Every one of you alive today currently has at least one. The Ghoul Challenge Coin you earned from the Ghoul Tithe." 

It was an interesting situation. I felt a tense feeling creeping up on me, like I was missing something important. Acting on impulse, I dug into my pocket and pulled out the coin that the toll booth worker had given me. It was a ghoul’s face with rows of teeth, and the image of the ghoul’s face seemed to move underneath the surface of the metallic material. I quickly stashed it away.

"These coins may be obtained in two ways," the Administrator explained, turning to face us. His eyes gleamed behind his mask staring at all who were gathered before him. "First, you may get them from completing challenges. Once a day, the portal will open at a specific location. There is a clock tower above the Boar’s Head Tavern. When it strikes 10 o’clock every morning, the portal will open, and will not open again until the following day. When you enter, you will be given a task. Each task brings a risk of death, but death is not guaranteed. We do not gamble with your lives. You will be able to earn Tokens, Challenge Coins, and, as some of you have already discovered, both Savior and Betrayal points."

The administrator cleared his throat and continued. "I forgot to mention, there is a system monitoring your every move, 24/7. Your actions will have consequences. Your attributes—such as health points, dexterity, strength, constitution, will, intelligence, and perception—are quantified by the system. They can increase or decrease depending on your choices and actions within the game. When you level, these stats will be automatically assigned. 
For example, your health points determine how much damage you can take before you die. Your dexterity affects your speed and agility, while your strength influences your physical attacks. Constitution is related to your overall stamina and resilience, while will is your ability to resist mental and magical attacks. Intelligence determines your ability to think and strategize, and perception affects your awareness of the environment.”
The man folded his hands behind his back. "Let me make one thing clear. You will never have to enter the portal. None of my helpers will force you. However, as you may have learned during your reprieve, Tokens are the currency here. To complete each challenge, you only have to earn enough Tokens to pay the exit fee. If you finish the task within the portal, you’ll be granted a Challenge Coin. However, you will need more Tokens than just the minimum if you are to buy items necessary for survival, such as food, weapons, clothing, and so on. Do any of you have questions?"
A woman who had been munching on a gray bar raised her hand. The man pointed to her. "What’s your question?"
"Umm… will these bars continue to be free?"
The administrator paused for a moment, his eyes shining beneath the mask. Then, he burst out laughing. "No."

The administrator leaned in closer to us, his masked face transforming the lower half of his mask into smile. A facsimile that was strangely friendly. "Oh, and one more thing to keep in mind, my dear players. Your stats can also be boosted by more... shall we say, unconventional means. You see, in this game, the strongest players are those who can adapt and take advantage of every opportunity. And that includes the opportunity to eliminate other players."

His faux smile widened, revealing a glint of malice in his eyes. "Don't worry, I'm not suggesting that you all turn on each other like a pack of wolves. But let's just say that if you do choose to engage in a bit of friendly competition, you might find that your stats get a bit of a boost."
He leaned back, folding his hands behind his back once more. "Of course, that's just one example. There are plenty of other ways to boost your stats and gain an advantage. But I won't give away all my secrets just yet."
The atmosphere in the room shifted, the air growing tense as we all exchanged uneasy glances. It was clear that the stakes of this game were higher than any of us had anticipated. The administrator's words lingered in the air, leaving an ominous feeling in their wake.

"Seems no other questions then. A natural stopping point. The Pawnshop will now open for business. You have three hours until the portal opens. I suggest you use that time wisely to prepare."

The fog kicked up again, and in a flash, the man vanished and the concrete platform reset itself.

I watched as the red light above the doorway to the Pawnshop turned to green, and the other players all surged toward the entrance, eager to be the first to enter. I hung back for a moment, not wanting to push my way through the crowd.
Most of the players had not collected more Tokens than necessary to pay the toll cost, and those who had seemed to have spent it all on food and drink. I was fairly certain that the items in the Pawnshop would not be terribly picked-over.
Orin walked up to me, smelling of alcohol but standing a little straighter. "You want my advice? Go for breakfast instead, bacon and eggs." He pointed toward Boar’s Head Tavern. "It’ll fill you up and only costs a Token. If you might die today, no point doing it on an empty stomach. Meet me at the Pawnshop when you're done, and I’ll show you around."
I nodded and walked down the road until I reached the tavern. The place was nearly deserted, and the Hog himself set out a plate of bacon and eggs before me, flashing a boar-ish smile.
"Orin told me you’d be coming in. That’ll be one Token. Coffee is complimentary if you’ll have it."
 
	System Notification: Breakfast at the Boar’s Head Tavern
The transaction has been completed. You have successfully purchased breakfast.
Tokens Remaining: 13
 




I was amazed at how much food there was for the cost, and my Token supply went down to 13. In between bites, I looked up at the Hog and asked, "Who… What are you, exactly?"
"Ooh, there, young man. You’re getting into territory that you should know I can’t answer," the Hog said, leaning in close. "Just know I’m from the same place you are, and that’s all I can say on it."
I took the coffee gratefully and had a sip. "Something the Administrator said, could you clear it up for me? He mentioned that there were two ways to get coins, then only told us about one of them."
 
 




Item Shop

The Hog snorted a couple of times. "You're right, there's another way," he said, still amused. "But I don't think that's much up your alley though. Doesn't seem to be your way."
I wasn't in the mood for non-answers. "What do you mean?" I asked, pressing for a straight reply.
The Hog stopped moving around behind the counter for a moment and replied, "You'll be seeing it for yourself soon enough. When a competitor, one of..." He gestured vaguely through the air. "...when one of you dies, everything in the inventory drops and scatters around. It'll be up for the taking, allowing anyone to grab it."
It made sense; I should have already expected something like it. "So, if a teammate or somebody gets eaten or killed, you can gather up their Challenge Coins, tokens, etc. I figure."
The Hog shook his head tiredly and let out a slobbery sort of sigh. "You're one of the good ones, apparently. That's not a compliment, but it suits you. Racking up Savior Points like you did. But... they have Betrayer Points for a reason."
 
 
	System Notification: Items, Tokens, and Challenge Coins drop on another contestant's death.
 
Upon a competitor's demise, their inventory will be scattered and available for anyone to claim. Tokens, items, and challenge coins are included. Please keep in mind that accumulating too many Betrayer Points can lock a player out of spending Savior Points.
 




I sipped on my coffee; my appetite gone, and I pushed the plate away. The Hog noticed and reached out to put a hand on my shoulder, patting it reassuringly. "Don't do that. You need to eat. You'll need your strength in those challenges; trust me. I know. And even if you've got some Tokens to spend right now... they drain away a lot quicker than you'd think. I sell food as cheap as I can, but when it’s your life on the line to earn those tokens… The challenges will only get harder as the competition goes on."
Taking his advice, I turned back to my breakfast and forced myself to consume the now-tasteless food. After finishing, I thanked the Hog, rose from my seat, and made my way out into the compound. Other players were starting to mill about, examining their assorted weapons, while others tried to show off new purchases from the Pawnshop. I ignored them and instead walked straight over to the shop door, opening it and stepping inside.

The blue-haired man had just left the counter, having purchased a small bottle of green liquid. I watched as he tucked it into his inventory and strode out the door without saying a word. Orin appeared beside me, tugging at my sleeve.

"You made it!" Orin beamed. "Come on, I said I’d show you around and I will."
"Okay, show me around." I turned my attention to the room, taking in its size and contents. It was as big as the Boar’s Head Tavern and filled with long rows of tables and racks displaying a wide range of equipment. Some were plain, while others glowed. There were weapons of all kinds, modern clothes, a long row of gems and orbs, and a few other things. Behind a small counter, a masked Facilitator stared up from beneath layers of robes and scarves, ringing up all the sales.
"Alright, Asher. Teachable moment." Orin turned to face me and swept his hand across the room. "What do you see?"
I shrugged. "A store with items?"
Orin shook his head. "Wrong. Possibilities." He motioned towards the table closest to him. "This, right here. What is this?"
I looked down at the table and saw an assortment of survival-related goods—canteens, ropes, grappling hooks, fishing rods, and a few other things.
"Camping gear for people that really love camping?" I said, unsure of what he was getting at.
"They’re labeled as accessories." Orin pointed to a sign hanging from the ceiling. "However you want to categorize them, they will help you get better rewards from the different challenges. They aren’t things you need, but on certain games, you’ll be able to get hidden pieces, and that’s what really separates the winners from the losers."
I nodded, impressed by his knowledge. "I see. So, it’s all about the little details that can make a big difference."
"Exactly." Orin grinned. "And that’s why I’m going to show you everything in this place."

 
	System Notification: Secret Unlocked

Attention, contestant. Due to your tentative alliance with Orin, you have gained knowledge of hidden pieces within the Nexus. Hidden pieces refer to treasures, abilities, and other rewards that are beyond what the general player base is receiving.

 




"Alright, that’s enough," Orin said as he forcefully dragged me towards the weapons. My eyes scanned the selection of knives, maces, clubs, shields, and other gear. But two swords stood out from the rest, their katana-shaped blades glowing with a radiant energy. The blue-hilted sword, in particular, captured my attention.
"I knew those swords would catch your eye," Orin chuckled. "The Sword of the Protector and the Sword of the Destroyer, forged to represent the warrior's internal conflict."
"How do you know that?" I asked in a low voice, my eyes still fixed on the blue sword.
Orin pointed to a plaque beneath the weapon. "Right there."
Feeling embarrassed for not noticing, I coughed loudly and strode over to read the plaque. The swords were truly something to look at, and I knew that wielding one of them would make me an unstoppable force to be reckoned with.

 
	System Notification: Item For Sale
 
The Sword of the Protector is now available for purchase at The Broker's Upgrade Shop. This weapon boasts an S rank and is available for 1,000 Tokens. Please note that you must meet the requirements of a Strength of 15 and have accumulated 50 Savior Points to be able to purchase this weapon. Upgrade your arsenal and increase your chances of survival with this powerful weapon.
 




"I don’t have enough, not by a long shot," I muttered, and Orin ignored that he’d heard anything. I looked at the next weapon having caught sight of the Sword of the Destroyer. Its requirements were similar, but it needed 50 Betrayal Points instead of Savior Points. I sighed in disappointment, realizing that I had to kill fifty people to acquire it. I had thought maybe scavenging from those that died could also give the points, but I must have misunderstood.
"You have to kill fifty people just to get that sword," I muttered, uninterested.
Orin shook his head. "Nah. You can pick up Betrayal points a lot less messy than that. That said, you’re not likely to get any unless you’ve caused at least a few deaths and gotten your hands plenty dirty."
I nodded, taking in his words. After a while of browsing, Orin pulled me aside again.
"I’ve got one more thing I want to make sure you see. You won’t be able to buy any of this right now, and with that tactical sword of yours, I don’t think you really need to make any purchases for a while, but…"
He paused, leading me to the far wall. He gestured towards the glowing rocks that caught my eye earlier. Along with those orbs were various strange-looking items. As I inspected them, I realized that the orbs were labeled with their base statistics. Red orbs for Strength, blue orbs for Dexterity, and so on. The scrolls, books, and ingredients were also there, some with names like "Quickstrike" or "Recovery" and "Accelerando."
"These are skills," Orin explained as I looked up to see a sign that read, ‘Upgrades’.
"Exactly. You want to make yourself more powerful, this is where you’d start. Weapons are only as good as the hands that hold them. Everything dropped from those briefcases was F to E- ranked. Not the worst stuff by any means, but they’re only so durable; at some point you’ll have to replace them. Only B ranked items and higher can be repaired," Orin pointed to a repair bench and a sign right next to it.
I shook my head having a bit of trouble keeping up. "This is a lot to just spring on me."
"No, it ain't, kid. You’ve already adjusted. You just don’t know it yet. I saw you back in that Ghoul Game. You were having the time of your life," Orin chuckled. "I'm showing you this so you don't blow all your tokens on junk before you can get a real prize."
As the bell tolled nine times outside, Orin clapped me on the shoulder. "Welp, that’s about everything, at least about how this place functions. I suggest you come along and step outside. If you want out of this place, you’re not going to want to miss the first of these, as they put it, voluntary games."
 




Darker Than Night

When we finally gathered, fifty of us had decided to move out and participate in the first game. The rest of them chose to stay behind, hoping to avoid the unknown dangers that lay ahead. While I couldn't blame them, I knew they were only setting themselves up for failure. Falling behind would only make their situation worse in the long run. I wondered if they could survive without taking risks.

We lingered and grouped together at the wall where once we had stepped through from the Station 18 platform. Nobody said a word. Everybody was nervous. Myself included.

As the bell tolled ten o'clock, a soft hissing noise filled the air. A mist rose from the concrete road and obscured a portion of the wall. After a few moments, the mist dissipated, revealing a door leading to a massive warehouse. Above the entrance, a sign labeled ‘Darker Than Night’ blinked ominously.
For a moment, no one moved. As promised, no masked Facilitators or guards appeared to force us inside. The decision to pass through that threshold was ours to make. 

Without hesitation, I took a deep breath. "Open Inventory, withdraw Tactical Sword." 
 

 
	System Notification: Item Withdrawal

[Inventory Entry: Tactical Sword]

[Inventory Slots remaining: 20]




Gripping the Tactical Sword tightly, I went out in front of the crowd. I wasn't waiting for anyone to lead the way.

As I walked through the door, a long, darkened hallway greeted me, along with a thick curtain of fog. The fog made it hard to see, and my boots scraped against the concrete floor. The other players followed behind me, and we soon reached a massive interior room of the warehouse. The ceiling stretched up hundreds of feet above us, and there was no visible exit beside the tunnel we had come through.

The lingering players who had stayed behind finally emerged from the tunnel and looked around in awe. The only source of light came from a concrete-ringed fire, which looked like it acted as a makeshift incinerator. I guessed it was a hazard in whatever game was about to be unveiled.
As I surveyed the area, I noticed several floating numbers above some of the players' heads. One read 234, while another read 103. I wondered what they meant, but before I could ponder further, a loud voice boomed, amplified over a projecting sound system.
"Welcome!" A booming voice echoed throughout the warehouse, catching my attention. I spun around to locate the source and found the blue-haired man with a flashlight in his hand and Orin with his knife and brass knuckles. They stayed where they were, not joining me.
The masked Facilitator strode down the hallway, dressed like a steelworker and carrying a blazing lantern. A gate slid up over the cave entrance, and the man put his hands behind his back. "As you may have noticed, this challenge is called 'Darker Than Night'. The game type for this challenge will be Dexterity. The rules are simple, as most games to follow will be."
"You will soon be attacked. Every kill will net you one Token. To pass back through the gate, you’ll need five Tokens to pay the gate fee. If you have enough tokens remaining after your night in the Nexus from the Ghoul Title, you can leave immediately after paying the cost."
The Facilitator scanned the crowd of players before continuing. "Also of note, there are no boundaries for this challenge, so long as you stay within the warehouse. We will begin in exactly one minute."
After the Facilitator finished speaking, a flickering sound filled the air, and a scoreboard appeared on the wall of the warehouse, just above the gated entrance. Next to the scoreboard was a timer that started ticking down immediately.
I walked over to the wall of the compound center where the gate was supposed to spawn. Overhead, I heard players whispering and strategizing. I couldn't help but listen in as they talked about forming alliances or running off alone.
I decided to focus on my own game plan. I checked my equipment, making sure everything was in order. I knew I had to be careful and swift if I wanted to survive. With only a minute left until the game began, I steeled myself for the challenge ahead as the system notification appeared. 
 
 
	System Notification: Darker Than Night Challenge Rules
Welcome to the Darker Than Night challenge. The game type for this challenge will be Dexterity. The rules are simple, yet challenging.
You will be continuously attacked by monsters that will not stop spawning until the challenge ends. Your objective is to survive and earn Tokens. Each kill will net you one Token, which can be used to pay the gate fee of five Tokens to leave the challenge.
There is no dawn, and there is no surviving the night as a win condition. Your only option is to fight for and try to gather enough Tokens to leave.


Note that you cannot leave without paying the cost of five Tokens.

Be aware that the battle will get progressively more challenging as the challenge goes on and players leave or are eliminated. 

It is important to use your Dexterity and other skills to your advantage. 
Good luck!

 




I pressed the button on my tactical sword and felt it telescope out in my hand. The weight of the weapon was reassuring, and I lifted it slowly, feeling the eyes of the other players on me. A flashlight shone on me for a moment, but I did my best to stay focused.
"Alright, Asher, you can do this," I whispered to myself, thinking of home and my dog. "If you ever want to see Jax again, you can do this."
My mind briefly spun back to my furry companion, and I closed my eyes for a moment, steeling myself for the challenge ahead. If I could find a way to get back to Jax, or even bring him here, I would. But for now, winning and collecting Challenge Coins and Tokens were my top priorities.
As soon as the clock hit zero, I opened my eyes and looked around. The air was filled with screeches, loud and high-pitched. A man next to me dropped a bat and clapped his hands over his ears. I looked up just in time to see a dark-winged figure drop down from the rafters above.
"Look up!" I called out, though I wasn’t sure if anyone could hear me over the screeching. "They’re above us!"
The creature was small, no more than a foot long, with a wingspan of perhaps twice that. It was bat-like, with a scrunched-up ghoul-like face without features. According to the name floating above it’s head, it was called a Ghat. As I watched, the Ghat struck a man and knocked him over. He went sprawling flat on the ground, and the Ghat, like a true predator, followed up behind. The monster let out a piercing scream, then tilted its head back to bite.
"Don’t just stand around!" I yelled, moving into action. Everyone else seemed paralyzed, unable to respond, while Orin and the blue-haired man stood towards the gate and appraised the rest of the players.
I swung my sword, and it slashed through the neck of the Ghat. The tiny monster exploded into a red mass of gore.
 
 
	System Notification: Points Earned!
 
Congratulations! You have successfully defeated a Ghat and saved another player.
You have earned 1 Token and 1 Savior Point.
These will be added to your inventory. Keep up the good work and stay vigilant in the Nexus.
 




The flickering light from the fire caused the players to look frantically up towards the rafters as more Ghats began to drop down. I lifted my tactical sword, and a few others followed suit. I tried to figure out the pattern since the ghouls had followed a script, and there was no reason to assume that these would be any different.
It took me a few minutes to realize that the Ghats were avoiding players who had raised their weapons and instead attacked the other players. The Ghats descended quickly and attacked in rapid succession, their beating wings a blur in the dark, accentuated by the long shadows cast by the fire. They crashed into the unarmed players while the armed players remained unscathed.
Nearest to me, a player screamed as a Ghat crashed into him and sent him tumbling backward. I moved and sliced with my tactical sword, cleaving the Ghat in half while the sobbing man looked up at me gratefully before getting up. Orin and the man with the blue hair joined me, and together, we became a blur of movement as we cleared the Ghats before any serious damage could occur.
However, more and more of the Ghats began to drop down from the ceiling, and I looked up to see a flurry of dark wings. Screams followed, and I knew we had to act fast.
 




True Colors

"Keep your weapons up!" I bellowed, my voice piercing through the chaos and fear of the other players. "Do not lower them for any reason, keep them up!"
There was no tone of suggestion in my voice.
As my command was obeyed by more and more players, the Ghats began to retreat towards the rafters, circling around us in the process. It only took a moment for me to realize the problem we were facing. We could only eliminate the Ghats when they dived.
I surveyed the flickering light of the fire illuminating the ceiling where the Ghats were perched out of our reach. Those Ghats were tough to hit when they were in motion, and they only dived down low enough to strike when provoked by lowering our weapons.
"That's why they call it a dexterity game," I muttered to myself, thinking of a way out of our predicament.
Then, an idea struck me. I lowered my tactical sword momentarily, and one of the Ghats immediately pounced at me.
But the Ghat wasn't alone.
I swung my sword upwards in an attempt to hit the Ghat, but I missed entirely. The missed strike threw me off balance, and a second Ghat took advantage of my stumble, diving straight towards me.
"Behind you!" a voice warned me, and I spun around, stabbing the creature in its underbelly with a quick movement. It exploded all over my suit, and I grimaced before lifting my weapon and moving back towards the swarm of players and monsters.
 
 
	System Notification: Points Earned!
Congratulations! You have successfully defeated a Ghat
You have earned 1 Token
It has been added to your inventory




Ghats were swooping back and forth overhead, players futilely trying to hit them. The creatures were dive-bombing unsuspecting people here and there.
I leaped and slashed whenever a Ghat came within reach. I positioned myself at the edge of the crowd near the fire, where I had a better view of the situation. With my hands gripping my tactical sword tightly, I waited patiently for the right moment to strike.
Thanks to my clear line of sight, I could predict the movements of the Ghats while the other players were milling about in a state of panic. Instead of attacking, they looked up to someone for guidance, for leadership. I was happy to oblige.

I kept fighting, my tactical sword in hand as I carved my way through the flying monsters. Orin and the blue-haired man stood back-to-back, using their weapons to fend off the Ghats as they descended upon us.

I watched as Orin acted as bait, luring in the Ghats before lowering his weapon and allowing the blue-haired man to strike. The man used his flashlight to disorient the Ghats, then took them down with a single attack. It was clear to me that accessories gave players an advantage in this game, and I wondered for the first time why Orin hadn’t directed me to snag a flashlight from the item shop.
The waiting players were being attacked left and right, but only a handful had figured out the secret of the game. The rest of them were panicked, and some paid the token cost to leave. My Token score and Savior score continued to climb as I sliced and stabbed through the monsters.
 
 
	System Notification:
Tokens Earned: 1
Savior Points Earned: 1
System Notification:
Tokens Earned: 1
Savior Points Earned: 1
System Notification: 
Tokens Earned: 1




Glancing at the scoreboard, I noticed that only a few names were dominating the board in terms of Tokens: mine, Orin's, and someone named Lang. I knew we were the only ones managing to score any Tokens, while the others were struggling to accomplish anything.
"We need to help these people!" I called out to Orin. "I don’t want anyone to die!"
Orin leapt upward and slashed his knife through the bottom of a Ghat. "That’s on you. I’ve got my own mission."
I tried to say something, but Orin cut me off as he sliced through a Ghat that had aimed for my head. "We're in battle. If they can’t handle this little bit, it's better for them to die now and somebody else get the slot, than to die later when we could use somebody who knows what they’re doing."
I couldn't argue with his cold logic, but I still planned on trying to help the other players. As we continued to fight, I focused on taking down as many monsters as possible while also keeping an eye out for opportunities to assist the struggling players.
 
 
	System Notification: Survival Tip - Focus on Your Goals
During combat, it's important to stay focused on your goals and not get distracted by the chaos around you. While helping others may seem like a noble endeavor, it's ultimately up to each individual to survive on their own. Keep your eyes on the prize and don't let the panic of others distract you from your own mission. By staying focused and efficient, you'll be able to maximize your chances of survival and come out on top in the Nexus challenges.
 




The notification quickly disappeared, and thankfully hadn’t left me half-blinded. Unfortunately, it also hadn’t affected the Ghats either. The sounds of battle filled the air, and the scent of blood and sweat was heavy. Despite the chaos, I remained focused on my goals and determined to come out on top.

I couldn't let the others keep struggling without helping, not when I could do something about it. This was a contest, but it wasn't right to leave them to die.

"Do what I do!" I screamed as I baited a Ghat to attack me by lowering my weapon and then cutting it down. A few of the players gave me a nod and picked up the strategy. I noticed other names started to climb up the leaderboard. As some climbed, others fell away. There were fewer names than when we had entered.
Ahead of me, a Ghat came down and crashed into an older man, driving him to the ground. The elderly man let out a scream, and I raced forward. The Ghat reared up to bite, and a man in a long dark coat with slicked-back hair that gleamed in the light of the cave, held up a hand.
"I’ve got this!"
I nodded and let the man be and turned my attention towards the Ghats trying to attack the downed man and the man in the dark coat. I noticed that he carried a large Bowie knife, and before I understood what was happening, the man plunged the blade downward. The knife tore through the Ghat in an explosion of blood, but the blade didn't stop there.

Despite the Ghat being dead, the man’s knife kept angling downwards and went straight through the elderly man’s back. I heard a sharp intake of breath, followed by a gurgle, and another name vanished from the list.

The man shrugged and lifted his knife, now covered in blood and ghoul goop. "Whoops," he said. "Guess I don't even know my own strength."
A few Tokens fell away from the dead man and the man in the suit took a moment to pick them up off the ground.
Without another word, the man whistled and gave the blade a twirl. A Ghat came at him, but he didn't skip a beat. He grabbed the knife out of the air and severed the Ghat's head, then walked away.
I rushed forward and knelt down next to the older man’s body. I searched futilely for a pulse, muttering a few choice words under my breath. I stood up and cut apart a Ghat that tried to ambush me while I was down, then glanced at the scoreboard.
My name was still listed at first place with 20 Tokens and 5 Savior Points. Orin was in third with 15 Tokens and 3 Savior Points, while Lang was in fourth with 13 Tokens and no Savior Points. The second-place name, though, gave me pause.
 
 
	Scoreboard:
	Asher. Tokens: 18. Savior Points: 9. Betrayal Points: 0.




	Luther. Tokens: 16. Savior Points: 1. Betrayal Points: 4.




	Orin. Tokens: 15. Savior Points: 3. Betrayal Points: 0.




	Lang. Tokens: 13. Savior Points: 0. Betrayal Points: 0
etc.….





 




As I rushed through the embattled contestants, the Betrayal Point value next to Luther's name ticked up to five. I knew I had to act quickly before he could accumulate more points. I scanned the area and spotted a man in a dark jacket who I assumed was Luther. He was standing over a woman who was lying unconscious on the ground. A small lead pipe lay next to her limp hand.
Ghats were dropping down from the sky to attack her, and Luther was hacking away at the creatures before they could strike home. But the unconscious and vulnerable target was more than the Ghats could resist, and Luther took advantage. His Token points quickly began to tick past mine, and he smiled.
"I’m doing her a favor," he yelled out with a grin.
I gripped my tactical sword and glared at him, making my intention completely known. "Step away now, or I’ll strike you down where you stand. You step away from her, now."
Luther shrugged and held up his hands. "Okay, okay! No need to get so upset. Simple misunderstanding, I assure you. She just got tired and fell asleep. Hit her head on the ground, completely natural."
He sheathed his Bowie knife, then turned away. As I cut down a Ghat that had attacked me, Luther approached a rather unsuspecting-looking man from behind.
"Watch out!" I called at the top of my lungs.

I warned the man, but he didn't respond or even notice the danger that was coming his way. As I turned away, another Ghat came dropping down from the sky, aiming to attack the woman I was defending. I had to act quickly and defend her once again.

As the Ghat came diving down, I sprang into action. My sword glinted in the dim light as I swung it in a wide arc, aiming to cut the creature in half. The Ghat screeched and tried to dodge, but it was too late.

My blade connected with the creature, slicing through its leathery skin. The Ghat let out a high-pitched scream as it was cut in two, its body falling to the ground in a shower of black ichor. I had competing priorities. 
 
 
	System Notification:
Congratulations! You have successfully defeated a Ghat and saved another player.
You have earned 1 Token and 1 Savior Point. These will be added to your inventory
 




I couldn't leave the woman’s side, but at the same time, I couldn't let Luther get away with it. Fortunately, someone else stepped up, having heard my warning, and acted while I handled the Ghat, followed by several others. 

Just as Luther lunged forward to take out the unsuspecting man, a woman with a large frying pan intervened and struck him across the face. Bloody spittle went flying in all directions with a loud and wet thud. She received both a Savior and a Betrayal point in the same moment, and Luther spun away from her and disappeared into the deeper fog. 

I took a deep breath and started planning my next move when the Ghats began falling faster and harder. The difficulty had just been turned up as the total number of players participating had decreased, and it seemed like the remaining humans were on the menu. The people who had collected enough Tokens to escape started forming a line at the cave's entrance, but I couldn't leave the woman's side.

"Orin!" I called out. "Orin, I need you to back me up here." But Orin was nowhere to be found. I looked around and saw that most of the crowd was starting to leave. The Ghats were coming at us faster than ever before, no longer content to stay above us. Claws lashed out at my eyes, and one of them even caught my shoulder, knocking me flat on the ground.
 
 
	System Notification: Damage Taken from Source – Ghat

Your Health Points have been reduced by 5 as a result of the attack from a Ghat.

Current Health Points: 9/14
Remember, if your Health Points reach 0, you will die, regardless of injury severity. Be cautious and take necessary precautions to avoid being killed by the various dangers lurking in the Nexus. Good luck on your journey.
 




I rolled up quickly to avoid getting hit again, I had to watch my health. I barely managed to block another attack aimed, this time, for me, while swinging my sword to kill another Ghat that followed up. The rest switched focus back to the unconscious woman. 
 
 
	System Notification:
Congratulations! You have successfully defeated a Ghat
You have earned 1 Token; it has been added to your inventory.




The number of Ghats continued to grow, and with it, their attacks against me. It was a struggle, and I stopped being able to secure kills against them. I knew if I stayed, I’d die, and so would the woman. With desperation driving me forward, I heaved the woman onto my shoulder and started sprinting towards the exit.
The line was quickly dwindling, with the cruel Facilitator releasing people at an alarming pace. As I dashed past the remaining individuals, I caught a glimpse of Luther and a few others hacking their way through the Ghats.
I finally made it to the Facilitator, but he held up his hand, blocking my path. "She only has three Tokens. She can't afford to pay. Leave her behind," he said with a cruel tone.
I gritted my teeth, determined to save the woman. "Then I'll pay for her. Just let me through, please."
The Facilitator clicked his tongue, considering my request. "That would be most... unusual," he finally said.
I pulled out my Tokens and held them up. "I've got plenty. Now let me through. I'm sure I have ten Tokens to spare."
The facilitator nodded, and I handed over the Tokens. I stumbled toward the tunnel, the ground becoming unsteady beneath me. I fell headlong into the mist, and soon, I was lost in the strange, endless passage.
 
 
	System Notification: Attention, Contestant!
To prevent abuse, please be advised that no Savior Points will be granted for the expenditure of Tokens. We apologize for any confusion or disappointment this may cause.
As you may already be aware, Savior Points are earned through the completion of challenges and by exhibiting selfless behavior and actions towards your fellow contestants. Token expenditure is exempted from these criteria, and as such, no Savior Points will be granted for it.
 








Savior's Price

As I stumbled out of the mist, I saw a small crowd of people waiting near the open doorway. Orin was among them, leaning against the wall with a wide grin on his face. His face was soaked with ichor, but he looked like he'd had the time of his life.
"I see you finally made it out," Orin said, his voice filled with amusement.
I nodded and leaned against the wall next to him, catching my breath. "Yeah, barely."
"You look like you had a tough time in there," he said.
"I did," I said, shaking my head. 
 
 
	System Notification: Results!
Congratulations! You have leveled up to Level 3. All stats have increased by 1 point.
Character Sheet
Name: Asher Kujō
Level - 3
Health Points: 15/15
Dexterity: 10
Strength: 14
Constitution: 8
Will: 16
Intelligence: 11
Perception: 13
Skills: None
Equipment:
Retractable Blade
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin
Tokens: 24
Savior Points: 10
Betrayal Points: 0
 




"I was wondering what would knock you off the top spot. But this?" Orin gestured at the unconscious woman slung over my shoulder. "This makes sense. You're playing the hero, huh? She'll be alright out here. The system will heal her just like it did that scratch you got from the Ghat earlier."
I didn't bother checking the scoreboard or putting my sword away. I just headed towards the pod barracks. All she needed was some rest.
"What if I can't find a room for her?" I muttered, furrowing my brow as I considered the separate pod rooms for men and women. As I made my way towards the women's section, I couldn't help but notice the odd looks I was receiving from other contestants. Perhaps they were wondering why I was carrying an unconscious woman around. But I pushed past them and reached out for the doorknob, only to be met with a message forbidding my entry. Frustrated, I turned and tried to bring her to one of the men's rooms, but as soon as we crossed the threshold, an invisible barrier pushed her back. It was like the facility itself was working against me.
As I made my way back to where I started, I had to navigate through groups of people milling about in the dimly lit barracks. I could hear snoring coming from one of the pods and the rustling of blankets from another. It was strange how peaceful it seemed, given the tense atmosphere of the competition.
When I finally arrived back at the open doorway, I called out for help. The masked Facilitators were watching from their vantage points, but they said and did nothing. It was like they were observing an experiment, detached from the reality of what was happening on the ground.
Several women emerged from a nearby room, drawn by my shouts. They looked at me curiously, no doubt wondering what was going on.
"I'm sorry to bother you," I explained, trying to keep my voice calm. "But this woman needs to rest and heal, and I can't get her into a pod room. Could you take her and lay her down in an empty pod? She'll be fine with some sleep."
The women nodded, and I passed the woman to them. They carried her away, disappearing down the hallway. I heaved a sigh of relief, glad to be free of my burden. But as I looked around the deserted barracks, I couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. It was like someone—or something… was watching me, waiting for me to slip up. I shuddered and quickly made my way back towards the compound, hoping to put as much distance between myself and the pod barracks as possible.
Most of the crowd had dispersed, and Orin was nowhere to be seen. The blue-haired man who shared a room with Orin and Luther emerged from the entryway of the Darker than Night challenge. Luther saw me and flashed a mocking smile.
I glanced up at the scoreboard in the sky, scowling.
Luther was still in first place.
 
 
	Scoreboard

Luther: Tokens: 27. Savior Points: 1. Betrayal Points: 8 Games Survived: 2

Lang: Tokens: 21. Savior Points: 3. Betrayal Points: 0 Games Survived: 2
Orin: Tokens: 21. Savior Points: 4. Betrayal Points: 1 Games Survived: 2
Asher: Tokens: 11. Savior Points: 10. Betrayal Points: 0 Games Survived: 2
etc.
 




As I walked down the compound road, I promised myself that I’d make up for coming in fourth place. However, the words rang hollow as I realized I had lost sight of my goal. I wasn’t there to be number one, but to survive and collect the Challenge Coins so I could go back home to my dog, Jax, and my old life. If it still existed outside the Nexus… to survive, I had to have hope that it did.
The overcast sky made the concrete ground below me appear darker and more ominous. I entered the Boar’s Head Tavern and was greeted with a wave from the bartender, to whom I tiredly waved back before heading to a table at the back of the room. I wasn’t in the mood to socialize and was relieved to see that Orin was nowhere to be found.
As I sat down, my hand moved around the handle of my tactical sword, my finger hovering over the button that would telescope the blade out. I couldn’t shake off the anger that had welled up within me from watching Luther kill a man in the warehouse and then knock out a woman to use her as bait. It just didn’t make sense to me. That level of ruthlessness was unfathomable, especially when they needed a hundred Challenge Coins to escape. It didn't seem logical for Luther to kill people before they had a chance to collect more coins.
"Unless…" I muttered in disgust. "He’s just a killer."
My fist clenched in rage, but I tried to push the thought out of my mind as I leaned back in my chair. I had other problems to deal with.
I placed my tactical sword on the table and pressed the button, causing the blade to telescope out. "Let’s see," I murmured as I examined the blade. "Orin mentioned that you could break. Just what kind of condition are you in?"
Suddenly, I heard a commotion coming from the front of the tavern. A group of players had just entered and were looking for their next victim. As they approached me, I could feel the tension rising in the room. I calmly turned to face them and raised an eyebrow inquisitively.
"Is there a problem?" I asked.
The group exchanged glances before one of them spoke up. "We heard you’re looking for a fight," he sneered.
I chuckled, "I’m not looking for a fight. But if you’re itching for one, I’m more than happy to oblige."
As I stood up, the group hesitated for a moment before backing off. The ambient lighting in the tavern reflected off the tactical sword in my hand as I sheathed it and left the Boar’s Head. The tension in the room dissipated as I walked away, but I could feel their eyes following me.

I turned back to my sword. 
 

 
	System Notification: Cannot Complete Task - Requires Skill
To assess weapons away from a workbench, you will need the Appraisal skill.
 




"I had a feeling that something like this might happen," I muttered to myself as I rubbed my hand over my face and leaned back in my seat. I left the blade that I had been examining on the table, not bothering to put it away. Within moments, the door to the Boar’s Head opened, and Luther entered, followed by a group of players who had clearly chosen their side. Luther cast me a smile, as if baiting me to try something while clearly motioning towards his followers that he had the numbers.
I watched them closely, taking mental notes of each one. I suspected that Luther would use them for his purposes and then discard them just as easily as he had killed the man in the warehouse. As I waited for the situation to unfold, I ordered some food and picked at my sandwich and chips.
It was then that I noticed her. The woman I had carried out of the warehouse on my back. I hadn't really had a chance to get a good look at her during the chaos of the battle. She had long, somewhat tangled blond hair that flowed down her back, and round, green eyes that peered out from an anxious face. She was tall, but not quite as tall as I was.
As she strode over to me and sat down without asking, I couldn't help but feel a sense of compassion towards her. She looked more than a little shaken.
"I’m Catherine. You're the one who saved me, right?" she asked, her eyes searching my face for confirmation.
"Call me Asher," I corrected her gently, "but yes, that's me. And you're going to have to watch your back better."
"Thank you," she said, grasping my hand and shaking it several times. "Thank you, Asher. I don't know how to thank you properly. I would have died in there. I would be...I would be dead. That thing would have killed and eaten me. I know I'm babbling, but I--"
I held up my hand to stop her from speaking any further. "It's alright," I reassured her. "I didn't want to let that bastard kill another person in front of me."
She followed my gaze to Luther, then back to me. "He just... I remember it. He came up behind me, and I thought he was a friend, and then something struck me in the back of the head. Everything went dark. I couldn't move. I couldn't see, and then I woke up alone in the dorm, and then Sandra told me..."
I could hear the fear in her voice, and it made me feel angry. "It's alright," I repeated, trying to soothe her. "You've been attacked by people before?"
She nodded, and I could see the fear in her eyes. "Yeah, a few times," she admitted, looking down at her lap. "I don't know what to do. I feel so helpless. I feel weak."

"You know," I said to Catherine, my tone cold and determined. “Ok, so you’re weak right now. That’s fine, but if you stay weak because you're choosing to stay weak, that’s not acceptable. Do you want to get stronger?"

Catherine looked at me, surprise etched on her face. "What do you mean?" she asked.
"I mean that you can't just rely on other people to save you all the time," I said, my voice firm. "You need to learn how to protect yourself. Otherwise, you'll always be at the mercy of others. And that's no way to live."
Catherine looked down; her expression sad. "I know," she said softly. "But I don't know where to start. I don't even know how to fight."
"Well, that's a good place to start," I said, my tone still cold. "Find someone who can teach you how to fight. Train every day until you're strong enough to protect yourself. Don't be weak anymore. You can do this."
Catherine looked up at me, determination in her eyes. "You're right," she said. "I need to be stronger. I can't just rely on others to save me. I'm going to start training tomorrow. Thank you, Asher."
I nodded, satisfied. "Good. Remember, no weakness. I won't always be there to save you, but I'll be there to teach you how to save yourself."
With that, Catherine finished her meal and left the bar. I couldn't help but feel a sense of satisfaction knowing that I had challenged her to be better, to be stronger. It was a small victory, but it was a victory, nonetheless. And it was one step closer to defeating Luther and surviving.
As I sat there, I couldn't help but think of home and what I was willing to do to get back there. Luther was backed up by a growing army of followers, and I needed to figure out a way to take him down and counter his growing influence. It wouldn't be easy, but I was determined to do whatever it took.
In the distance, the flickering of flames from a nearby fireplace spread warmth throughout the room, and I allowed myself a moment to think about what lay ahead. Change was coming, and I was ready to meet it head on.
 




The Challenge of the Voracious Eater

I made my way back to the Pod barracks, my mind still focused on the task ahead. As I walked, I noticed that the man with the blue hair and Orin were nowhere to be found. It didn't bother me much, though. I had more important things to worry about.
Once I reached the barracks, I went straight to my pod and shut the door behind me. The sound of the door closing echoed in the small space, and I took a deep breath, letting the tension drain out of my body.
I was exhausted, both physically and mentally. The events of the day had taken a toll on me, and all I wanted to do was sleep. I crawled into my pod and closed my eyes, feeling the softness of the mattress beneath me. There was a beeping sound and then the cleaning system activated. I felt a gently vibration over my entire body and without realizing how much I had reeked, the smell disappeared and I felt as clean as if I’d had a nice long shower.
For a few moments, I lay there in silence, letting my mind drift. But as tired as I was, sleep didn't come easily. My mind was still racing, going over everything that had happened, and what I needed to do next.
I tried to push those thoughts aside, to focus on nothing but the sound of my breathing. But it was no use. My mind was too active, too focused on the task ahead.
Eventually, though, exhaustion took over, and I fell into a deep sleep. The world around me faded away, replaced by a void of darkness and silence. And for a few hours at least, I was at peace.

Hours later, the silence of the pod was shattered by a system notification.
 

 
	System Notification: Dawn of the Second Day 

Reminder to all players: please keep the compound clean and orderly. Report any suspicious activity to the Nexus administration. 

Challenge portal will open at 10:00

 




I groaned, rubbing the sleep from my eyes as I sat up in my pod. The cramped space made me feel even stiffer after yesterday’s challenge, and I couldn't wait to get out and stretch my legs. The pod had barely enough space to move around in. But it was better than nothing, and at least it provided some semblance of shelter, privacy, and most importantly, security while I slept.
With a grunt, I slid open the door to the pod and climbed out, feeling the cold concrete floor beneath my feet, and I quickly put my boots back on and headed off. Soon I was out and onto the street of the compound. Some of the other players were already up and getting ready for the day ahead.

I walked down the street of the Nexus compound, the red lights above each door on the sides of the road signaling that they were still sealed. Other players walked down the road, keeping to themselves, and staying out of each other's way. It was a quiet, eerie atmosphere after the day before, made even more unsettling by the masked, unblinking Keepers keeping watch from dark vantage points and short alleys.

Despite the ominous atmosphere, I pushed forward, my mind focused on getting to the Boar’s Head Tavern for breakfast before the morning's challenge. I could feel the emptiness in my stomach, and I knew I needed to fuel up before the battles ahead.
As I approached the tavern, I could see that it was already crowded with players. The smell of bacon and eggs wafted out onto the street, making my mouth water.

I made my way into the Boar’s Head Tavern, eager to get my hands on some breakfast. As I sat down at the counter, I noticed that Hog seemed a bit sheepish.

"Good morning, Hog," I greeted him. "What do you have left for breakfast today?"
Hog scratched his head. "Sorry, Asher. I just sold the last of the morning's bacon and eggs. But I do have some freshly made waffles that I think you might enjoy. Here, this one’s on me, just don’t tell anybody."
I nodded in agreement and watched as he plated a waffle in front of me. It looked delicious – golden and crispy on the outside, with a fluffy, warm interior. As I took my first bite, I couldn't help but moan in pleasure. The food in the Nexus was surprisingly good, considering the danger that lurked around every corner.
As I savored the taste of the waffle, I struck up a conversation with Hog. "What do you think the game is going to be today?" I asked, hoping to glean some information.
Hog looked around nervously before replying, "I don't know, Asher. It's hard to say. The Nexus is always changing."
Just then, the ground began to rumble, and I could feel the tension in the air. I turned to Hog, who looked visibly worried. "What's going on?" I asked.
Hog's eyes darted around the room, and I could tell he was trying to figure out what was happening. "I'm not sure. But it can't be good. Be careful out there today."

 
	System Notification: Preparations Complete

The next challenge will begin in 15 minutes. Please proceed to Station 18 entrance if you wish to participate.

 




I finished my food and thanked Hog before heading out onto the compound road. Many of the buildings on the side of the compound were still marked with red lights, indicating they were closed off. Unfortunately, I still couldn’t afford the items I wanted, but I knew that soon I would have enough tokens for my first big expense.
Approaching the wall of Station 18, the mist rose and obscured the area. The ground rumbled, and I could hear the grinding sound of stone on stone in the distance.
When the mist dissipated, I saw a massive hanger that replaced the former warehouse from yesterday. The metal gate of aluminum fencing between two graffiti-covered walls had a sign on top that read ‘Marco Polo’.
Suddenly, there was a noise in the sky, and the names and rankings of all players were displayed on an illuminated screen.
The voice of a masked Facilitator called out, "If you’re participating in this round, step forward into the holding area. The gate will seal behind you."
I followed the instructions and joined a few handfuls of other players. The Facilitator's eyes never left us. Once all the participants had stepped through the gate, it closed with a click and locked us in.
 
	System Notification: Voracious Eater Challenge Rules
Welcome to the Voracious Eater Challenge. The game type for this challenge will require Intelligence, Strength, and Dexterity. The rules are as follows:
The voracious eater cannot see or smell, but it can feel, hear, and taste.
Each time you call out "Marco," you will gain one Token.
If you call out "Marco" and imprison the voracious eater in a cage, you will gain an additional 100 Tokens and the game will end.
The same person cannot call out "Marco" consecutively.
There are 31 participants in this game. The game will end when either 22 players remain, or the Voracious Eater is imprisoned.
The exit cost for this game is 10 Tokens. However, the cost does not need to be paid if the Voracious Eater is captured.
Remember to use your intelligence to outsmart your enemies, your strength to overcome the Voracious Eater or other players, and your dexterity to move quickly and avoid being caught.
Good luck!
 




Whispers echoed across the room, murmurs among the players as they sized up the situation. The game was about to begin, and they were all on edge.
"Another monster," someone muttered.
"Is it like tag? But where you don't want to be called tag?" another player asked.
"Maybe we team up?" someone else suggested.
I glanced over at the group. "What if we kited it?"
"Kited?" one of them asked.
"Yeah. Kited it. Get it to keep switching targets over and over and guide it in the direction we want. Like maybe towards the cage," I explained.
"We could," one of the players nodded. "It seems like there's a few ways to play this game."
Another caught on. "Like maybe instead of player versus monster, it's player versus player using the monster? Like watch if you used the noise to draw the monster towards a rival."
I shook my head. "It shouldn't be player versus player. It doesn't need to be. We've got all the tools to put the monster back in the box. That's it. We can do this."
The ground lurched beneath us, startling everyone. "It's getting ready to start. Everyone be quiet," I ordered as the moving path carried us forward through a second gate that marked the perimeter of the hanger building, and then we were all inside.
The warehouse was dark, except for the lights from the displays hanging from the ceiling. In the middle of the room was a large metal cage that looked like it could fit a horse. The gate was open. The players all scattered, even the allies I thought I might have had.
I walked up to the empty cage and looked inside. Bones and debris littered the floor, but if the cage had an occupant, I didn't see it.
In the darkness of the wider warehouse, somebody called out, "Marco."
I jumped and turned around. "Marco," another voice called out.
I looked over at the cage. No creature came out.
"Marco!" A different voice.
Something made a noise overhead, and a massive monster dropped on top of the cage. Its body was covered in thick, gray skin, and sightless eyes stared out from its skull-like head. A row of teeth jutted out of its bottom jaw, and it seemed to look around as if searching for the voice.
"Marco!" Someone else yelled.
I took a deep breath and held it as I watched the monster. I could see the tension in the muscles of the thing. The beast was preparing to attack.
"Marco! Marco!" A third voice joined in.
I grimaced. A rule had been broken.
The monster growled and carried itself in an almost sprint forward towards the source of the voice.
"Somebody else! Please, say it. Say Marco!" The voice was desperate.
Somebody else did, I did, but the shout of Marco went unheeded as the monster ignored the calls and advanced on the desperate voice. With impossible quickness, the Voracious Eater sprinted across the grounds, and the next Marco that was called out didn't take the monster's attention either. There was a blood-curdling scream as the monster fell upon the player who'd called out Marco twice with a vicious crunch and a spray of blood.
 
	System Notification: Item Withdrawn
The Tactical Sword has been successfully withdrawn from your inventory.
Inventory Slots Remaining: 20
 




I pulled my tactical sword out of my inventory. There was no way I'd be able to work with any of the others to kite the monster back into the cage, and it didn't sit well with me to just let these people die. This game was rigged, and the rules didn’t matter.
 




The Cowards Never Tried

The screams that followed echoed louder than anyone wanted, but that helped to cover up the sounds of shuffling feet as other players maneuvered themselves and tried to hide. It also helped obscure some of my movements as well, and the monster turned away from the sound of my tactical sword extending out.
The beast stopped where it was, and its muscle fibers twitched and moved as it abruptly pivoted and charged towards the source of the voice. I cast a sideways hopeful glance at the cage, but no one else called out another to distract the monster and divert its attention. It was as I feared. There was no teamwork, at least not with this group. It was a trap meant to punish the most benevolent of contestants, and I wasn't going to fall into it.
Just as the monster was ready to leap forward and move to kill the person who called out "Marco" before it did, I acted. I lunged towards the monster, swinging my sword with all my might. The blade connected with the monster's side, but it barely seemed to notice. The beast swiped at me with its claws, and I dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding the attack.

 
	System Notification: Savior Point Earned
You have earned 1 Savior Point for drawing the attention of the Voracious Eater away from another contestant, saving their life.
Remember, Savior Points can be used to purchase valuable items and skills to aid in your survival. However, please note that Savior Points cannot be used if you are dead.
 




I lunged towards the monster, swinging my sword with all my might. The blade cut through the flesh, and the monster roared in pain. The sound was deafening, and the vibrations of the sound traveled through the entire hangar. The beast swiped at me with its claws in a counter and I dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding the brunt of the attack, though I still took damage. 
 
 
	System Notification: Damage Taken From Source – Voracious Eater
Your Health Points have been reduced by 8 as a result of the attack from a Voracious Eater.
Current Health Points: 7/15
Remember, if your Health Points reach 0, you will die, regardless of injury severity. Be cautious and take necessary precautions to avoid being killed by the various dangers lurking in Nexus. Good luck on your journey.
 




The attack hurt, and I now had the monster’s full attention. And as far as I knew, nobody was going to try and save me. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest as I sprinted towards the group of players, the monster hot on my heels. Its heavy footsteps reverberated through the space, echoing off the walls.
The players were huddled together in a corner, their eyes wide with fear. They looked up at me as I approached, desperation etched on their faces. Each of them mouthing some version of, "Not here," or "Not us.” I hardened my resolve.
I knew that I had to act fast. I gestured towards the corner, my eyes fixed on the monster that was closing in on us. "We need to draw the monster away from here," I said, my voice low and urgent. "Can you make some noise, get its attention so I can attack it again?"
The players looked at me, unsure of what to do. But then one of them spoke up. "I can try," he said, and he began to shout and make as much noise as he could.
The monster turned towards us, its eyes fixed on the source of the noise. I gestured towards the players. "Run," I urged, and they took off, sprinting towards the other side of the warehouse.
I turned to face the monster, my sword at the ready. The rest of the contestants scattered but none said a thing. They watched, fully content in hoping I was victorious, but none were willing to lend me assistance aside from the man already running. 

As soon as I took off yelling, the monster's attention shifted onto me. I was lucky the aggro was on cool down and used the opportunity to move in on the Voracious Eater with my blade. Rather than cutting down, I thrust forward with all my strength, stabbing into the only weak point I could see in the monster's neck. The monster thrashed and twisted, trying to dislodge the blade that stuck out of its neck. I moved and avoided each swipe of the monster's claws. I dodged, evaded, and put all the force I could into the blade and drove it deeper into the monster. I could feel the warm blood running down my hands. The monster screamed and thrashed and tried to shake me off.

I gritted my teeth and kept my grip on the sword. The monster slammed its back into the hard walls of the hangar, delivering a massive blow that knocked the wind out of me. I was thrown off the monster and flew through the air. The monster was still thrashing and screaming, and the other players were silent.
I hit the ground hard and rolled. I would need to get armor in the future to absorb damage, but in the meantime, my body ached, and my shoulder felt like it was going to break. 
 
 
	System Notification: Damage Taken from Source – Voracious Eater
Your Health Points have been reduced by 5 as a result of the attack from a Voracious Eater.
Current Health Points: 2/15
Remember, if your Health Points reach 0, you will die. Be extremely careful.
 




I pushed myself up and saw the monster still standing, though it wobbled about, uncertain of where to go. Arms struck out blindly as the creature raged, unable to see or hear where I was.
A player cried out in terror as the monster thrashed about, and a glancing blow tossed them aside. "Look out!" I shouted.
The monster responded and growled before bounding forward. I stood up and ran at the monster. "Get out of here!" I yelled to the other players.
I jumped, and with a surge of strength, I pulled the tactical sword out of the monster's neck, raised it high enough to get leverage, and thrust it down into the creature's skull. The monster collapsed, and the ground shook as it fell. "It's over," I said to the other players. "We did it."
 
 
	System Notification: Challenge Completed - Voracious Eater
Congratulations on completing the Voracious Eater challenge. This was not an easy feat, as few have attempted to defeat this monster during the Marco Polo game. It takes a great deal of courage to overcome one's natural instincts to run, hide, or even betray others for the sake of survival.
Well done, you have earned 100 Tokens and 8 Savior Points for your efforts. They have been placed in your inventory. In addition, you have also earned the Challenge Coin for the Voracious Eater, as did the players who directly assisted with its takedown, or tried to do so.
 




I glanced around the room and saw the other players staring at me in amazement. "Marco!" One of them shouted.
I turned towards the voice, disappointed. "You missed your opportunity. Thanks for the backup," I replied.
The room fell silent as I stood over the monster, my heart still racing from the adrenaline rush of the battle. I surveyed the scene, taking in the aftermath.
"What's next?" one of the players asked.
I shrugged. "You can take care of yourself now."
I picked up my tactical sword and gave one last look at the fallen monster before heading towards the exit gate. However, my path was blocked by the masked Facilitator, who started to slow clap as I approached.
"Excellent job," the Facilitator congratulated me in a low, guttural voice. There was a note of approval in its tone.
"You have distinguished yourself," the Facilitator continued, looking at me with a glowing eye behind the mask. "We will be keeping a close eye on your progress."
"I'm sure you will," I replied, meeting the Facilitator's gaze.
The Facilitator nodded and extended a hand to me, offering a red vial that was pulsing with energy. I took it, and the Facilitator turned to the others. "You may leave. Drink the potion before departing."
I followed the Facilitator's instructions and drank the potion. My wounds immediately began to heal, and I felt a surge of strength and energy course through my body as if I was being renewed.

I walked through the gate as the other players filed past me and left the warehouse. Despite my victory, I felt conflicted about those who had died. They had put themselves in harm's way and suffered for it, while the cowards only hoped to survive until the monster had eaten its fill. It made me angry and disappointed.

Summoning the newest coin from my inventory, I felt its weight in my palm. It was my second Challenge Coin, and I hadn't received one for the last game when I had carried the woman out of the warehouse full of Ghats. As I walked down the street, my body and shoulder aching, I found an alleyway in which to rest. Leaning against the wall, I slid the coin back into my inventory.
Suddenly, an angry voice interrupted my thoughts. "What do you think you're doing?" It demanded from behind me.
Sighing, I turned around to face a man in a long coat whom I recognized from the hangar. "I was just leaving. I need to rest. You're welcome, by the way," I told him.
But the man was not satisfied. "No, I mean what do you think you're doing? Why did you kill that monster? You took all the tokens for yourself," he accused.
My blood turned cold as anger welled up inside me, tempered by rationality and my skill Compartmentalization. "You're not supposed to kill the monster. We were supposed to kite it, remember? Back and forth. But you! You jumped the gun because you got skittish," he continued.
I had heard enough. I lunged forward, and fear crossed the man's face as I closed the distance between us. "You don't know me," I replied coolly as I grabbed him and slammed him into the wall of a building. "You don't know anything. You're a nobody, a cowardly piece of crap, content to let other people die for you. Watch yourself." I released him, and he stumbled away, fear still evident in his eyes.
 




Better Now Than Later

My eyes scanned the scoreboard, revealing that I was still up there in the rankings. I had gained 112 tokens and 19 Savior Points, bringing my total to 14. It was a satisfying improvement, but I still had a long way to go to claim the top spot.
"Just like that. Back to second," I muttered to myself, shaking my head. Despite my frustration, I knew I had to prioritize my well-being. The potion I’d taken after the battle had healed me, but I was still exhausted from the intense battles I had faced. As far as I was concerned, healing was my top priority. It was time to head towards the Pod Barracks and rest up.
 
 
	System Notification: Level Up!
Congratulations! You have leveled up to Level 4. All stats have increased by 1 point.
Character Sheet
Name: Asher Kujō
Level - 4
Health Points: 16/16
Dexterity: 11
Strength: 15
Constitution: 9
Will: 17
Intelligence: 12
Perception: 14
Skills: Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization
Equipment:
Retractable Blade
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin
Voracious Eater Challenge Coin
Tokens: 112
Savior Points: 19
Betrayal Points: 0
 




The compound road was eerily quiet as I walked, the only sounds coming from my footsteps and the occasional creaking of the nearby structures. The overcast sky cast a dreary tone on the already concrete and sterile environment of the Nexus, Station 18.
As I entered the barracks, I was greeted by dim lighting and the scent of stale air. I made my way towards my designated pod and slumped down to sit at the pod’s entrance, closing my eyes and allowing my body to finally relax.
Just as I was drifting off, I heard a voice call out to me. "Hey, Asher! Congrats on your points today."
I opened my eyes to see a fellow player standing by my pod, grinning at me. "Thanks," I replied, returning the smile; I didn’t recognize him but didn’t want him to know that. "It wasn't easy, but it was worth it." I eventually caught that his name was Paul. It was awkward staring up at him, so I got out. 

We chatted for a bit longer before he left me to my rest. I didn’t want to waste the full day; I just wanted to rest and heal and try later to figure a few things out. 

Returning to my designated pod, I carefully climbed inside, wincing as my sore muscles protested the movement. I settled into the pod's surprisingly comfortable interior, allowing the cushioning to support my weary body. As the pod door closed, I felt a sense of security envelop me, even if it was only an illusion.

I closed my eyes and let out a deep, tired breath. The system's healing properties began to work their magic, mending my injuries and restoring my strength. As I drifted off to sleep, I hoped that the brief reprieve would be enough to prepare me for the battles that lay ahead in the ruthless games.

After a few hours of rest, I sat up in my pod and stretched, feeling rejuvenated. However, my mind was still buzzing with thoughts of how to spend my newfound tokens. I needed to start planning my next moves carefully, and a trip to the item shop was the first step.

As I walked towards the shop, the compound around me was still quiet, with only a few players wandering around. The ambient lighting cast long shadows across the concrete ground, adding to the eerie atmosphere of Station 18. Most of the others, it seemed had disappeared to rest, or had slipped away to work on training for the next round.
The door to the Broker's Upgrade Shop creaked shut behind me, plunging the room into an eerie silence. The scents of dust and old leather filled my nostrils as the masked Facilitator locked the door, ensuring that our conversation would remain private.
"Ah, Asher, it's you. For the elite one-on-one experience, others have been locked out for the time being," the Keeper greeted me, their voice distorted and menacing. "Seeking to climb higher in the rankings, are we?"
"I just need to be prepared for whatever the games throw at me," I replied cautiously, eyeing the shelves filled with weapons and other items.
The Keeper's eyes seemed to gleam with malicious intent, even behind the mask. "Well, you've come to the right place. As one of our more promising contestants, I believe we can find exactly what you need to... eliminate... the competition."
I couldn't help but notice the Keeper's newfound interest in me, and it sent chills down my spine. Their presence was more unsettling than before, as if they were slowly pushing me towards a darker path.
"Take this blade, for example," the Keeper said, handing me a sword with a serrated edge. "When used against another player, it'll tear through their flesh, making their healing potions and magic far less effective. A perfect tool for ensuring a... permanent... end to their journey."
The Keeper's words were cold and calculated, a subtle nudge towards a more ruthless approach to the games.
As I browsed the potions, the Keeper didn't miss a beat. "This one," they said, holding a dark, viscous liquid, "will make your opponent lose control of their senses, rendering them defenseless before your onslaught. And this," they presented a small vial, "will allow you to poison your enemies before they even realize what's happening. An advantage best used in the shadows."
Their suggestions only grew more sinister as they continued, "This cursed shield appears to be a gift of protection, but once given to an ally, it amplifies the damage they receive, leaving them more vulnerable than ever."
The Keeper's grin was audible as they showed me a pair of enchanted gloves. "These gloves have a unique property. When you shake hands with an opponent, it'll drain their energy, leaving them weak and disoriented."
Next, they presented a wicked-looking amulet. "This amulet can be offered as a token of friendship, but it will slowly corrupt the wearer's mind, turning them against their own allies."

Next, they pointed towards a darkened pendant. “That one allows you to return to life within the Nexus, if you’ve paid the cost of another’s life in advance.” 
A box containing a small, mechanical spider caught my eye. "This creature," the Keeper explained, "can be secretly placed in an enemy's belongings. It will inject them with a paralyzing venom at the most inopportune time."
Finally, they held up a seemingly innocuous scroll. "This is a contract of false alliance. Once signed by both parties, the other signer's defenses will be lowered, making them an easy target."
The relentless parade of malicious items left me feeling more than a little disturbed. I couldn't help but question the true nature of the games and the intentions of those who orchestrated them. As the masked Keeper continued to suggest more vicious items, I finally interrupted, asking a question that had been nagging at me.
"Instead of pushing me towards offensive items, can you tell me how to best protect myself from the type of players that you seem to want me to become?" I inquired, trying to remain firm in my stance.
The Keeper paused, their hidden eyes lingering on me for a moment, before they released a tired, disappointed sigh. "Very well, Asher. If it's protection you seek, I shall provide."
They guided me to a different section of the shop, where they first presented a discreet stab vest. "This vest can be worn under your clothing and offers excellent protection against cutting and stabbing attacks. It's available for 20 tokens."
Next, the Keeper showed me a poison detection kit. "This will help you identify any contaminated food or drink before you consume it. It costs 10 tokens. To accompany it, I suggest this antidote potion, which will neutralize most common poisons you might encounter. It's priced at 7 tokens per vial."
Lastly, they pointed out a selection of general health potions. "These will help you recover from minor injuries and maintain your physical condition throughout the games. Each potion is 5 tokens."
I considered my options, wanting to stay within my budget. I decided on the stab vest for 20 tokens, the poison detection kit for 10 tokens, one antidote potion for 7 tokens, and three health potions at 5 tokens each, totaling 52 tokens.
 
 
	System Notification: Items Acquired
 
Congratulations on your successful purchase! You have purchased the following items:
 
	Stab Vest (20 tokens)
The stab vest is a lightweight, concealable piece of armor designed to be worn under clothing. In this game world, it offers excellent protection against cutting and stabbing attacks from various weapons such as knives, swords, and even projectiles, such as arrows or thrown daggers. The vest is made of high-quality, durable materials that absorb and distribute the impact of a weapon's strike, reducing the likelihood of deep puncture wounds and severe injuries. It also provides a moderate level of protection against blunt force trauma. Note: All armor items require a free inventory spot to enable automatic toggle ability when entering and exiting a challenge. This ability can be manually activated through the inventory system.




	Poison Detection kit (10 Tokens)
This compact, portable kit is an essential tool for players who want to ensure their food and drink are safe for consumption. In the game world, poisoning is a common strategy employed by players to eliminate their opponents discreetly. The poison detection kit contains a set of reagents and tools that, when applied to a suspect item, will react to the presence of harmful substances.




	1 Antidote Potion (7 Tokens)
The antidote potion is a specially formulated elixir that can neutralize most common poisons found in the game world. When consumed, the potion rapidly counteracts the harmful effects of a poison, alleviating symptoms and preventing further damage to the player's body. While not guaranteed to work against every poison, the antidote potion is highly effective against a wide range of toxic substances, making it a valuable asset for players seeking to protect themselves from covert attacks.




	3 Health Potions (5 Tokens each)
Health potions are magical elixirs designed to help players recover from injuries and maintain their physical condition throughout the games. When consumed, a health potion rapidly accelerates the body's natural healing processes, closing wounds, reducing inflammation, and restoring vitality.





The total cost of your purchase is 52 Tokens, leaving you with 60 Tokens remaining in your inventory.
Your items have been automatically placed in your inventory. Remember to use them wisely and take necessary precautions to stay safe in the Nexus.
Good luck on your journey!
 








Training Day

The next day came quickly enough. 
 
 
	System Notification: Rest Day in the Nexus
 
Attention all contestants: Today has been declared as a rest day in the Nexus. All contestants are encouraged to use this time to recover, strategize, and prepare for the upcoming challenges. Please note that no battles or challenges will be held today, and any acts of violence or rule-breaking will be penalized accordingly.
Take advantage of the available amenities and enjoy the brief reprieve. Use this time wisely to recharge and refocus for the challenges ahead. Good luck!
 




I woke up feeling refreshed, my body fully healed from the previous day's battles. Checking the time, I realized I had slept in longer than planned. As I got out of my pod, I noticed Orin was already up and about.
Orin was an older man, with an air of mystery surrounding him. Despite his enigmatic nature, he had taken a liking to me, and we had formed a tentative alliance that seemed a little one-sided. When he noticed me, he gave me a small nod and approached me.
"Good morning, kid. I should mention that they have extra uniforms available for you to change into. They get sourced directly to the communal lockers, unmentionables included," Orin informed me with a wide grin. "Since it's a rest day, you should join me for breakfast at the Boar’s Head Tavern. There are a couple of things you and I should talk about, now that we’ve got some breathing room."
The idea of a good meal and a chance to talk strategy appealed to me. "That sounds like a great plan, Orin. Just give me a few minutes to change and I'll meet you there."
"Don't take too long or get lost, kid. I'll see you there." Orin warned me as he walked away.

It wasn’t long before I was on my way in fresh clothing. As I walked the road of the Nexus, without a pending challenge my attention shifted to observing other contestants trying to readjust and struggling with the violent and deadly games. They looked tired and stressed, their faces etched with worry and anxiety. I, on the other hand, felt calm and composed, ready to face whatever challenge lay ahead. As I walked past them, it really made me think about how my Mental Fortitude ability gave me an edge over the others.

When I arrived at the Boar’s Head Tavern, the atmosphere was lively. The buzz of conversations from other players creating a familiar din. Orin was seated at a table, and as I approached, I noticed he had already ordered breakfast.
"Good of you to finally join me kid." Orin said as I sat down. "I've already ordered some food. You can thank me later with gifts of tokens and platitudes."
I chuckled, "Thanks for the gesture, Orin."
"Hope you're feeling better after yesterday's battles." Orin said as he grabbed a sandwich that Hog put down and took a big bite.
"Thanks, Orin, Yeah, I'm all patched up and ready for the next round. What about you?" I inquired.
"I'm doing well, thanks. The rest day is a godsend, though. It gives us a chance to catch our breath and regroup," he replied before taking a sip of his drink.
Orin’s serious tone caught my attention when he asked, "So, let me ask you kid, straight up, what's driving you to be a hero? It's hard enough watching your own back, but you're out there trying to save other people."
"I just want to get home, and in the getting there, I don't want to have regrets about the sort of man I let myself be just because things got hard." I replied, knowing that it was only the partial truth. It was something my father tried to instill within me growing up. Like most kids’ somethings stuck and others didn’t. But he had been a powerful influence on my world views and the only person I respected enough to pay attention to. I preferred to find my own path in life and dad respected me for that. However, it meant I tended to prefer my own company and considered myself a loner. It wasn’t until dad died that I realized I didn’t have friends or others to be there for me. Until Jax, a pet companion I’d bought for dad. He was still a puppy when dad passed away. But he mourned in a way that I couldn’t when I watched dad’s coffin sink into the earth. So, the second reason I played the hero, was because I promised myself to try and make a better effort in connecting with people around me. It was selfish and perhaps a little naive. But it was honest.
"Besides,” I continued, memories of the past still evident inside my head, “I've got this dog. Jax. He and I have been inseparable since my father passed away. Jax has been my rock ever since my dad died. We've been through a lot together, and aside from being my best friend, Jax is the only connection I still have with my dad. I don’t want to lose that. Family matters you know? So, what about you, Orin? What's driving you?”
Orin’s expression softened, and he gazed into the distance. "My wife, Adrianna. She's my everything, Asher. I've never been as serious about anything in my life as I am about her. I would do anything to see her safe and happy." There was honest sincerity in his voice that I hadn't seen in him before.

"Lot of people so far that won’t ever get that chance," I replied, thinking about those who had been taken down during the initial Ghoul Tithe Challenge, and then during the Darker Than Night Challenge and the Voracious Eater Challenge. 

Our conversation took a somber turn as we reflected on the number of contestants who had already died in the games.

"Not much we can do about the ones who didn’t make it, kid," Orin responded to placate me. "Nothing at all. There’s nothing wrong with surviving, even when it doesn’t feel right. Let me tell you something that you might forget: If one of those people had the chance, they’d leave you in the dirt to fend for yourself, and then who’s going to feed that dog of yours? Who’s going to care about the things you care about and want to protect?"
After taking a deep drink from his mug, Orin continued. "As you know, Asher, this isn't my first time in the Nexus. Contestants are constantly being refreshed. We won't end with the same group we started with. People come, people go, people die, and the games continue."

The thought was hard to hear, but Orin offered one more piece of advice before we left the tavern. "Keep an ear out for Hog. He’s more than he seems—a lot more. He’s about the closest thing to an ally we have in here. He tries to slip as much information as he can safely share about the challenges to the contestants. It might give us an edge.
"Actually, kid, it’s going to bother me if I don’t do this. I've got an idea. How about you and me do a bit of training? I think I could show you a few things you might be able to learn, like my favorite and ultimate trump card, I call it pocket sand," Orin said with a glint in his eye.
I looked at Orin, unsure if he was serious or not, but I decided to take him up on his offer. We started our training session with some basic warm-ups and exercises, gradually increasing the intensity as we went along. Orin demonstrated various techniques and strategies, emphasizing their importance in the upcoming challenges.
As the day wore on, we practiced sparring with each other, trading blows and learning how to react and adapt to different fighting styles. Orien’s experience showed, and I found myself struggling to keep up with him at times, but I was determined not to let that deter me. Each time I was knocked down, I got back up, eager to learn and improve.
Our training session was intense, and by the end of it, I was drenched in sweat, my muscles aching from the effort. Orin, on the other hand, seemed hardly phased, a testament to his strength and obvious training.
"I think that's enough for today," Orin said, finally calling it quits as the sun began to dip below the horizon. "You've got potential, kid, but remember—it's not just about physical strength in these games. Keep your wits about you, and never underestimate your opponents."
I nodded, grateful for his guidance and support. As we walked back to the Pod Barracks together, I could already feel the bruises forming on my skin. Something told me Orin didn't know how to take it easy. But despite the pain, I knew that our training session had been invaluable, and I was determined to make the most of it. It just might save my life.
 




Maze Survivor

 
	System Notification: Dawn of the Fourth Day
Reminder to all players: please keep the compound clean and orderly. Report any suspicious activity to the Nexus administration. Challenge portal will open at 10:00.
 




Following the system notification, I emerged from my pod and as was my new custom, grabbed a fresh uniform from the wall locker and changed before setting off. It was my fourth day here at the Nexus, and I still hadn't properly met the man with the blue hair who occasionally shared a pod room with me. Orin was already gone, and the guy who had stumbled in on the first night had never returned.
It was weird to me, but as more and more people left to go on their own survival quests, it made sense. I pushed the thought away and stepped outside, onto the road of the Nexus.
There was hardly any light outside, just more of the same overcast grey that I’d come to expect from any day that wasn’t a rest day. The compound seemed emptier than before, a reminder of how each game claimed more and more lives. But I refused to let the weight of it all drag me down. I had a job to do, a game to win.
After a day of rest, I was feeling refreshed, and my Mental Fortitude ability had helped me leave the past behind. The masked Facilitators kept a watchful eye over the compound, but I noticed fewer of them than before. The sealed buildings with the ominous red lights remained sealed, and I made my way towards the Boar’s Head Tavern for a quick meal.
As soon as I opened the door, I saw Hog leaning forward in a serious conversation with a man I didn't recognize. The man was tall and lean, with sharp features and a piercing gaze that made me feel uneasy. He had a powerful build and was wearing black tactical armor. There was an oppressive aura about him that screamed dangerous. It put me on alert mode.
As Hog looked over at me, a worried smile plastered on his face, his body seemed rife with tension. So, I prepared to grab my tactical sword from the inventory, but Hog stopped me with a wave of his hand. "Ah, Asher. I didn't see you there. The Boar’s Head is closed today for a personal matter. Sorry for the inconvenience, I assure you food will still be provided. Protein rations have been set near the challenge entrance."
I looked over at the man and back at Hog, I was a lot less worried about food than I was about Hog. The whole thing left a feeling of unease that had settled in the pit of my stomach. "Yeah, no problem at all. You okay though, Hog? I can stay if need be. I don’t mind."
Hog kept staring at the man who had yet to even acknowledge I was in the room. "No, I am not ok.” His jowls shuddered, but I saw him straighten his shoulders. “I will survive, and this is not your business."
I knew better than to push it. The man's presence alone was enough to make my skin crawl, and I couldn't help but wonder what sort of business he had with Hog. It was a reminder that there was a lot about Station 18 that I had no idea about; this was just one of those situations.
With just one more look behind me in case Hog changed his mind, I took off towards the challenge entrance. A crowd of players had gathered, some stretching and warming up, others nervously pacing back and forth. I spotted Orin in the distance, waving at me and giving me a quick wink before turning away to bite down on the protein ration he was holding.
After finding the box and picking one up, I started eating a protein ration myself. It was tasteless, brown, and kind of gamey in texture. But it was better than nothing. As I ate the protein ration, I overheard a couple of contestants talking nearby. One of them was a short girl with curly brown hair, and the other was a tall guy with a buzz cut. I vaguely recognized them only from being low on the rankings.
"Last night, I heard my roommate take off. They said they wanted to quit and headed straight towards the first masked Facilitator they could find. They took off and never came back," the short girl said, her voice filled with worry.
The tall guy shook his head sadly. "That's rough, man. But that’s not on you to worry about. You know what those things are capable of. There’s no way they would just let anyone quit, not after what happened on the first day here. Lines were crossed."
The short girl nodded; her expression grew grim. "I know. I just can't help but worry about what could happen to me, you know?"
The tall guy put a comforting hand on her shoulder. "Don't worry, I'll make sure nothing happens to you. We're in this together."
I finished my protein bar and tossed the wrapper aside. We were all in this together, fighting for survival in a world where death lurked around every corner and the guesses I could make about what had happened to the friend were mostly negative.
As I made my way towards the entrance of the challenge, I felt the tension in the air grow thicker with every step. The masked Facilitators stood watch, their eyes darting back and forth as they scanned the crowd for any signs of trouble.
I took a deep breath and stepped forward, ready to face whatever challenge lay ahead. The weight of the oppressive atmosphere bore down on me, but I pushed it aside, focusing on the task at hand.

Soon, the mist near the challenge entrance grew dense until a doorway appeared, the newest challenge entrance. From within a masked Facilitator emerged from the shadows. His cold, menacing aura was palpable, it had to be a type of skill or ability because I saw people back away like an invisible hand pushed on them. His one visible eye locked onto me with a steely gaze as I deliberately kept myself from backing away, the pressure to do so evident by my gritted teeth.

"Welcome players," he said in a low, malicious voice. "I am the Facilitator of the Maze Survivor Challenge. This is a solo event.” His voice changed, condescension plain in his tone, “and we are expecting no more theatrics, Asher."
"The rules of the game are simple," he continued. "You will be dropped into a separate instanced maze and must navigate to the end while avoiding the monsters within. The maze is designed to look like one of your cities, with tall buildings and streets to navigate. A ruin from your world." The Facilitator’s tone was harsh and unforgiving, leaving no room for questions or responses from his audience.

"The prize for the winner is a rare artifact that will enhance your abilities in future challenges," the Facilitator continued, his voice now dripping with malice. "However, there are defeat conditions. If you fail to complete the maze before sundown, you’ll be left behind forever. You must survive the monsters that hunt through these streets. Additionally, should you so choose, you may pay the token cost of 15 tokens to leave the maze early."

I looked around at the other contestants, their faces grim and worried. Orin walked over to me with a grimace on his face before he slapped me on the back and said, "I'll see you after this one. Think I'm sitting this round out. You might want to consider it too." Other contestants were talking among themselves, their voices low and filled with fear.
"I don't think I can do this," one player whispered to another. "I can’t face another monster, not again. I can’t live through that again."
"I know," the other replied. "But we have to try. This place… there’s always going to be another monster, if we quit now, we’ll never survive." 

The group split as murmurs and talk went on, and the masked Facilitator stood watch, waiting, saying nothing. Eventually, half the group took off, including Orin who sheepishly waved when I didn’t take off with him. "Sorry! Hope you make it!"

As the dust settled, I grabbed my Tactical Sword and headed towards the entrance. 
 

 
	System Notification: Item Withdrawn
The Tactical Sword has been successfully withdrawn from your inventory.
Inventory Slots Remaining: 16
 




I knew that the stakes were high, but I refused to give in to fear. I was determined to survive this place, and as I’d been taught once long ago, the cowards never tried and the weak just died along the way.
 




Gated Exit

With nothing further to be said, and under the watchful eye of the oppressive Facilitator, I stepped through the foggy entrance to the Maze Challenge and the dark tunnel beyond. Immediately, I felt a familiar strain and pressure against my body like I was being pulled between two worlds.
System Notification: Armor items are now automatically toggled on. Stab Vest has been equipped.

I kept walking. The thick fog and cold damp air grew thicker. It was uncomfortable, but nothing I wasn’t used to at this point. The only thing that changed were my footsteps, which sounded louder in the empty space. I was reminded of what the Facilitator had said: This was a solo event. 

Eventually, the tunnel opened, revealing the light of an exit. I passed through it, and the tunnel disappeared behind me.

Just like that, I found myself with my back to a massive concrete wall where the tunnel exit had been. 
 
 
	System Notification: Maze Survivor Challenge. 

Greetings, participant. Welcome to the Maze Survivor challenge. 
This is a solo event, and any unsanctioned actions to circumvent this will result in immediate penalization.

The rules of the game are as follows:
You have been dropped into an instance maze and must navigate the cityscape and reach the exit point of the maze. The escape bridge. Before you can enter the escape bridge, avoid the monsters within. The maze is a ruin taken from your world, so utilize that knowledge.
The prize for the winner is a rare artifact that will enhance your abilities in future challenges.
If you fail to complete the maze before sundown, you will be left behind forever.
If you choose to leave the maze early, you may do so by paying the exit cost of 15 Tokens by saying, "I Forfeit." For every point of damage you’ve taken, the token cost to forfeit will increase by 2 tokens.
Take the challenge seriously, and make sure to use your skills to the best of your ability. The future challenges in the Nexus will only get tougher from here.
Do your best to survive.
 




With the notification gone, I scanned around, looking for some kind of clue as to where I was, and where I should be going. A glance up was all it took for me to realize I was in the center of an abandoned, modern-looking city. The sky was a dreary, perpetual grey. Towering buildings were imposing, yet, crumbling and overgrown with moss and vines. They stood tall. Tall enough that they extended into the clouds above and kept going, blocking out some of the sun. The ground was covered in loose stones and broken asphalt, making each step perilous.
It was as silent as it was grey. The shadow metropolis was a mass of emptiness, suffocating every inch of space. The only sound was that of my own breathing as I started moving down the deserted streets. The massive buildings were like old skeletons of better days with dust-covered windows, and doors with chains around the handles. Everything looked abandoned.
From what I could tell, the only way I could go was forward towards a t-intersection. The buildings rose on either side of me as I walked. They were packed so tightly together the only way forward looked linear.
The wind howled through the empty streets. The entire time, I made sure to keep a firm grip on the Tactical Sword. Just because things were silent, didn’t mean I was safe. I kept looking around, occasional glimpses of light off the dusty windows of the buildings catching my attention, but as soon as I tried to get a better look, whatever I saw was gone. 

Once I reached the t-intersection, I had to make a choice. From a metal pole hung a green sign giving directions. One pointed towards the downtown area, while the other pointed towards a river. There was no notice of a bridge, but in a decent assumption of possibilities where I was blind otherwise, I took the right turn that led towards a road exit and followed down a twisting rampway.

As I walked down the twisting rampway, I found myself in a concrete jungle of towering buildings and deserted streets. The air was thick with a sense of desolation and decay, and the only sound was the echoing of my footsteps. The entire time I tried to keep my senses on high alert for any signs of danger. I could see a chain gate at the end of the road, blocking off access to the exit to the off-ramp. Written on a wooden sign above the gate was a riddle, which seemed to be the only clue to unlocking the gate.
"I am always in front of you but cannot be seen. What am I?" I repeated the riddle under my breath, trying to think of the answer. Then it hit me, "The future." I spoke the answer out loud, and to my surprise, the gate lit up with letters and symbols.

The next riddle appeared and was more complex. "The more you take, the more you leave behind. What am I?" I had heard this one before. The answer was "Footsteps." I scanned the symbols that appeared on the gate. This time the answer didn't respond with me saying it out loud. Instead, the symbols shifted and changed into letters I understood. I tried touching them to see if I had to physically touch the glowing letters but that didn’t work. It wasn’t until I wished the letters would move that something changed, and it dawned on me. I had to will the answer to appear on the gate. I mentally rearranged the letters and added or removed a few, and the gate shuddered slightly as the symbols glowed brighter.

The next riddle appeared. “I am always hungry; I must always be fed. The finger I touch, will soon turn red." I mulled over the riddle, trying to decipher its meaning. 

"Fire," I responded. 

This time, the gate suddenly became completely enveloped in a bright flame that burned hotter than anything I'd ever seen, though I was unaffected. It burned for just a moment, turning the whole thing a charred black, and then the chain that kept the gate closed dropped uselessly to the ground, letting me through. 

As I approached the gate, a sudden movement caught my attention, and I spun around just in time to see a monster with its name floating above its head, Arisen Ghoul. It dropped down from the road above, and landed on its feet. Rotting flesh hung off its bones, and its sunken eyes were filled with an insatiable hunger. It was most likely drawn by the sound and pyrotechnics of the gate unlocking.

The monster swung its head toward the gate, and then noticed me. With the ghoul’s snarls and moans echoing loudly, I did the best thing I could think of. I attacked even as it started to lunge at me. Long, claw-like hands swung out at me, and I quickly dodged to the side. Without hesitation, I kept up my assault; and with a fierce strike, the blade of my sword sliced through the air and cut through the creature’s arm, severing it at the shoulder. 

The ghoul snarled in rage and moved faster than I could react. I could feel the wind of its claws brushing past my cheek. I responded on instinct. I drove my sword forward, narrowly avoiding the ghoul's bite as I plunged the blade into its brain. The ghoul collapsed on the ground, but the danger for me wasn’t over. 
 

 
	[System Notification]
You have slain an Arisen Ghoul. You have earned 1 token; it has been placed in your inventory.
 




The silence of the city was over, and a call went out. An eerie, terrible, keening sound. More and more Ghouls were being drawn towards me, towards the commotion. I could hear them. I tried to remain cool and collected, thinking of how I would survive the next round of attacks. I needed to use strategic thinking if I wanted to make it out of the challenge alive and without forfeiting. 

I looked back towards the gate, and I ran.

I realized that fighting my way through the horde of Ghouls was a surefire way to get myself killed. Instead, I quickly scanned the area for anything that could serve as a distraction. My eyes locked on a brick lying on the ground nearby, and I quickly snatched it up.
With a quick glance at the parked car a few yards away, I drew my arm back and hurled the brick with all my might. It hit the car, and the sound of the car’s alarm pierced the air. The Ghouls turned their attention towards the car, their bloodthirsty growls filling the empty streets.
I took the opportunity to make my escape, putting as much distance as I could between myself and the Ghouls. I ran down the road, sweat dripping down my face as my heart raced in my chest. The sound of the Ghouls' footsteps echoed in the distance, but I didn't dare look back. I kept going, following the signs that lead towards the river.
For the moment, at least, I was safe. But I knew that the city was now aware of my presence, and the monsters within it were awake and hunting for me. I needed to find a way to reach the bridge without being caught or killed. The Maze Challenge was proving to be more challenging than I had ever imagined.
 




A Race To The Finish

After the car alarm distraction, I wasted no time and moved through the city with purpose, my Tactical Sword held ready in my hand. I jogged quietly, avoiding making any noise, and was careful with my steps as I turned down streets. The maze seemed to have a straightforward solution, and I hoped my guess was right: The exit was the bridge. Although I found no signs for the bridge, I did see signs on the roadways directing towards the river. I weaved and dodged through abandoned cars, bus stops, and the occasional building with a placement that didn't make any sense. I leaped over debris, being careful to avoid the obstacles in my path, and I kept my eyes open for monsters as I made my way through narrow alleys and broken streets.
The city was alive with the sound of the undead, their moans and growls echoing through the empty streets. I could feel their presence lurking around every corner. More than once, I almost ran into a group of them, but I shifted direction and snuck past. The deeper into the city I got, the less chances I could run from them again; and unlike before, the undead were far more numerous than they had been.
At times, I found myself crawling on my belly, inching my way through the debris-filled streets. The Ghouls, when they were close, could almost sense me, and I could hear their snarls and growls as they searched for their next meal. My heart raced as I moved as quietly as I could, trying to avoid any attention from the monsters.
It was like navigating through a minefield. Every step I took had to be carefully planned and executed, and one wrong move could mean certain death. But I couldn't let fear get the better of me. I had to keep moving forward if I wanted to win, or even survive. The trek was hard, slow-moving at times, but I refused to be one of those who failed the challenge.
As I made my way through the maze of the city, I couldn't help but wonder how many others had attempted this challenge before me. How many had failed to make it to the end? The weight of the challenge felt heavy on my shoulders, but I refused to let it bring me down. I would make it through this maze, no matter what it took.
Eventually, after I’d been moving for what felt like hours, I arrived at a sort of ending and the beginning of the last challenge within a challenge. My frantic pace had finally caught up with me, and with no more undead to be seen, I staggered to the end of the desolate road, my breath coming in short, ragged gasps. I knew I couldn't rest yet. There, before me, stood an imposing structure that seemed out of place in this world of ruin. On its surface, two glowing circles illuminated the area, flickering like impossible beacons.
As I approached, the circles solidified into screens, each offering me a choice for the final challenge of the maze. The left screen, bathed in a pulsating orange light, presented the Wall of Fire. The right screen, glowing a sickly green, offered the Invasion of Rats. It was made clear to me that I had to choose one.
The Wall of Fire displayed a fierce, crackling blaze that would be unleashed behind me, forcing me to sprint through the remaining portion of the maze. In the screen's ominous glow, I could see the tendrils of flame licking the edges of the buildings around, threatening to consume everything in their path, me included. I was already tired, exhausted really, and the thought of sprinting some more wasn’t high on my list of things I wanted.
The Invasion of Rats seemed far easier at first glance. The screen showed a single rat emerging from a decrepit building, its beady eyes staring at me with hunger and malice. But the challenge wasn't in facing one rat—it was in the exponential growth of their numbers. With each passing second, another rat would crawl from the shadows, swarming toward me in a relentless tide of gnashing teeth and writhing bodies.
As I stepped towards the left screen, the Wall of Fire, I could feel the heat emanating from it. The pulsating orange light flickered, illuminating my face, casting strange shadows across my features. I could hear the crackle of the flames and feel the hot air on my skin. The challenge seemed daunting, but I was ready for it.
 
	System Notification: Item Stored
The Tactical Sword has been successfully placed within your inventory.
Inventory Slots Remaining: 15
 




Taking a deep breath, I slowly reached out and pressed my hand against the Wall of Fire screen, bracing myself for the inevitable surge of heat. As the flames ignited behind me, a wave of scorching heat surged through my body, and I felt my adrenaline spike as the primal instinct of survival kicked in.
With the sound of the massive wall of fire barreling towards me filling the air, I knew I had to move quickly if I wanted to make it out alive. I took off running, my feet pounding against the ground as I weaved and dodged through the maze, trying to avoid the fire closing in on me. The heat was intense, and I could feel it burning at my back.
Scrambling over debris, crawling on my belly, and squeezing through tight spaces, I did everything I could to find the fastest route to the exit. The fire was relentless, and I knew that any misstep could cost me my life. As I made my way deeper into the maze, the fire grew closer, and the heat became almost unbearable. The crackling of the flames licked at my heels, but I pushed myself harder, determined to make it out alive.
The oppressive heat radiated off the walls and floor, like a forewarning of the fire ready to consume everything in its path. The roar of the inferno drowned out any other sounds, and the orange glow illuminated the darkness. Smoke thickened the air, making it hard to breathe as I coughed and wheezed, pushing myself to keep moving.
Focusing on finding a way out, I could hear the screams and moans of the undead. Charred, and burning bodies shambled towards me, their outstretched hands clawing at the air. The fire was getting closer and the heat became unbearable, sweat poured down my face, and my clothes stuck to my skin. I turned a corner, only to be met with a wall of fire blocking my path. Frantically searching for another route, I saw a small gap in the concrete wall just above ground level. Leaping up, I pulled myself through the opening, finding myself on another road outside the maze.
Running as fast as I could along the road, the remnants of the burning maze behind me, I could see the bridge over the river ahead. My heart raced as I realized that across the bridge lay the gateway back towards the Nexus, my final destination.
This close to the finish, I didn’t let up. I sprinted across the bridge, my legs heavy with fatigue but my mind set on reaching the gateway. Each step brought me closer to the shimmering portal that marked the boundary between this apocalyptic world and the next. As I neared the gateway, I braced myself for the transition, knowing that I was about to leave the city maze behind.
As I passed the threshold, I felt the odd sensation, as though I was being yanked through space and time. The tunnel opened, and I stumbled out onto the other side, panting and smelling of smoke and fire. I went sprawling. I hit the ground like a ton of bricks, I laughed. I was happy to be alive.
System Notification: Armor items are now automatically toggled off. Stab Vest has been returned to inventory.
 
The Facilitator loomed over me, one eye visible and glowing while the rest of their face remained concealed behind their mask. They approached me with cold formality. "Congratulations, you've completed the challenge. But not everyone has been as successful as you." There was a smugness in that tone that made it clear they took pleasure in the number of contestants who didn't make it.
"So far, 14 contestants have been killed by Ghouls during their run, 2 by fire, and 5 by rats," they continued with notes of satisfaction.
Without skipping a beat, Orin suddenly ran over to join me and offered a bottle of water. I was surprised he’d waited. I chugged the water down thirstily, and the system of the Nexus started to soothe the aches and pains that wracked my body. "You're the first one back," he said, giving me a congratulatory, though sad, pat on the back. "One look at you lets me know I made the right call sitting this one out. I’m glad you survived."
 
 
	System Notification: Challenge Completed - Maze Survivor.
Congratulations! You have successfully completed the Maze Survivor Challenge.
As a reward for your impressive feat, you have earned 25 Tokens and the Fire Wall Challenge Coin.
In addition, you have unlocked a new skill: Environmental Adaptation. With this skill, you can quickly acclimate to any environment, allowing you to better manage and survive in various conditions, from extreme heat to freezing cold.
Keep up the good work, and good luck on your journey through the Nexus.
 




 
	System Notification: Results!

Note: Character Sheet has been updated to include inventory items.

Congratulations! You have leveled up to Level 5. All stats have increased by 1 point.
Character Sheet
Name: Asher Kujō
Level - 5
Health Points: 17/17
Dexterity: 12
Strength: 16
Constitution: 10
Will: 18
Intelligence: 13
Perception: 15
Skills:
Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization
Environmental Adaptation
Inventory 15/20:
Tactical Sword
Stab Vest 
Poison Detection Kit
1 Antidote
3 Health Potions
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin
Voracious Eater Challenge Coin
Fire Wall Challenge Coin
Tokens: 86
Savior Points: 19
Betrayal Points: 0
 








After The Rest

After accomplishing the Maze Survivor Challenge, I needed time to recuperate from the grueling experience. I wasn’t worried about myself so much, but the remaining contestants. Our numbers weren’t what they were anymore, and even my ability to compartmentalize had taken a hit. The thought of the number of contestants who hadn't made it through weighed heavily on me, and I knew I needed to take some time to recover both physically and mentally. But with rest and compartmentalize working overtime while I slept, I began to feel more confident and ready to face whatever lay ahead.

During those few days of recovery and preparation, I made sure to use every moment wisely. I took advantage of the downtime to do some intense training, both physical and mental, to ensure I was ready for whatever challenge awaited me next.

I started with wind sprints across the compound, pushing myself to the limit with every burst of speed. I’d run until my lungs felt like they were going to burst and my sides burned; then I’d run some more. The concrete ground was unforgiving, but I persisted, determined to strengthen my body and mind. After that, I turned to bodyweight exercises, focusing on core strength and flexibility. Push-ups, sit-ups, lunges, and squats all helped me build my endurance and stamina. If not for the healing effect of the Nexus, my legs would have been Jell-o.
But I knew that my sword skills were where I needed the most improvement. So, I spent hours upon hours doing sword drills, trying to perfect my technique, and practicing different moves until they were second nature. I used up more tokens than I had intended to on guidebooks and training manuals from the store, but I knew that the investment would pay off in the end.
As the days passed, I found myself returning to the Boar’s Head Tavern more and more frequently. I gorged myself on food and drink, indulging in my favorite dishes and trying new ones. The ritual and constancy of it all helped soothe my body and focus my mind.
Despite the excess, I was relieved to see that Hog was still there, even if he seemed subdued and didn't offer as many hints as he used to. I was grateful for his presence and the comfort it provided.
After about three days, I felt more confident and ready to face whatever lay ahead. The thought of all the contestants who hadn't made it through still weighed heavily on me, but I knew that I had done everything in my power to prepare. I was ready to take on whatever challenge came next, and I was determined to do more than survive. I was going to win.

 
 
	System Notification: Dawn of the Eighth Day

Reminder to all players: please keep the compound clean and orderly. Report any suspicious activity to the Nexus administration. Challenge portal will open at 10:00.

 




An alarm followed the notification, and I was jolted awake. The noise signaled the start of another day in the Nexus. It was my eighth day here, and while I had survived the previous challenges, the thought of what lay ahead was getting more difficult to push aside. It didn’t help that every day I woke up, my roommates were already gone, and I still didn’t have a good working relationship with either. Orin was better, but the blue-haired man remained an enigma.
I hadn’t checked my status over the last few days, so I summoned it real quick to see what my progress looked like, and then quickly got dressed in a fresh uniform and made my way out of the Pod Barracks.
 
	System Notification: Level Up!
Congratulations! Your training has paid off. You have leveled up to Level 6. All stats have increased by 1 point, and all physical stats have a +2 annotation from physical training.
Character Sheet
Name: Asher Kujō
Level - 6
Health Points: 18/18
Dexterity: 15 (+2 from physical training)
Strength: 19 (+2 from physical training)
Constitution: 13 (+2 from physical training)
Will: 19
Intelligence: 14
Perception: 16
Skills:
Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization
Environmental Adaptation
Keen Swordsmanship
Body Builder
Equipment:
Tactical Sword
Stab Vest
Poison Detection Kit
1 Antidote
3 Health Potions
Foundations of Weaponry (Book)
Combat Tactics (Manual)
Body Cultivation (Book)
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin
Voracious Eater Challenge Coin
Fire Wall Challenge Coin
Tokens: 19
Savior Points: 19
Betrayal Points: 0
 




I smiled, seeing my training had paid off; and I had a mini heart attack when I saw how few tokens I still had left. Buying the books and the manual had set me back a lot. As I walked across the compound towards the Boar’s Head Tavern, I took note of the increased security and the wary looks on the faces of the other contestants. The atmosphere was tense, and I could feel the weight of the challenge bearing down on us all.
When I arrived at the Boar’s Head, I was surprised to see that the usually jovial tavern owner, Hog, was sporting a few bruises and cuts. He looked up at me with a forced smile as I approached the counter.
"Morning, Hog. What happened to you?" I asked, concerned.
Hog's expression turned somber. "Ah, just a few scuffles with some of the rowdier contestants. Nothing to worry about. Nothing I’m not used to these days. "
I could tell there was more to the story, but I didn't press him further. Instead, I ordered a quick meal and sat down at a table in the corner to eat. The eggs were blander than I’d come to expect, and the bacon was far from crispy. As I ate, I couldn't help but notice that Hog seemed more tight-lipped than usual. He didn't offer any hints or tips like he usually did, which was unusual.
I decided to try and strike up a conversation with him. "So, have you heard anything about the next challenge?" I asked, hoping to glean some information.
Hog shook his head. "Can't say that I have. The Facilitators keep everything under wraps until the last minute." He looked around for a moment and leaned in, to whisper, "And I’ve been told to keep what I know to myself. Sorry, Asher."
I nodded, disappointed but not surprised. The Nexus was a tightly controlled environment, and the Facilitators held all the power. It was just one more thing that made the challenges so difficult.
 
System Notification: Item Withdrawn
The Tactical Sword has been successfully withdrawn from your inventory.
Inventory Slots Remaining: 13
Leaving the Boar’s Head behind, I strode down the compound streets, my eyes scanning the area for any signs of trouble. The Tactical Sword already in my hand, ready for action. As I neared the Station portal, I saw two groups facing off against each other. Orin stood against the wall, watching with a sense of detachment.
It had been a while since I had seen Cat, the woman I’d saved during the Darker Than Night challenge; but there she was, among the players in one of the groups. I was glad to see that she was okay. On the other side stood Luther and his followers, a smaller but more intimidating group.

Luther and his followers stood trying to act intimidating across from Cat's group, and I could sense their hostility towards each other. I started to move towards Cat's group when Orin reached out and put a hand on my arm.

"Don’t get involved. Not this time. They can’t attack each other here. I also know that you’re walking a mighty fine line. Alliances are one thing. Enemies are another." Orin gave me a look, his expression serious.
"Are you ready to make that man your enemy?" he asked, and I could sense his concern.
I gave him a steady, determined look, refusing to back down or show any vulnerability. "Thank you for your concern, Orin, but I’ll be alright," I replied confidently. “You’re a good friend.”
"Not a friend. More somebody who’d rather not watch you die," Orin replied with a grin, and I couldn't help but smile at his words.
He took his hand off my arm, and I quickly strode down and across the compound, feeling the eyes of the other players on me. I straightened my shoulders, standing firm and returning their stares with a confident one of my own.
As I approached Cat's group, I could hear Luther's voice shouting insults at them. The mood was a powder keg, and I could feel the hostility radiating from Luther and his followers. They turned their sights on me. I kept my composure and approached Cat.
"Hey, it's been a while. How are you holding up?" I asked her, trying to make small talk and ease the tension.
She smiled at me, and I could sense her relief at seeing a familiar face. "I'm doing alright, thanks. How about you?"
I shrugged, trying to play it cool. "I'm doing okay. Just taking it one day at a time. Do you need any help?"
Cat shook her head. "We're good for now," she said, but I could see the worry in her eyes.
Just then, Luther stepped forward, his eyes fixed on me. "What do you want, Asher?" he spat.
I took a step forward, my grip on my sword tightening. "I just want to make sure everyone stays safe," I said, voice steady and calm. "And if that means stopping you from causing trouble, then so be it."
Luther sneered at me, but I could see the fear in his eyes. "You don't scare me," he said.
I grinned, knowing that I had the upper hand. "I don't have to," I said. "I just have to make sure you stay in line."
 




Guardian

Tension was thick and heavy. I faced Luther down with my sword casually in hand. I stood in the middle of the confrontation between the two groups. I’d taken a side. Cat flashed me a thankful smile, looking far better than before with a basic set of body armor and her hair arranged in a bun. I was relieved to see her alive and well. It was a far cry from when Luther had knocked her unconscious during the Darker than Night challenge. 

Luther locked eyes with me and drawled, his fake southern accent grating on my nerves. "These hooligans here are trying to deny us our right to enter when the game starts. Then the second issue, is you.” His drawl became thicker and mocking.  “You seem to have taken it upon yourself to be a mediator in this world where tokens, challenges, the system, and the Facilitators are the only law."

I held my ground, and my blade steady. Luther’s words didn’t have any effect on me. "Doesn’t matter. I’ll stand against you now, forever, and always. The rest of us will work together to survive this place."
Luther leered at me and leveled a finger my direction, and I felt a surge of anger. "You're lucky the Nexus prevents us from causing any harm to each other out here. I'd never harm the blonde, don't get me wrong, but you, Asher... You, I'd toss into a blender, pour out across the street, and then--"
I tuned out the rest of his words, not interested in his threats. Turning to Cat, I asked her how she and her group were faring.
"We need tokens," she responded and for the first time I noticed how hungry she looked. "Everyone in my group has had to make sacrifices. We haven’t been able to earn enough tokens to eat here, and the rations seem to always be gone. Whenever we go and participate in a game, we're threatened by that group of Luther’s. It's hard enough to survive the monsters and the traps, but it's downright impossible when they attack us freely within the challenges."
"How many of your people have died at their hands?" I asked Cat, my eyes burning with anger.
"Eight, now," Cat whispered. "We're down a lot of people here in Station 18, and a rather significant number have died at human hands."
I should have felt bad, but I didn’t. I had spent the last few days training and building myself up mentally and physically. I’d spent tokens on food, books, gear, manuals. All to improve my ability to survive and win. My Mental Fortitude and ability to compartmentalize came in handy at times. 

Luther started to laugh. "Well look at that, shouldn’t you feel guilty then, hero? How many of them would still be alive if you’d just been there for them?" 

"I’ve nothing to feel guilty about," I said firmly, meeting Luther's gaze and then looked at Cat; she needed to know this too. "I won’t sacrifice my own growth and survival for anyone, but I can promise to help them earn more tokens as best I can." I turned to Cat and the group behind her. "I'll make sure you have the chance to earn enough tokens to eat and participate in the games. But you’ll need to work together to earn them if you want to survive."

Cat's eyes widened with relief, and she gave me an understanding nod. I turned back to Luther, my grip tightening around my sword. "As for you, we have nothing to talk about, and one day, when it’s just you and me in the dark, I’m going to kill you."
Luther sneered. "You're just as bad as us, using your strength and skills to get ahead. We're all monsters in this game."
I shook my head. "You’re making a decision to become a monster. I may be more ruthless, but I haven’t left my humanity behind just to get ahead like you have. "

Luther let out a low chuckle as he pulled back, his eyes gleaming with malicious intent. "You really think you can stop me, boy? I've been in this game longer than you, and I've seen boys like you come and go. You may have some fancy sword, but I've got something even better—power. The power to control, to dominate, to make sure that no one ever gets in my way; and I was doing it a long time before ever coming here."

He took a step closer, the tip of his knife glinting in the dim light. "And you, my friend, are in my way. So, I suggest you step aside before I make you regret crossing me."
I sighed shaking my head, but refusing to back down. "I'm not afraid of you, Luther. You can threaten me all you want, but I won't let you hurt these people. I'll do whatever it takes to keep them safe."

I squared my shoulders and faced Luther, keeping my Tactical Sword at the ready. He had already proven himself to be a dangerous and unpredictable opponent, and I knew that I needed to stay on guard.

Luther let out a bark of laughter. "You really are naive, Asher. You think that just because you're a hero, you can save everyone? Well, let me tell you something. In this world, there are no heroes. Only survivors."
"Then I guess I'll just have to be a survivor, but I still believe I don’t need to become you just to survive." I replied, readying myself for another attack.
Luther lunged forward, and I brought my sword down in a wide arc. He dodged underneath and kept coming at me. Too late, I saw the dagger come up, having broken through my guard. It headed straight for my neck, and in that moment, I knew, I just knew I was about to die -- but then it stopped. A red shield appeared in front of me, blocking Luther’s blow and preventing it from landing. 

 
	System Notification: Protective Shield in the Nexus
Attention all contestants,
Please be aware that a protective shield is placed over all contestants while inside the Nexus to prevent any successful attacks from other players. This shield will ensure the safety of all players during their stay in the Nexus.
The Nexus is a place of survival, not senseless violence. Please govern yourselves accordingly.
 




"See?" Luther took a step back and sheathed the knife. "There’s nothing you can do out here. You’re all words. But in there? You’re mine. I’m going in there."

Luther laughed again, "Maybe I don’t scare you boy, but I scare them, and you won't be around to save them all." It was true that I couldn't protect everyone in the Nexus, station 18, but I could at least try to help those who needed it most. 

When he finished speaking, a new gateway to the next challenge formed in the fog. The air crackled with energy as a masked figure emerged in the robes of the Facilitator.

"Greetings challengers," the figure said, their voice low. "I am the Facilitator for this round. The next game is called 'Small World,' and it will be a group challenge where you will need to work together to succeed."
The figure paused, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of unease as they continued to speak. "But be warned, this challenge will test the limits of your endurance and your ability to work together. It will require you to navigate a world that is both strange and familiar. Where blood and home take on new meanings, and where you will be see the world from a new perspective, in order to complete the task at hand. However, there’s only room for so many. The gateway will seal itself soon."

The Facilitator motioned for us to go, and I saw Orin leading Cat's group, running through the gate and down the hallway towards the next game.

I knew what I had to do. I couldn't let Luther and his followers harm them anymore. I stepped forward, acting as rear guard, ready to follow Cat and her group. I noticed the swords of Luther's followers pointing at me in an attempt to get past. 

"How stupid and brave of you." Luther laughed angrily. 

I raised the Tactical Sword, and as they lunged forward, a glowing red mesh appeared in front of me, blocking their attacks. They were unable to get through; I’d effectively made myself as a barrier, preventing them from moving forward.
Orin's voice echoed down the tunnel, "That's the last of them Asher! Come on! That is, if you can join us!" I glanced over my shoulder, seeing Orin disappearing in the deeper darkness of the tunnel.

"You'll find that this is a hollow victory," Luther spat, but I didn't let his words get to me. The gateway started to close, and I turned and ran, leaving him and his group behind. Luther wouldn't be a problem for at least one round. My attention shifted to the group and their survival. I needed to help them earn tokens to make it through Station 18.




Unnamed Rule

The mist thickened as I made my way down the tunnel, my senses alert for any sign of danger. The tunnel opened into white light, as I ran through. Suddenly, as I stepped onto the air, the ground wasn’t there and I stumbled into a sprawling living room. The white light faded, replaced by dimly flickering yellow lights.
System Notification: Armor items are now automatically toggled on. Stab Vest has been equipped.
 
I glanced around. The place was a mess, with chipped paint, dusty pictures, and furniture that looked like it had been chewed by mice. But what struck me the most was the size of the room. It was huge, big enough to easily accommodate all the contestants who had come through to do the challenge. 

"Glad to see you made it, kid." Orin flashed me a grin before heading towards the kitchen to check it out, and I gripped my Tactical Sword, ready for whatever was coming next. 

Instead, a door opened, and the Facilitator that was managing the challenge strode in through the front door and closed it firmly behind him, his eyes scanning the room from behind his mask.

"Welcome, we meet again" he said, his voice laced with condescension. "As I previously told you, I’ll be your Facilitator for this round. The challenge is called Small World. Game type: Group. I couldn't share all the details outside without giving away too much of the game." 

"As you’ve experienced in some of the other challenges, killing one of the creatures of this realm will earn you one token. You need five tokens to exit. Some of you already have enough tokens to leave, but for the rest, the game begins in sixty seconds. I should caution you that this challenge has a unique rule… I should tell you..." The Facilitator chuckled. "But some things are better left discovered by yourselves."

 
	System Notification: Small World Challenge – Game Type: Group - Constitution
Greetings contestants. This is a group challenge, and the game type will be revealed at the start of the challenge.
As in previous challenges, killing any creature during the challenge will earn you one token. You will need five tokens to exit the challenge. Please note that the challenge has a unique rule that will be revealed once the game starts.
At any time, you may pay the exit fee of five tokens to leave.
 




The Facilitator stepped up next to the door, and I took a moment to scan the room for Catherine. I soon found her, busy setting up a defensive ring with some of her companions. As I approached, she looked up gratefully.
"Thank you for all your help," she said.
"Don't thank me yet," I muttered. "Were you able to make it into the last Constitution game?"
Catherine shook her head. "It was a rough one. The monsters were easy enough to kill, but there was this gas that filled the air. If you have any masks, I'd suggest putting them on. I can only imagine what sort of air dispersal will be employed this time around."
I nodded, then declined her offer to join them. "Not this time, sorry. I want to explore this level a bit."
"Explore?" Catherine's eyes went wide. "You're not trying to go out-of-bounds, are you?"
"No," I assured her. "Other rooms seem to be fair game. I'd like to figure out exactly what they're talking about. By now, you all know how to defend yourselves. Make sure everyone gets their five tokens, bare minimum, and as many people as possible get more than that."
Catherine smiled softly. "I'll take good care of them."
I nodded, then turned and started walking towards a door that seemed to lead to a smoking room. Orin caught my eye and gave a nod of his head, then slipped back into the kitchen himself. As I entered the smoking room, I couldn't help but smile. It was large and luxurious, like something a wealthy actor might have. The rack along one wall contained bottles of wine, several enormous bookshelves filled with leather-bound volumes, and a number of dusty chairs.
Suddenly, a sharp ding sounded. 

Remembering Catherine’s warning, I quickly cut part of my uniform off in a strip and tied it tightly around my mouth and nose. The moment I did so, a thick cloud of dust erupted from beneath the chairs, billowing out and filling the room. It was choking and blinding, and even with the makeshift mouth cover, I began to cough and gasp for air. I heard screams coming from the other room.

Still, I didn't let the dust overwhelm me. I kept my focus and surveyed the room as best as I could through the haze. Small shapes darted out from the shadows beneath the chairs, scurrying around like oversized rats. I lashed out with my foot, connecting with one of the creatures and sending it exploding into a cloud of dust. The dust mixed with the already thick haze, making it even harder to see. But I had earned a token for my kill, and that was all that mattered.

 
	System Notification

You have slain a Dust Devil. You have earned 1 token. It has been placed in your inventory.

 




"That’s one of the dirtiest tricks I’ve seen," I muttered, frustrated at the situation. I looked down at the floor and suddenly, one of the Dirt Devils bit my foot, causing me to yelp in pain. Their teeth hurt, but luckily, they weren't immediately fatal. The creature dashed off, and though I swung my sword at it, I missed. Refocusing my attention, I turned back to the swarming Dirt Devils and quickly recognized their pattern. 

Two or three would charge me at a time, and they would run two laps around me before attacking. Most of the time, I was able to stomp them with my feet. But every successful attack filled the air with more and more dust.
 

 
	System Notification

You have slain 2 Dust Devils. You have earned 2 tokens. They have been placed in your inventory.

 




My lungs burned, and I could barely see the floor, but I caught glimpses of the critters here and there. More bites were aimed at my feet and ankles, causing me to involuntarily scream in pain. From behind me, I heard screams echoing forth and hoped none of them belonged to Catherine. I began stomping randomly, but no more kills were made. My lungs were burning, and my vision started to blur. Knowing I couldn't spend any more time in the room, I stumbled toward the nearest doorway, finally entering a large dining room.
 
	System Notification: Damage Taken from Source - Dust Devil
Your Health Points have been reduced by 5 because of the attack from a Dust Devil.
Current Health Points: 9/18
Remember, your survival depends on your ability to avoid danger and stay alive. Be prepared and stay alert. Good luck.
 




To my surprise, Lang was already there, using his flashlight as a club against the creatures. He had pulled his shirt up over his mouth and nose, but he had to use one of his hands to keep it in place. Suddenly, he let out a war cry and jumped up onto a large table, knocking over all the fine porcelain and the otherwise set table. I was shocked to see a great deal of blood dripping down from the man’s legs, splattering across a dusty, white tablecloth.
"Quick!" Lang called out to me. "Up here!"
Without hesitation, I jumped onto the table and looked back, watching as more Dirt Devils rushed in.

I nodded and quickly climbed up the table to join Lang. As I looked down through the thick dust, I could see the Dirt Devils swarming around the table, their numbers growing with each passing moment. I turned my attention to Lang and noticed that he was swaying on his feet. Looking closer, I saw a small meter next to his head.

"Are you okay?" I asked him, noticing the blood trickling down his leg and staining the pristine white tablecloth.

[Blood Supply Remaining: 40%]

The sudden appearance of Lang's blood supply notification caught my attention as it decreased to 39%, and then down to 38% and 37, I had to check my numbers with him. "Lang! Do I have a blood supply next to my head?" I asked, surprised.
He nodded and replied, "You’re at 68! What am I?"
"Ahh… 38! Now 37!" I confirmed, trying to keep up with the rapidly decreasing number.
Lang muttered a few words that I couldn’t hear and then shook his head. "I’m going to have to get out of here. Tricky, giving you a health bar that only other people can see."
"Luther would have been able to get the drop on just about anyone here," I said, regretfully. "He would have…” I shook my head, “not important now, I suppose. We just have to get out of here."
"At least I do. You’re doing a heap better than I am." Lang shrugged, then shuddered. "I can barely even see the doorway. How do I--"
Suddenly, I was struck with an idea. I picked up one of the porcelain plates and threw it down with all my might, shattering it and killing two Dirt Devils instantly. Lang followed suit, and I found myself enjoying the destruction of a fancy set of dishes. However, it wasn't long before the dust clouded our vision, and we couldn't see the doorway anymore.
I coughed heavily, and Lang said, "Nah. I’ve got it. Thanks, Asher. Don’t know if you got any Savior Points from this, but you earned them if you didn’t."
As Lang charged off into the dust, I noticed the silverware scattered across the table. I found a large serving spoon, wiped it clean and held it up in the dusty air, seeing my reflection upside down. I could see my blood meter, which was inverted but readable.
[67%]
"I’ve still got plenty of time," I said to myself. I didn't bother checking my Token count but turned towards what I thought was another doorway. I had seen it earlier when I barged in, but I hadn't checked where it led. After bouncing slightly on the balls of my feet, I leapt off the table and charged towards the direction of the doorway.

Instead of finding the door, I slammed face-first into a china cabinet. Glass shattered, cutting me in several places, and the whole thing came crashing down. Several more Tokens were awarded to me, and I began coughing even more powerfully than before. Teeth found my legs again, and I placed my hands on the wall and began racing along. Soon, I felt the wall give way to a doorway, and I bolted through.

The dust was less thick here, but still thicker than I would have liked. I found myself in a bedroom, a boy’s room if I wasn’t mistaken. The walls were blue and covered in vinyl rocket-ships, and the floor was covered in soccer balls, jacks, Legos, and other such boyish things. Dirt Devils erupted from under the bed, and after stomping on several of them, I leapt up onto the bed itself, hoping, once again, to stay out of their reach.
That proved to be a mistake.
As soon as my feet landed on the bed, dust billowed upward, and I remembered the fact that, back home, I had to wash my blankets every few days or they just got incredibly dusty. Teeth chomped down on my legs, I roared in fury, and I began to stab downward with my sword, stabbing in a frantic frenzy against the monsters.
I didn’t really know how many of them I killed. In retrospect, I was uncomfortable, and my vision was blurring, and my lungs were burning, so I found myself utterly done with the game. Small notifications about Tokens whirred across my vision, and I leapt from the bed, stepped on some of the jacks and screamed as Dust Devils puffed up beneath the carpet and bit my ankles. I bolted for the door with all my might. I came crashing into the wall instead, felt around, and soon began retracing my steps.
 
 
	System Notification: Warning - Low Health
Your current Health Points are dangerously low. Be vigilant and take immediate action to avoid further harm. Seek out help immediately.
 




The notification went unnoticed. I continued to stomp on things with all my might, but without the ability to see anything, there wasn’t a lot that I could do. Thankfully, the dust had cleared slightly from the dining room, and quite a lot from the smoking room. In fact, as I came stumbling through that last area, I found it nearly clear, though more dust began to surge out from under the furniture as another wave started to attack. I ignored it, certain that my blood meter was getting a good deal too low for comfort, and I raced for the doorway. At least… I mostly did. The rack of wine, along with the bookshelves, caught my eye. I ran up and grabbed a few bottles of wine, but since Hog could recreate any sort of drink from across the world anyway, I only bothered with a couple, then leapt toward the bookshelf.
I stomped two more Dirt Devils, placed my hand on the edge of the shelf, and dumped as many of the books into my inventory as it would hold. A glowing bookmarker attached to a book caught my eye, but was swallowed too quickly to pay too much attention to it. Almost instantly, all twenty slots were filled, and I ran through the doorway and back toward the house exit.
In the main living room, dust was so thick that I could hardly see, but I forced my way through it. No one else was there, save for a handful of bodies that lay upon some of the furniture. I muttered, then ran up to the Keeper.
"I’m ready to go," I said.
The Keeper leaned forward, scanning me for a long moment. Another Dirt Devil bit me on the ankle, I yelped, and the door flew open. I dashed into the long, misty tunnel. 
 
 
	System Notification – Small World Challenge Completed

You have opted to pay the token fee to leave the premise. 5 tokens have been removed from the inventory.

 




[Blood Supply Remaining: 3%]
"Good thing I left when I did." I muttered, then staggered forward. The mist closed around me, I felt myself stumbling… And I threw myself along with all the energy I had left in my body.
 
	System Notification – Tokens Granted

You have earned 13 tokens during the fighting. They have been transferred to your inventory. Armor items have been toggled off. Stab Vest has returned to inventory.

 








Merchant Mercenary

As I stumbled out into the compound, I was met with a chorus of cheers. I was surprised to see Catherine and a group of her followers waiting for me. Despite my weariness, I flashed a smile at them and stumbled along. Blood continued to seep out of my wounds, staining the grey concrete, while the flickering streetlights illuminated the small compound.
"You're alive," Catherine said with a smile and rushed over to me.  "And look! You're back at number one!"
I blinked and looked up at the scoreboard. Sure enough, I was back at the top of the rankings. It was a welcome relief after the chaos and danger of the Small World challenge. 
 
 
	System Notification: Level Up!
Congratulations, Asher Kujō! Your hard work and dedication have paid off. You have successfully leveled up to Level 7. All of your stats have increased by 1 point, and all physical stats have a +2 annotation from physical training. You have been fully healed.
Character Sheet
Name: Asher Kujō
Level - 7
Health Points: 19/19
Dexterity: 16 (+2 from physical training)
Strength: 20 (+2 from physical training)
Constitution: 14 (+2 from physical training)
Will: 20
Intelligence: 15
Perception: 17
Skills:
Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization
Environmental Adaptation
Keen Swordsmanship
Body Builder
Equipment:
Tactical Sword
Stab Vest
Poison Detection Kit
1 Antidote
3 Health Potions
Foundations of Weaponry (Book)
Combat Tactics (Manual)
Body Cultivation (Book)
Miscellaneous:
2 Cabernet Sauvignon
10 looted books
#@!error#
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin
Voracious Eater Challenge Coin
Fire Wall Challenge Coin
Tokens: 30
Savior Points: 21
Betrayal Points: 0
 


	Asher Kujō
Ranking: 1
Savior Points: 21
Betrayal Points: 0
Games Survived: 4
 




"Thanks for waiting for me," I said, my voice rough from all the coughing. "I didn't think I was going to make it out of there." I looked at the new ranking, and I didn’t say anything to her, but I didn’t feel great about it. My jump mostly just meant Luther and the others must have spent the points they were hoarding.
Catherine nodded in understanding. "It's a tough game. But you did it, Asher. You're a survivor."
I couldn't help but feel a small sense of pride at her words. I had worked hard to come out on top, despite the odds against me. It was a testament to my dedication, skills and determination.
As we walked through the compound, the overcast sky added to the eerie atmosphere. The concrete ground beneath my boots felt cold and unforgiving, a sharp contrast to the warm interior of the house I had just escaped from. The silence was broken only by the occasional sound of footsteps or a distant voice.
"Let's get you cleaned up," Catherine said, leading me towards a small building. "And then we'll celebrate your victory."

"I need to rest." I exclaimed, feeling the exhaustion from my recent battle. "But not here. I want to go somewhere to wind down and decompress." The Boar’s Head Tavern was calling my name. Thinking back to my character sheet, I’d tried to open my inventory and pull out that… weird error code message. But whatever it was, was stuck in there. The odd thing about it was that it didn’t take up an inventory space. Perhaps that was why it was an error. Besides, I really didn’t want to go through my inventory right now, I could figure that out when I had food and sleep.

Catherine nodded as I walked towards the tavern. I wasn't sure if I wanted her to join me, but I left it up to her. I was a loner at heart, and was never good around people anyway. I pushed my way through the glass door into Boar’s Head, and the warmth from the furnace greeted me. Hog waved at me from behind the counter.
"You’re back, and alive, too! Had some folks mighty worried about you!"
"I made it out alive," I replied with a nod. I scanned the room and saw Orin and Lang sitting in a booth near the back. Orin waved, and I staggered towards them, dropping wearily into the seat next to Lang.
"I’m glad you made it out." Lang took a sip of mead from a small shot glass in front of him. "You were in there a long time."
"Was I?" I furrowed my brows, feeling like it didn't take that long. I turned and waved at Hog, and he quickly thumped over. "Four wine glasses, please."
Hog nodded, and the thin-stemmed glasses were soon placed in front of us. I pulled out one of the bottles from my inventory and poured out a healthy sample for each of us, including Hog, then leaned back in the seat. "Couldn’t have been more than five minutes."
"It was almost twenty." Orin shook his head. "Makes me wonder if time moves differently there."
"Or you could have just gotten caught up in the excitement of things." Lang pointed out. "I saw you there, when you were throwing dishes at those Dirt Devils. You looked… Alive."
I chuckled, despite feeling tired. "I’ll admit, it was fun. Smashing things is always exciting, and if you can kill something with it…"
I took a sip of the wine, and I blinked in surprise. It was easily better than anything else I’d had in Boar’s Head, and Hog could generate an excellent vintage. Orin seemed to concur with the assessment, as he soon borrowed the rest of the bottle. I was happy enough with my one glass, as was Lang, and Hog thanked me for the wine and moved onto his next customers. We sat around for some time longer. Finally, I turned to the two of them.
"Either of you find anything good in your explorations?"
Lang shook his head. "Not a thing. The dining room was where I started. I had planned on sorting through all those drawers, there had to be something good tucked away in there, but those monsters were a whole heap faster than I’d bargained for."
I glanced at Orin, who just shrugged.
"Their fridge was distinctly lacking in beer, and I didn’t locate any new weapons, if that’s what you’re asking."
I nodded slowly. "Same here. I got the wine, but that was about it."
"I did see something, though." Lang perked up after a moment. "There was a door… I had to go through a pretty long hallway to get to the dining room. It was locked, but it had a triangular-shaped keyhole. I’m not positive, but I’m pretty sure I’ve seen a skeleton key over at The Pawnshop."
"Eh, you’re right!" Orin thumped the table. "Who knows what sorts of goodies were hidden behind that door?"
"Maybe just more monsters." I muttered. Now that things were slowing down a bit, I glanced at my Token supply. As I did, my eyes opened wide in surprise.
 
 
	System Notification: Bonus Tokens: Book – Windfall Granted
Congratulations! You have been granted an additional 211 tokens for your performance and bringing yourself to the brink of disaster. Congratulations! For finding an anomaly #@!error# you have been awarded a further 350 tokens. It has been removed from your inventory. Your total number of tokens is now 591. They have been automatically placed in your inventory.
 




"The books!” I exclaim excitedly. “I forgot about them.” Pulling out two taking note of the titles. “System Reborn, volume one and two.”
"I'll take them both. Fifty Tokens each," Lang said quickly, eager to acquire the books.
 
	System Notification: Token Transaction
You have exchanged (2) books for 50 tokens each. Your total tokens are now 691. They have been automatically placed in your inventory.
 




"I can't put anything else in my inventory while they're here. Deal," I replied, shrugging.
A moment later, Lang had purchased the two books, and I had 691 Tokens. Orin belched after finishing off all the wine and stood up unsteadily. "Evererone!” He drunkenly stuttered. “Asher’s got books!"
As he stumbled toward the door, all eyes turned toward me, including Catherine's. I could see the excitement in their eyes, and I knew they were willing to pay a good price for books.
"I've got eight more. Fifty Tokens apiece," I announced, dumping all but one book out onto the table.
The crowd surged forward, a stampede of eager players desperate to get their hands on the limited number of titles. It was chaos as people scrambled and fought to buy the books, pooling their Tokens when they didn't have enough to purchase one on their own. I watched, somewhat stunned, as all eight books were sold in just thirty seconds. I was now sitting on a small fortune and a copy of Ivanhoe, which I planned to sell when I finished reading it. I needed some form of entertainment after all the hard work I had done.
System Notification: Token Transaction
You have exchanged (8) books for 50 tokens each. Your total tokens are now 1,091. They have been automatically placed in your inventory.
As the frenzy died down, Catherine remained, glaring at me with annoyance etched on her features. “You charged them fifty Tokens per book?” she demanded, gesturing at the compound. “This morning, you fought Luther to ensure that people had the money to buy food. People died in that game just so they wouldn’t starve, and now you take all their hard-earned cash? Why couldn’t you have just given the books away? Now they’ll have to go back inside tomorrow, and we won’t be able to keep Luther out forever.”
I winced, realizing that Catherine had a point. I’d been so focused on making a profit that I’d overlooked the bigger picture. This was something dad would have automatically done. He was better with people than I ever was. Lately I’d been trying to imitate what he’d do in the situations I found myself in, and this point right here proved that I still had a long way to go. “They were willing to spend the money,” I countered, trying to defend my actions. “I wasn’t forcing it. Besides, no one even tried to bargain.”
I stood up from the table, scratching the back of my head. Catherine took a step back, she realized what she had done and her back straightened, head raised. She must have seen the surprise and partially hidden hurt on my face that her reaction caused. Her expression softened slightly. “I’m sorry if I caused any harm,” I said, my tone quiet and sincere. “But we all have to make it work in here. I haven’t killed anyone, and I hope I never will. Maybe if Luther and his followers forces my hand, I may need to break that rule.” I moved a step away from her, noting her shoulders relax further. That stung. “This place can make people crazy if they don't have a way to unwind. I see it as helping people maintain their mental stability, even if it was a mercenary way to achieve that goal."
Catherine shook her head, still not entirely convinced, but no longer disgusted by my actions, either. She walked away, and I turned to face Lang, who had been silently observing the argument. "That won't end well for you," Lang remarked.
"You could have stepped in," I retorted, annoyed by Lang's indifference.
"Nah," Lang replied, pulling out System Reborn Volume one, and settling down to read. "It's fun to watch people argue. And like you said, we all need whatever entertainment we can get. You and Catherine both just provided me with excellent entertainment."
I just rolled my eyes and walked away. I didn’t have the patience for it. Catherine was up at the bar, and she didn’t look at me as I walked out of the tavern and back into the Nexus compound. On the streets, the eyes of the Keepers and Facilitators continued to look down at me, watching me nonstop, but I ignored them as well as I walked over to The Pawnshop.
It was time for some upgrades, and I had enough tokens to actually make some purchases, now, and I wasn’t about to let that opportunity go to waste.
 




Item Shop Return

As I walked into the Broker’s Upgrade Shop, the jingle of the door filled the silent space. Rows of items hung on display racks and in cases, while a suit of armor gestured to me without saying a word. The shop was similar to others I had been in, but with a few noticeable differences. Behind the counter, the soundless figure in a robe and white mask stood, watching, and said to me, "You’ll find our items different this time." 

I nodded. Following Orin's advice, I made my way to the rear of the shop, where I found a display of multi-colored stones that provided stat upgrades. Each upgrade was priced at 100 Tokens, and there appeared to be no difference in cost between an upgrade from 10 to 11 and an upgrade from 15 to 16. The cost per stat upgrade remained static. I furrowed my brow as I tried to decide which upgrades would be the most beneficial to me.

I had six stats and enough Tokens to buy ten upgrades. However, I had other priorities, as well. My sword needed repair, my armor was getting worn out and uncomfortable already and needed repairs too, and I required some other items that could be more useful than just stat upgrades. I wasn’t sure which ones; though, in the heat of the moment, I’d forgotten to use a health potion during the last challenge, so if I could find something that just sort of worked by itself when I needed it, I wanted it. 

I found myself paralyzed by the overwhelming number of choices. It was funny how just a few minutes earlier, I would have been grateful for even one item, and now I couldn't decide what to do first.

I approached a display case filled with gemstones, each with a different color and shape. Next to it was another container full of items. I reached out to touch the first one and then the other, and a notification appeared before me.

 
	System Notification: Items & Details
Gem of Strength - 100 Tokens
Details: This gem is infused with raw power, permanently increasing the user's strength by +1.
Gem of Dexterity - 100 Tokens
Details: This gem is infused with nimbleness, permanently increasing the user's dexterity by +1.
Gem of Constitution - 100 Tokens
Details: This gem is infused with vitality, permanently increasing the user's constitution by +1.
Gem of Intelligence - 100 Tokens
Details: This gem is infused with knowledge, permanently increasing the user's intelligence by +1.
Gem of Wisdom - 100 Tokens
Details: This gem is infused with insight, permanently increasing the user's wisdom by +1.
Gem of Charisma: This gem is infused with charm, permanently increasing the user's charisma by +1.
Arcane Gem - 200 Tokens
Details: This gem is imbued with powerful arcane magic, permanently increasing the user's intelligence by +3.
Crystal of Vitality - 150 Tokens
Details: This crystal pulsates with life energy, permanently increasing the user's maximum HP by +20.
Shadow Cloak - 400 Tokens
Details: This cloak is made from the finest shadow silk, imbued with magic that increases the user's agility by +2 and provides a +15% chance to evade enemy attacks.
Bloodthirsty Blade - 500 Tokens
Details: This sword thirsts for blood, increasing the user's strength by +5 and dealing additional damage to enemies when their health is below 50%.
Orb of Fire - 250 Tokens
Details: This orb contains a raging inferno, permanently increasing the user’s constitution by +3.
Elemental Resistance Charm - 350 Tokens
Details: This charm provides permanent resistance to elemental magic, reducing damage taken from fire, ice, and lightning attacks by 10%.
Lucky Rabbit's Foot - 100 Tokens
Details: This foot was harvested from a particularly lucky rabbit, permanently increasing the user's luck by +1 and providing a 5% chance to receive bonus Tokens from battles.
Demon's Eye - 400 Tokens
Details: This eye was taken from a demon, and it grants the user the ability to see through illusions and detect invisible enemies. Permanently increases the user's perception by +2.
Shadowstep Boots - 600 Tokens
Details: These boots are made of shadow silk and imbued with magic that enhances the user's speed and agility, permanently increasing the user's dexterity by +3 and providing a 10% chance to evade enemy attacks.
Dragon Scale Shield - 800 Tokens
Details: This shield is made from the scales of a dragon, providing the user with exceptional defense and fire resistance. Permanently increases the user's defense by +5 and reduces damage taken from fire attacks by 25%.
Faerie Dust - 200 Tokens
Details: This dust is harvested from faeries and imbued with magic that grants the user the ability to see in the dark. Permanently increases the user's perception by +1 and provides dark vision up to 60 feet.
Soul Shard - 500 Tokens
Details: This shard contains the essence of a powerful creature, and it imbues the user with some of its power. Permanently increases the user's strength by +3 and provides a 5% chance to drain the life force of enemies upon successful attacks.
Banshee's Wail - 300 Tokens
Details: This magical whistle emits a deafening scream that disorients enemies and boosts the user's speed. Permanently increases the user's agility by +2 and provides a 10% chance to stun enemies for 1 turn.
Gorgon's Gaze - 700 Tokens
Details: This charm is imbued with the power to petrify enemies with a glance. Permanently increases the user's intelligence by +3 and provides a 5% chance to petrify enemies upon successful attacks.
Dragon's Breath - 1000 Tokens
Details: This potion contains the fiery breath of a dragon, granting the user the ability to breathe flames. Permanently increases the user's constitution by +5 and provides the ability to deal additional fire damage with attacks.
 




After much consideration, I finally came to a decision. I ignored the cases and walked over to the workbench and set my sword hilt down. An interface appeared above it, and I began the process of repairing my weapon. "Repair weapon," I told the interface. 
 
 
	System Notification – Work Bench
[Tactical Sword. Rank: C. Condition: 25%]
[Repairing a weapon will cost 1 Token per percent damaged. Cost: 75 Tokens. Continue?]
 




"Yes." I nodded as I inspected my sword. A flash of light removed the rust, grime, dents, and scratches that I hadn't noticed before. I pressed a button to extend the blade, then retracted it and hung it from my belt. Station 18 was convenient in that anything in my hands or hanging from my belt didn't take up inventory slots, giving me more space to buy other items.
Considering how many Tokens I had remaining, I walked over to the survival table. Orin had pointed out a length of rope when we’d come into the shop on another day. Thankfully, some version of that rope was still there. I saw the usefulness of having it. It was priced at 50 Tokens, and I added a small grappling hook for another 50 Tokens. Finally, I picked up a duffle bag for 100 Tokens. I couldn't slot them into my inventory without paying for them, so I placed them all on the counter and walked back to the upgrade shelf.
 
	[System Notification: Items &  Details]
Duffel Bag - 100 Tokens
Details: This sturdy duffel bag is perfect for carrying items on the go. It has an enchantment to increase inventory storage capacity by 50%.
Rope - 50 Tokens
Details: This rope is made from enchanted fibers, making it much stronger than ordinary rope. It can support up to 1000 pounds and has a length of 100 feet.
Grappling Hook - 50 Tokens
Details: This grappling hook is made from a sturdy metal alloy and has a built-in winch system. It can be used to climb up and down walls or swing across gaps with ease. The hook has a 50-foot range and can support up to 500 pounds.
 




Technically, I still had plenty of tokens, but with the other purchases I needed, my token count would come down quickly. I looked over the supply before turning my attention to the skills. There were hundreds of different skills to choose from, each with a variety of effects. The question was whether to increase all my stats equally or to focus on one particular stat.
My thoughts were interrupted when I noticed a small .22 bullet. 

 
	[System Notification: Items & Details]
.22 Bullet [Item Artifact]
Details: Grants the skill -: Bullet Time
Requirements: Dexterity 15
Effects: For 60 seconds (your time), you will move at twice the speed of everyone else
Rank: F
Uses: Once per day
Progression: 0%
Cost: 200 Tokens]
 




I decided to pick up five Dexterity Gems, each priced at 100 Tokens, and the Bullet Time skill before making my way back to the front of the store. The masked Facilitator rang up my purchases, and my Tokens dwindled down to 116, which was still quite a decent amount compared to most people. I stowed the survival gear in my inventory which caused a notification stating my Duffel Bag had been consumed to create 10 extra inventory slots. I slowly picked up the blue stones, each about two inches long and an inch wide. They resembled pills, and the masked Facilitator mimed placing them in my mouth, indicating that I should do the same.
I was uncertain of what would happen, but I trusted the Facilitator enough and popped one of the Dexterity stones into my mouth. It slid down my throat and exploded in my stomach, sending streams of energy bursting throughout my body. It was a strange but exhilarating feeling, as if I had been set free from gravity's constraints. I felt lighter and more agile, and I took a step just to test it. It felt like I was gliding across the ground, and a broad grin spread across my face.

 
	System Notification – Item Consumed
Details: Gem of Dexterity has been consumed, you have gained 1 point of Dexterity. It has automatically been applied. 

Dexterity 16 -> 17

 




I quickly inserted the remaining four stones, one by one. As I did, my Dexterity shot up to 21, and I felt as though I was walking on air. The sudden change was so jarring that it felt like my feet were barely touching the ground, my movements as light as a feather. I felt I could balance on a dime with just a thought, my body responding effortlessly to my will.

 
	System Notification – Item Consumed x4
Details: (4) Gem of Dexterity have been consumed; for each, you have gained 1 point of Dexterity. They have automatically been applied.
Dexterity 17 -> 21
 




Then I grabbed the bullet. With a deep breath, I closed my hand around the bullet and focused on absorbing its power.
The sensation was intense, almost overwhelming. It was like being caught in the center of an explosion, the energy surging through me like a raging river. But I held on, gritting my teeth as the power flooded into me. My body shook with the effort of controlling it, but I refused to let go. I had worked too hard for this moment, and I wasn't going to waste it.
Finally, the surge subsided, leaving me panting and trembling. But as I opened my eyes, I knew that it had been worth it. My new power thrummed within me, ready to be unleashed at a moment's notice. I could feel it, like a living thing coiled within my chest, waiting for me to set it free.
 
 
	System Notification: Item Absorbed
Details: Skill Unlocked - Bullet Time. Skill may only be activated inside an active contest. Every kill made while using this skill will cause Progression to increase. Upgrading skill will result in longer durations, more frequent uses, and may unlock other effects.
 




"Other effects?" I murmured, a small frown creasing my brow as I pondered the meaning of the notification. It was most likely just a generic message that accompanied every skill, detailing some possible additional effects. Perhaps Bullet Time could increase accuracy or deal extra damage. Whatever the case, it didn't really matter.

I had played my cards, and in my mind, I had played them well. I walked out of the shop, I felt the tension of anticipation tingling across my body, and for the first time, I found myself hardly able to wait for the following day’s challenge.

 
	Stats & Items Gained! Now updating!
Character Sheet
Name: Asher Kujō
Level - 7
Health Points: 19/19
Dexterity: 21 (+2 PT)
Strength: 20 (+2 PT)
Constitution: 14 (+2 PT)
Will: 20
Intelligence: 15
Perception: 17
Skills: Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization, Environmental Adaptation, Keen Swordsmanship, Body Builder, Bullet Time
Equipment: Tactical Sword, Stab Vest, Poison Detection Kit, 1 Antidote, 3 Health Potions, Foundations of Weaponry (Book), Combat Tactics (Manual), Body Cultivation (Book), Ivanhoe, Rope, Grappling Hook
Challenge Coins: Ghoul Challenge Coin, Voracious Eater Challenge Coin, Fire Wall Challenge Coin
Tokens: 116
Savior Points: 21
Betrayal Points: 0
 








Interference

After spending the previous day reading and taking it easy, I saw Orin a few times sitting in the Compound, staring out into the distance, seemingly lost in thought. However, I didn't pay much attention to him. That night, I easily fell asleep, looking forward to testing my new abilities the next day.
But things didn't quite work out that way.
The following morning, I was jolted awake by a harsh, red light beating down on me. Confused and disoriented, I realized that I was surrounded by the protective mesh that kept people from harming each other while in the Nexus. I tried to sit up, but the mesh prevented me from doing so. Frustrated, I looked around the pod and saw that it was completely empty. No Orin, no Lang, no one.
My attention was soon drawn to a small dagger hovering just above my mid-section, preventing me from moving. It wasn't a large weapon, more like a penknife, but in the Nexus, it was enough to render me immobile. I tried to knock the blade aside, but the mesh was made of energy, and I couldn't affect the knife in the slightest. Trapped and helpless, I felt a rising sense of panic.
As I punched the barrier, I suddenly heard a voice behind me. "Ah, you're awake. Good." I turned to see a figure stepping out of the shadows. It was a woman, tall and slender, with long blonde hair and an amused smile on her face. She wore a sleek, black suit that hugged her curves, and her eyes were a bright, piercing blue.
"Who are you?" I demanded, trying to keep the rage out of my voice and take note of the situation.
The woman simply chuckled. "Oh, don't worry about that. You don't need to know my name. I'm just a messenger, you might say." She gestured at the dagger. "That little thing is just a reminder, a way to get your attention."
"A reminder of what?" I growled.
The woman's smile widened. "That you're not invincible, Asher. No one is. Not even you. One way or another, we can reach you."
Before I could react, she pushed me down, and the red mesh flared again, locking me into place. Then she jumped backwards and disappeared back into the shadows.
A grinding sound followed, and I knew as soon as I reached out to try and open the pod that I’d been sealed in. The pod door had been damaged. 
 
 
	System Notification: Dawn of the Ninth Day
Reminder to all players: please keep the compound clean and orderly. Report any suspicious activity to the Nexus administration. Challenge portal will open at 9:00.
 




I shouted for help as I tried to force the door back open, though I knew it was futile. No one was coming to my aid. I was sure that Luther, through that woman, was responsible for it; he had managed to trap me inside this narrow shell, and I was unable to move. I cursed his name understanding this was retaliation from the previous challenge, and it was partially my fault. I tried to roll over and into the door, but the tight confines of the shell prevented me from doing so. I struggled to rip through the mattress, but it was no use. I heard the bells ringing in the distance, signaling that the game had begun without me. Luther had gone in with his followers, and people not affiliated with them were likely dying already.
Hours passed by slowly. Eventually, I was able to get the pod door open, but the pen knife from earlier kept the red mesh activated. I couldn’t get through. I missed the game and my stomach growled from hunger. My back ached from lying in the same position for so long. Finally, Orin stumbled into the room, I could tell by his heavy breathing and the way he dragged. He tried to grab the penknife, but instead fell on the protective barrier, knocking the knife sideways and freeing me. He mumbled something about getting out of his bed and then fell on top of me, snoring loudly. I pushed him off and climbed to my feet, horrified, yet thankful at the turn of events.
I scrambled out. Too much time had passed by. As I ran out into the alleyway, I saw one of Luther's followers snickering at me before darting into one of the pods. I raced out into the compound, where I found Catherine standing with a small group of people, all with their heads down. Luther was laughing as he made his way up into Boar’s Head. His crew was smaller than it once was, and I noticed Betrayal Points next to some of Catherine's group, including Catherine herself. She looked at me with blazing rage in her eyes as I approached.
"Where were you?" she snapped.
I quickly explained what had happened, and she sighed and lowered her head.
"Then it was a setup from the start," Catherine whispered.
"Yup, I’m sorry. I didn’t know they could trap me in the pod." I nodded. "How bad was it?"
"We lost a lot of us. I'm not sure how any of us really were able to survive," Catherine muttered. "Thankfully, we were able to get their Tokens and Challenge Coins, with one exception, before Luther did. He had fun, but he didn't get the completion rewards."
"Then why is he so happy?" I demanded.

Catherine grimaced, "He still got the Challenge Coins from his own fallen teammates." she said with a hint of anger. "On the bright side, he ought to be out of here soon. I don't know how many coins he's managed to collect, but even if they're repeats, he's getting up there."

I nodded slowly in agreement. It was a relief that Luther was getting closer to leaving, but the reality of the situation was still daunting. I hesitantly put my arm around Catherine, she seemed okay with the contact, and slowly walked around the much smaller group, trying to ease the tension. But when I sensed that they didn't really want me there, I turned away and walked towards the bar, casting a single glance upward as I did so.
The list of names had lessened considerably. Under half of the people who had left that train were still alive. It was frustrating, and it was moments like this, when my frustration boiled over that all I wanted to do was get back to the real world. All I wanted to do was escape, but I only had 3 Challenge Coins. My heart sank wondering how many Luther had compared to me. Not to mention the others who’d died and then had their challenge coins collected.
"You can do this, Asher," I whispered to myself. "You'll get out of this."
Even as I said it, I looked back at the others. In a strange sort of way, I actually enjoyed the challenges. So did Lang, Orin, and unfortunately, Luther. But not everyone felt the same way. They just wanted to get back to their homes, back to their families. Sure, I might be able to escape, but would they? I didn't know. And if I put too much thought into it, I would only end up dying. Instead, I decided to do what little I could and strode up into Boar’s Head.
"Hey, Asher!" Luther called out from the bar as Hog looked on apologetically, "We missed you at the games this morning! It was--"
My anger flared, and I drew my sword. Even knowing that it wouldn't actually hurt him, I decided to make a point with Luther a bit, and I leapt forward. My feet blurred across the linoleum floor, and in the blink of an eye, I had slammed the blade into Luther's face. The protective mesh sprang up, and Luther jerked back in shock. With that, I let the sword telescope back into its hilt, and I dropped it back down to my belt.
"You've… Ahh…" Luther stammered.
"Gotten a bit faster?" I raised an eyebrow, trying to act nonchalant. In retrospect, I realized that I probably should have saved that fact for the games themselves, so I could have surprised Luther when it counted. But it was too late to second-guess myself now. "Yes, I have. You're safe now, but do you think that will remain true once the next game rolls around?" I asked, the implied threat rolling off my tongue. 

Luther's anger flared, and his face contorted into a mask of rage while he continued to hold himself upright. The rest of his cronies reminded me of a pack of wolves, watching their leader with hunger in their eyes. I knew they were deadly when focused, and each and every one of them held ambitions of being the leader themselves. I needed to be careful. If I showed even the slightest weakness, the enormous stack of Challenge Coins that Luther was holding would provide incentive enough for his minions to act.

"You don’t scare me." Luther spoke softly, maintaining eye contact with me. "You’d never kill another human. You’d never risk that precious reputation. Get a single Betrayal Point, and suddenly, people will start to second-guess you. Your squeaky-clean--"
"If I have exactly one Betrayal Point on my record, everyone in here will know who it belongs to." I hissed softly, cutting off Luther's words. "It will be a badge of honor, not a drawback. Everyone outside your group hates you, and I’d wager that a good deal of them aren’t keen on you either. No one will mourn your death."
I held Luther's gaze, watching as his eyes tightened slightly. I could practically see the gears spinning inside the man’s head as he tried to figure out his next move. I decided to let him think. I turned away from him and strode out of the tavern. I didn't want to be anywhere near him, and judging from the rather empty state of the Compound, no one else did either. I wanted to curse myself. Dad would have found an easier way to deal with the likes of Luther. But… I wasn’t dad. I was just me, and these games were showing a side of me I’d kept hidden. A colder, practical side that enjoyed the fights and battles. The reason I chose to be a loner, even if I would only admit that to myself.
My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten yet that day, but out of pride, I refused to turn back. I’d made a strong point in the tavern. The last thing I needed to do was undermine what I was trying to portray. I needed to be strong, both to stand against Luther and to protect everyone else. A part of me knew that was my father talking. But that other side… well… If I, too, showed even the slightest weakness, my laundry list of enemies would add my name to the hilt of their knife, just as they would with Luther's name.
I needed to watch my back, that was all there was to it. Thankfully, I now had the ability to watch it better than ever before. I only hoped that I would be able to put it to good use once the next day came around.
 




Announcement

The buzz of the daily notification woke me up. 
 
 
	System Notification: Dawn of the Tenth Day
Reminder to all players: please keep the compound clean and orderly. Report any suspicious activity to the Nexus administration. Challenge portal will open at 10:00
 




Following the wake-up alarm, I found myself free of any prison-like red mesh barrier. Lang, the blue-haired man who had avoided me for so many of the previous days, was sitting on the edge of his bed, legs dangling down from the pod, sharpening a long knife. As I moved out of my pod, he nodded in acknowledgment. 

"Somebody tried to get in about an hour ago, but I scared them off," he told me, his eyes turning back to his knife. 

"Thanks." I gestured to the machete-like knife in his hand. "Where’d you get that?"

"The Broker. It’s D-ranked, not as high as I’d like, but it’ll do the job. The flashlight broke yesterday, and I had to sell Oliver Twist to get my hands on this, but we’ve all got to do what we’ve got to do," he explained, sliding the blade into his inventory.

"We should get moving, now that you’re up," he advised me. "The system didn’t tell anyone, but a message came through about thirty minutes ago. Something big is happening in the main compound. You probably don't want to miss it."

I appreciated the heads up and left the room, walking down the long hallway of the Pod Barracks. It was odd, even many of the pod rooms I passed were vacant. I guessed I shouldn’t have been surprised; over half our number were gone already. Once I reached the main street of the Nexus, I found it deserted. After making my way out into the Compound, I looked up at the dark, cloudy sky. This time, I saw shapes moving around above the clouds, and a timer was ticking down, with about thirty minutes left. I furrowed my brow, curious about what this place had in store for us.
Just then, Orin bumped into me. The first person I’d seen since Lang. "Here, kid. Thought you might be hungry. We’ve got a big day ahead of us." He passed me a biscuit packed with eggs and cheese, which I devoured gratefully.
"Thanks," I said between bites. "What’s going on?"
"Don't mention it. Whatever this is, I'm sure it'll be shenanigan-y, and I'd like you at full strength."
I raised an eyebrow. "Shenanigan-y? Is that even a word?"
"It is now," Orin retorted. "If Shakespeare could invent words at his leisure, I can too. If something is full of shenanigans, you call it..." He trailed off, waiting for me to fill in the blank.
I didn't oblige him. "I'll let you claim it as a word, but I won't call it a good one."
Orin huffed and crossed his arms. "Weird hill to die on, but ok," he muttered.
As we continued walking, I asked Orin and Lang what they thought the big message was about. Lang replied, "Who knows? We'll find out soon enough. But Orin and I are going to stick close to you. The drunk bastard may be a pain, but I trust him to watch my back."
"Hey!" Orin protested, but he was grinning. "I appreciate the vote of confidence, Lang."
I had to smile at their banter. Despite the circumstances, it was nice to have some companionship. We continued to chat and speculate about the message until we reached the main compound.

"I thought you hated each other?" I asked, looking back at the two of them. 

Lang’s smile faded before he shrugged. "It’s complicated."

As we arrived, we saw that a large crowd had gathered. Everyone was buzzing with excitement and speculation. It seemed like the entire compound was present, and I felt a bit overwhelmed.
Orin clapped a hand on my shoulder. "Don't worry, kid. We've got your back. Probably. Depending on what you get into. I’m holding judgement in reserve. The option to not have your back is based entirely on whether you act like an idiot and get those around you killed. Namely me!"
"I have so many insults I could throw your way, don’t even try to start that battle," I snorted at Orin's teasing.
"You do?" Orin raised an eyebrow. "You would insult the guy who saved you from that prison when you got locked in your pod because you sleep too soundly in a den of murderers?"
"You were drunk at the time! You could hardly even talk," I pointed out.
"But I did, and I remember it, and if you’ll think it over, I’d be willing to bet you’ve never seen me with a hangover," Orin pointed a finger at me.
His words made me pause, and he laughed softly. "You want to start a battle, boy, and it won’t be me who winds up losing."
"That’s enough of that." Lang interrupted and walked away from the two of us.
I shook my head, catching sight of Catherine forming a small group near the portal wall. She glanced over at me and gave a small wave, more of an acknowledgement than a hello. I returned the gesture, finished my biscuit, and leaned back against the wall, waiting for things to begin.
As the minutes ticked by, not much happened, and the compound filled up with competitors. Suddenly, with another crack of lightning, the whole area lit up, and thunder rumbled as a Keeper appeared. He gazed around before speaking, his mask and drifting robes elaborate and ornately designed. Something I presumed a leader wore. However, I didn't like speculating, even if he did hold the all the attention in the center of the compound.
"Thank you all for coming. It has been some time since our last meeting. This message will not be repeated; do not ask for a repeat of it. This announcement is not long, so you can retain this much," he said. He slowly lifted a hand, pointing at the scoreboard above him. "As many of you have noticed, we have now dropped below fifty competitors. A critical threshold. Due to this, we have decided to add more contestants to your ranks. The portal will open at ten o’clock, as you have come to expect. However, the following challenge will be shorter, and it will need to be cleared before then. At noon exactly, the portal will open again, allowing a new set of passengers to enjoy the Nexus. I do hope you’ll all give them a proper welcome."
Orin let out a low whistle. "That’s going to make things interesting. If we want to keep our lead, we need to clear the challenge and kill anything in our way."
Orin chuckled softly and I looked at him quizzically.
"What’s so funny?" I asked.
Orin shrugged. "It just seems cliché, doesn't it? You remember all those game shows back on Earth?"
"We’re still on Earth," I grunted, not quite believing what I was saying.
"We can debate that later," Orin countered. "Anyway, a bunch of those shows thought it was fun to bring new competitors into the game halfway through the season. It spices things up, adds twists, and whatnot. It always annoyed me, but now…"
His eyes twinkled mischievously, and I crossed my arms. "What could possibly be good about this?"
"Oh, I don’t know. It puts us in a position of mentorship. When we arrived, we… well, most of us… floundered. Y’all didn’t really know what to do, what was coming next, and it killed more than a few of you. These new guys? They’ll have you. People to tell them what’s what and how to survive."
“Maybe, but I’m sure I’m not the only one who helped others in the past. The question I want answered, is why there wasn’t anyone helping us when we got off the train?”
Orin looked at me gravely. “You’re not stupid enough to believe that everything wasn’t planned? This place is like a game. You took a stand, and that may have put a wrench in things at first. But…” He stopped, looking around him and his face paled at the sensation of eyes watching us.
"My help was instrumental in the beginning, I’ll give you that much," I said boisterously, hoping our change of subject would lessen those eyes upon us.
"Indeed, my boy." Orin clapped me on the shoulder, following along. "Maybe you can even sell a few more books in the process, eh, librarian?"
"Shut up." I snorted, then walked over to the portal, which was beginning to flicker with dark energy. "You coming?"
"Honestly, I think I’ll sit this one out." Orin called. "Like I said, shenanigans. They made that announcement now, before the game, for a reason. I think I’ll just wait and see how it all goes."
I nodded in understanding and strode over to the entrance. Catherine stood right next to me. I noticed that Lang was nowhere to be seen, either. Behind us, Luther and some of his goons, though not all of them. lined up as well.
"You alright?" I glanced at Catherine.
"Yeah." Catherine took a deep breath as the darkness swirled, and the portal took the form of a glass door. The sign overhead read ‘Book Fair’, and I could see our reflections, somewhat distorted, in the glass. "If there are new people coming in, someone’s going to have to protect them. That means I need to make it through."
"I don’t plan on dying, either." I assured her.
"No, of course not." Catherine shook her head. "You’re also not really a protector. A savior, maybe, but not a protector."
I was still puzzling over what that meant when the door popped open, and the crowd surged forward. I put the conundrum aside and did my best to focus. I was marching into another battle. I could figure out how to salvage my reputation later.
 




Book Fair Challenge

Everyone stopped and looked towards the Facilitator for guidance. I took out my sword.
 
 
	System Notification: Item Withdrawal and Armor Item(s) toggled on
Congratulations, you have successfully withdrawn the Tactical Sword from storage and equipped Stab Vest. You are currently using 10 out of your 30 available inventory slots.
 




"Welcome to Book Fair! Game type: Intelligence. This one’s a little bit different. You will have exactly one and a half hours, noted by the timer above." The Facilitator lifted his hand, and a timer appeared on the ceiling of the library. "Books can, naturally, be found in the stacks. However, not all these books are as they seem. Some of them are, instead, monsters disguised as books. Taking them off the shelves will result in said monsters attacking your face. As we all seem rather attached to our individual looks, I suggest being very careful. Of course, each monster kill will net you one token. However, in this game, there are other ways to win. While some books are hidden monsters, other books will hold hidden tokens. I suggest you use your time wisely, as these monsters will not be so easy to defeat as others that you may have faced. This is a test of the mind."
With that, the Facilitator stepped back, next to the door. "As always, the exit fee is five tokens. Everyone here currently has that amount of money on them, so any of you may bail at any time. Good luck."
 
	System Notification: Book Fair Challenge
Welcome to the Book Fair Challenge, an Intelligence game. You have one and a half hours to complete this challenge, as noted by the timer above. The library stacks are full of books to explore. Beware, as some are disguised as monsters that will attack you if removed from the shelves. Defeating these monsters will earn you one token each. However, other books hold hidden tokens. 

You must pay 5 tokens to leave. 

Use your time wisely, as this challenge will test your mental prowess. Good luck.

 




Several of Catherine’s group watched, as Luther and his followers began to move slowly out into the library. They simply turned, paid the Facilitator, and left. I could hardly blame them, but I turned my mind to the task at hand. Overhead, the timer began to tick downward, and ahead, one of Luther’s followers grinned and ran forward.
"I’ve got it! You five, hang back! Cover me, and we’ll be rich!"
He raced into the closest alcove, placed his hand on a row, and raced down toward the end. Books were knocked aside as he swept them by, and even as most of the other competitors moved out and started circling through the library, I simply watched. The books scattered to the ground, crashing left and right. As the man reached the end, he turned back and crossed his arms.
To my amazement, dozens of Tokens were scattered across the ground, dumped from the books. There were also several rather ghoulish masses rising up as well, three altogether. When they reached full height, they indeed did resemble the Ghouls from the very first challenge, with the distinct alteration of not having any legs. Instead, they looked rather like slugs on the lower half of their body, and they oozed forward toward the individual who’d triggered them. Above the heads of the monsters their name said Crawling Abominations.
"That’s right!" He grinned. "Come and get me!"
He drew out what looked like a police baton, then leapt forward and whacked the lead Crawling Abomination over the head. The attack did absolutely nothing, and just like in the first game, similar to the Ghoul’s, its speed increased and knocked the man down to the ground, then bent over him. Its mouth opened wide, and the man let out a scream.
"Help me! Luther, help me!"
Luther and his followers didn’t move, likely for fear of attracting the attention of the Ghouls themselves. Meanwhile the Facilitator chuckled.
"That wasn’t what I said to do, though I do hope it’s a useful illustration."
I drew my sword as the Crawling Abomination’s mouth opened impossibly wide and got ready to bite down. I closed my eyes, then opened them just as the Abomination began to bite.
"Bullet Time."
In slow motion, I stepped towards the first Abomination and kicked its head aside, causing the Abomination’s jaws to clamp down on empty air, then slashed my sword through its neck. The blade bit deep, and the Abomination’s head came off in a spray of blood. The blood splatter spreading in a slow arc, covering the man beneath the now dead Crawling Abomination. The other two Abominations turned towards me, their slimy bodies undulating.
I charged forward, sword flashing. The Abominations came for me too. 

As the second Crawling Abomination moved towards me, everything and everyone moved at a much slower pace than I. Yet, in this slowed down time, my movements still felt the same. I understood that time hadn’t slowed, and that it was my new-found dexterity combined with my strength enabling me to move faster. But that’s how it felt to me. With a quick bolt, I moved across the room and dove into the alcove. Scooping up all the Tokens that had fallen from the books, I swung my sword and slashed through the Abomination’s neck, only partially decapitating it. It let out a piercing scream, partially muffled and distorted by its open neck, and started to draw back. I stabbed my sword through the top of its head, and it still didn't die. I had to pull the blade out and plunge it through the chest before it finally met its end. Nonetheless, I was awarded a Token, and to the naked eye I would have looked like a blur, killing two Crawling Abominations' and looting the tokens in a split second.

Without wasting time, I attacked the final Abomination. It took four strikes to take it down and as the last Crawling Abomination fell, Bullet Time wore off, leaving my sword covered in blood and goop. Luther’s group were all wide-eyed, except for Luther who just took a step back, his weapons drawn and nervously looking at me.
"You intentionally harm anyone in this library, and I will kill you." I breathed softly. "Actually, let me put it another way. If anyone earns a Betrayal Point in this game, I’ll match him. One for one."
The threat was clear enough as Luther's goons backed away. Though, I couldn't use Bullet Time again in that match, but they didn't need to know that. Finally, Luther himself turned and strode to another part of the library. With that, I straightened up, and sheathed my sword.
 
	System Notification – Ability Ending – Bullet Time

[Bullet Time: Exhausted]

[Creatures Killed: 3]
[Rank of Creatures: D]
[Skill Progression: 25% to Rank E]




I felt the adrenaline still coursing through my veins.
 
 
	System Notification: Victory!
Congratulations! You have defeated the Crawling Abominations (3), and you have earned (3) tokens. They have been automatically placed in your inventory.
 




"I’ll take that," I murmured as I turned back to the man sprawled on the floor. With a flick of my wrist, a single Token flew from my inventory to him. He caught it, seemingly on reflex, and I continued, "You earned that much, at least. Try not to waste your life again."
I wasn’t sure if my words would turn the man to the side of good, but I was certain he wouldn’t be helping Luther anymore. Leaving him behind, I walked towards another alcove that hadn't been disturbed yet. I picked a shelf and began scanning the titles of the books.
"Non-fiction," I murmured to myself. "Let’s see. Whatever this test is, it’ll be possible to figure out the pattern. It’s been easy enough in non-intelligence tests, and… They haven’t exactly gotten that difficult yet. What do we have?"
As I read the titles of the books, I realized I was in a section about the American West, a subject I found quite fascinating. I continued down the line until I found a book titled "Life on the Chisholm Trail." With a tap of my sword, the book was knocked off the shelf and clattered to the ground. The next few books had titles such as ‘Ghost Towns of Kansas’, ‘A Condensed History of War’, ‘Pike’s Expedition’, and ‘Famous Folks of Montana’.
The book that caught my attention was titled ‘Silver Mines and How They Were Discovered’. As I picked it up, something flickered through my mind, and I smiled. Five Tokens spilled out from the pages as I flipped it to the ground. Encouraged, I continued down the line and found another book titled ‘Prospectors: The Good and the Bad’. It yielded seven Tokens.
Finally, my eyes settled upon a title that made me hesitant to open it. 

‘Superstitions and Monsters of the Native Americans’.

"I’m putting a hundred Tokens on this one being a monster." I poked the spine of the book with my sword. Almost instantly, it popped off the shelf and landed on the ground. The book's pages then liquified into a goopy sort of material and began to expand upwards. I lashed out with my sword, but outside of Bullet Time, I had to actually dodge several attacks from the Abomination before I was able to kill it. But it was enough.

"Everyone!" I cupped my hands around my mouth. Suddenly, there was a sharp snick, and I felt something trickling down my cheek. Blood. The Facilitator was standing right next to me, having landed a long cut down the side of my face. It was a warning, nothing more, but a stark one at that.
"Quiet in the library. No yelling unless you’re actively being eaten." The Facilitator chuckled, then returned to his post in a blur, retracting his sword as he did so. I glared after him, then located Catherine and jogged across the room.
She was in the Young Adult section and was just reaching for a book titled ‘My Werewolf Lover’. I leapt up and batted her hand aside, and she glared at me. The glare faded after only a moment, and I nodded.
"It’s so simple it’s almost stupid. Look for things with treasure in the title, avoid things with monsters in the title."
"Got it. I’ll pass it along."
Catherine turned away and ran over to begin whispering to her companions. I glanced around and located a few other people I recognized. I told them the trick as well, and soon, it had been passed around to everyone except Luther and his team. With that, I started working my way through the library, generally avoiding sections where Catherine was working, and started cleaning out all the treasure books that I could find. It was harder work than I thought, since I had to actually read each of the titles.
The shelves creaked as I pulled out each book, flipping through the pages to see if there were any hidden treasures. I found a few ancient maps, some rare potions, and a handful of enchanted weapons. My Token count began to rise, and I pocketed a handful of books that I thought looked interesting. There was no chance I’d be able to sell them, not with the influx that was about to come pouring in, but I needed things to read, too. As I made my way through the library, I couldn't help but notice the eerie silence that had settled over it. The only sounds were the soft rustle of pages turning and the occasional creak of the shelves.

I had worked my way towards the back of the library when the Facilitator’s voice boomed through the room.

"Ten minutes left! If you’re still in the library when the time ends, you will be eaten!"
I frowned and looked up at the timer. Time had slipped by unnoticed. I grabbed one more book, gaining a measly three Tokens, before making my way back towards the door.
But then I spotted something that caught my eye.
Old Chandeliers hung from the ceiling. The type that used candles, although they weren't being used since gaudy electric lights filled the room with light. Still, they looked cool. And then I noticed something on top of one of them. I scolded myself for not noticing earlier and glanced at the timer.
[9:32]
"I’ve got time." I muttered. I reached into my inventory and pulled out my rope and grappling hook, then tied the hook to the end of the rope. After twirling the rope around, I launched the hook upwards. After a few attempts, I finally caught it on one of the lower rungs and started to climb.
My arms burned with the effort gaining Strength had also increases bone density and weight, but my increased Dexterity allowed me to climb relatively quickly. Below me, people rushed towards the door. Catherine saw me and paused, turning back as I reached the top. I didn't watch her, and instead grabbed hold of the chandelier to swing myself up and into the lights.
Ancient candles sat in their holders, their wax yellowed and crusted from years of disuse. The bronze metal was twisted into the form of vines and branches. I swung from vine to vine, the whole chandelier swaying under my weight.
"Are you crazy?" Catherine hissed from below, glancing at the Facilitator in case it came to hush her the way it had me.
"Possibly!" I whisper shouted back. "Just… one… moment!"
Finally, I reached the top and pulled myself up to the small package that had caught my eye. It wasn't large, but I had to have it. The timer was ticking down below five minutes, so I grabbed it and tucked it into my inventory. Then I started climbing down.
It only took a few moments to slide down to the floor, at which point, I saw that my rope was now stuck. The grappling hook was lodged around the fixture of the chandelier, and there wasn't time to get it loose. I quickly jogged towards the exit, my package in tow.
"I hope you’re worth it, whatever you are." I muttered to the package. "It will cost me quite a few Tokens to replace what I’ve lost. But for now, you’re the only thing I walk away with."
The package gave no response. Catherine and I soon reached the Facilitator and paid our five Tokens each. Behind us, the timer ticked down below a minute, and we struck off into the long, misty tunnel.
As far as I could tell, we hadn't lost a single person, which was fortunate. But we were about to have a whole bunch of new people joining us, and I had no idea how that could affect the balance of things.
Oh well, there was only one way to find out. We would face it head-on.
 
 
	System Notification: Tokens Applied
Congratulations! You have collected many tokens during the Book Fair Event. Your total token count is now 389. They have been automatically placed in your inventory. Keep up the good work and use your tokens wisely!
 








New Arrivals

System Notification: Armor item(s) are now automatically toggled off. Stab Vest has been returned to inventory.
 
As Catherine and I made our way back through the tunnel that connected the challenge arena to the Nexus, a masked Facilitator intercepted us at the exit. He handed me a Challenge Coin for the Book Fair event, which depicted a book with an almost monstrous-looking question mark that resembled the features of a mimic. As I examined the coin, I felt the masked figure's eyes locked onto me.
"You continue to draw our attention, Asher," the masked figure said in a low, familiar tone that dripped with malice and... speculation. "One day, you will see all the wonders we have to show you."
I tensed at the words, my hand instinctively tightening around the coin. What could the Facilitators of the Nexus possibly want from me? And what sort of ‘wonders’ did they have in store? 
 
 
	System Notification: Level Up!
Congratulations, Asher Kujō! Your hard work and dedication have paid off. You have successfully leveled up to Level 8. All your stats have increased by 1 point, and all physical stats have a +2 annotation from physical training.
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Name: Asher Kujō
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Strength: 21 (+2 from physical training)
Constitution: 15 (+2 from physical training)
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Environmental Adaptation
Keen Swordsmanship
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Tactical Sword
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Foundations of Weaponry (Book)
Combat Tactics (Manual)
Body Cultivation (Book)
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Grappling Hook
Mysterious Package
Ivanhoe
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Fire Wall Challenge Coin
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Tokens: 389
Savior Points: 26
Betrayal Points: 0
 




As Catherine and I walked through the crowd, the streetlights flickered above us, casting an eerie glow on the faces of the onlookers. We were the last ones to pass the Facilitator, and behind us the library entrance swirled and dissolved into mist. The weight of the recent events began to settle in, and I took a deep breath.
As we approached the train station entry, an LED display over the brick pillars flashed a message, "Incoming train. Incoming train. Prepare for new arrivals. Estimated time to first arrival: 30:00." The timer didn't tick down, frustrating me with the inconsistency of the train schedules.
As I turned towards the Pod Barracks, Catherine caught my arm and frowned deeply. "What are you up to? Don't you want to see the newcomers? I know what I said about you, but you should still--"
"I'll be back," I interrupted, already set on my destination. "I just need to check something out."
I strode forward towards the narrow alley, the red lights above closed doors flashing on either side, looming over me. I entered the Pod Barracks. The unnatural silence surrounded me as the pods were mostly empty, and the ones that were occupied were eerily quiet. I quickened my pace and soon reached a random pod hidden further back. Stepping inside, I pressed a button next to the entrance, causing a pane of glass to slide across the opening and darken the pod's exterior. I activated a small light within.
With a deep breath, I put away my Tactical Sword, opened my inventory, and scrolled down to the mysterious package. It glowed in my inventory, beckoning to me, and I selected it. The package pulled out of my inventory and started to open, revealing its contents. The soft glow from within the illuminated the pod was enough to see what I had, and I peered inside the box. My smile widened before I stored it away.
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"Yeah," I muttered feeling pleased. "That was worth losing a few items for." I toggled my armor on. 

I studied the stat display intently, my eyes scanning the numbers as they flickered across the screen. Judging from the last time I checked the leaderboard, I was doing okay. A smug grin spread across my face as I confirmed what I had already known—I was still at the top of the leaderboard in Station 18. I was determined to keep it that way, and nothing was going to get in my way.

With a newfound sense of confidence, I strode out into the Compound, my head held high. People started to take notice of me as I walked by, their gasps of surprise echoing in my ears. Even Catherine, who I had always considered to be unflappable, looked shocked when she caught sight of me. I shrugged it off and continued towards The Pawnshop.
As I made my way through the door, I felt a momentary pang of embarrassment as my cloak snagged on the doorframe. I quickly freed myself and entered the shop properly, making my way over to the table holding all the survival gear.
I surveyed the items carefully, my eyes flicking over each one in turn. After a moment's consideration, I selected another rope and grappling hook, knowing that I could never have too many. It set me back a hundred Tokens, but I was willing to make the investment.
Moving down the table, I soon found the skeleton key that Lang had mentioned. It was another hundred Tokens, but I knew it could be a valuable tool in the future. And then, something else caught my eye.
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It was a multitool, a Swiss Army Knife without any blade. I remembered a TV show I had watched as a kid where such a tool had been able to build anything from bombs to cars. I couldn't resist the urge to purchase it, grinning to myself as I paid the final hundred and fifty Tokens.
With all of my purchases, including the Swiss Army Kinfe, I was down to just 39 Tokens. It wasn't much, but my current inventory of survival supplies was still more than I had ever had before. I tucked everything away in my inventory and stepped back out into the Compound, ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead.

As the timer ticked down, I joined the rest of the group, all of us waiting anxiously for the newcomers to arrive. When the portal finally materialized, two figures stumbled through, covered in blood and their clothes torn to shreds. One of them clutched a machete in their shaking hands, gasping for breath.

"I… I’m safe?" He gasped. The other person, a woman, collapsed onto the ground, clutching at her wounds. I could see the fear in their eyes as they looked around, clearly disoriented and confused.
"This isn’t New York, is it?" the man asked, his voice quivering.
I approached them cautiously, trying to assess their injuries. The woman's wounds were severe, and I knew she needed medical attention right away. I signaled for one of the medics to come over and help her, while I spoke to the man.
"What happened to you guys?" I asked, trying to keep my tone calm and reassuring. "Were you in a fight?"
The man nodded, his face grim. "We were ambushed by a group of monsters. We fought them off, but barely."
I could see the fear and exhaustion in his eyes, and I knew he needed a break. "You’re safe now," I said, laying a hand on his shoulder. "You made it out alive."
He nodded, but I could tell he was still shaken. The other members of our group came over to offer their support.

I crossed my arms and walked towards the group as the timer ticked down to 15:00 minutes. Orin gave me a nod of approval, and I smiled back at him. But as I looked around, I saw that Lang was sitting off by himself, staring at the portal with an unusual expression on his face. I couldn't quite put my finger on it, but something was definitely off.

Suddenly, the timer hit zero, and the portal began to swirl. A man stumbled out, clutching a bloody machete and gasping for breath. He looked around frantically, then collapsed to the ground.
Catherine rushed forward to help him, and I watched as more and more people emerged from the portal. The numbers on the scoreboard kept climbing, from 49 to 60, then 70, and eventually up to 139. I did the math in my head – 90 more people had made it through this time.
As the crowd began to settle, I could hear the mass noise of hundreds of questions being asked. Everyone seemed to be trying to figure out where they were and what they needed to do next.
I tried to push aside thoughts of competition and ranking, reminding myself that my only goal was to survive. But at the same time, doubts formed. 

I scanned the crowd of new arrivals, their faces etched with fear, confusion, and desperation. Questions echoed through the compound, rising above the din of the bustling activity around us. "Where are we?" "How do we get out of here?" "Where’s the Item Shop?"

I quickly realized that many of these questions were being directed towards me. After all, as a powerful warrior, I stood out from the crowd. Catherine was occupied on one side of the compound, and Luther and his gang on the other. While the latter didn't attract as many people, those who gravitated towards them seemed shady. As the bulk of the crowd gathered around me, I searched for something to stand on. A bench nearby caught my eye, and I motioned for people to follow me. Climbing onto the bench, I took a deep breath, clearing my throat to silence the chatter.
"Welcome to Station 18." My voice boomed, filling the compound. I paused for a moment, taking in the frightened faces of the newcomers, and the ominous presence of the Keepers lurking in the darkness. "Listen up, because I won’t repeat myself. In this world, there are two currencies: Tokens and Challenge Coins. To escape this place, you need to collect 100 Challenge Coins. You get them from completing daily challenges that will usually open up at 10 o’clock but not always."
The crowd murmured, and I could feel their anxiety and skepticism. I knew that for many of them, this world would be a harsh reality check.
"But be warned," I continued, my tone becoming more intense. "This world is not for the faint of heart. You will be thrown into dangerous situations, and you need to be ready to fight. You need to be smart, strategic, and brave. If you can’t handle that, then you will never make it out of here."
I paused for a moment, scanning the faces of the newcomers as I continued, "Tokens are earned by defeating monsters, completing quests, and exploring new territories. They are used to purchase equipment, potions, and other supplies. As for the Item Shop, it’s located near the center of the Compound, just past the tavern."
I could see relief wash over the crowd, and some of them began to relax. But others still looked anxious and uneasy. One of them spoke up, "What kind of challenges are we talking about here?"
I leaned forward, "The challenges vary from day to day, but they will always test your skills as a warrior. They can be anything from defeating a powerful monster to completing a difficult puzzle."
Another person chimed in, "And what if we die in here?"
"You die for real." I said bluntly, "There’s no coming back from it. That’s why it’s important to work together and be prepared. This isn’t a game or anything like that."
I could see the fear in their eyes, but also the determination. These were survivors, just like me. And they were going to do whatever it would take to make it out of here alive.
"Now," I said, "If you have any more questions, you can direct them to Catherine over there." I gestured to where she was still helping people. "But for now, let’s focus on getting settled in and preparing for the challenges ahead."
With that, I climbed down from the bench and made my way back to where Orin and Lang were waiting. I could feel their eyes on me as I approached, and I knew they had questions.
"Smooth talker." Orin said with a smirk.
I rolled my eyes, "I’m just trying to keep everyone calm and focused. We’re all in this together." Besides, the more I imitated my dad, the easier it was for me to make speeches. But I wasn’t going to tell these guys that.
Lang looked up at me, his expression still troubled, "Do you really think we can make it out of here?"
I put a hand on his shoulder, "We have to. There’s no other option."

As I finished speaking, I could feel the weight of their expectations bearing down upon me. But I had said what needed to be said, and now it was up to them to decide if they would walk this path with me. I stepped down from the bench, my mind already shifting to the next set of challenges. The crowd, however, had other ideas. People were pressing in, shouting questions and demands.

I needed to get away, to clear my head and think. This many people seeking my attention made me nervous. But as I turned to leave, a hand shot out and grabbed my arm. I spun around, ready to fight, only to see Luther smirking at me.
"Gonna be a tough road, Asher," he said, his southern accent worse than usual, his grip tightening. "But I’ll give you credit, you’ve got guts."
I jerked my arm away from him. "Don’t touch me."
He chuckled, his eyes gleaming with a malicious light, the same light I’d seen in the Facilitators and Keepers. "Oh, I think these new faces and I are going to be great friends."
I resisted the urge to punch him and instead turned on my heel and walked away, trying to ignore the stares of the other newcomers. My mind was racing, trying to come up with a plan for survival. Catherine was already overburdened, and I didn't want to add to her stress.
As I entered the Pod Barracks, I was struck by the quiet, almost eerie atmosphere. It was a sharp contrast to the chaos outside. The only sounds were the whirring of the machinery and the beeping of the pods. I made my way to my own pod, grateful for the solitude.
Inside, I took a deep breath, letting the tension seep out of my body. This was my chance to rest, to regroup. But as I closed my eyes, I could still hear the clamoring of the crowd outside. The pressure was mounting, and I knew that it was only a matter of time before something snapped. But for now, I would rest and prepare for whatever was to come next.




Plus One

I sat up in my pod, rubbing the sleep from my eyes as I heard the daily system notification chime. As I got up and out of my pod, I noticed that Lang and Orin were both there, waiting for me.

 
	System Notification: Dawn of the Eleventh Day
Attention, Player Asher! Today marks the eleventh day of the Nexus competition. For today’s challenge, all players must be in teams of three. Please gather your team and proceed to the challenge portal located in the central area. The portal will open at 10:00.
 




"Ah kid, fantastic, you’re finally awake.” He waved his hand to indicate himself and Lang. “And look at that, a Natural fit. That makes three." Orin ended with a grin. 

"We’ve got a minute. It’s a good thing you're up," Lang said, his voice low and serious. "We need to talk."

I raised an eyebrow, my curiosity piqued. "What's up?"
Lang and Orin exchanged a glance before turning back to me. "We've both made it all the way through the games before," Orin said, his tone hushed. "And each of us has our own reasons for coming back."
I frowned, not quite sure where this was going. "Okay... And?"
Lang leaned forward, his eyes intense. "You can earn a prize here that you can't get anywhere else," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "A miracle. We want to make sure you’re motivated. So, keep your wits about you."
I stared at him for a moment, trying to make sense of his words. "What do you mean? What kind of prize?"
"It's not something we can talk about out in the open," Orin said, his eyes flickering around the room. "But let's just say that it's worth fighting for."
I shook my head, and pinched the bridge of my nose. "I don't understand. Why wouldn’t they let you talk about it? I mean, think about it. If they let everyone know that there was an end goal in sight, you’d probably get better group participation."
Lang sighed heavily. "The rules. This place is governed by more than just the Facilitators and Keepers. More than that, we're not the only competitors who want it.” Lang looked around, biting his lip with uncertainty. “It’s a limited resource. The more people who know, the harder it will be to take it for ourselves."
I nodded slowly, starting to get the picture. "Okay, I see. So, what do I have to do?"
Lang grinned, a glint in his eye. "Stick with us. We'll show you the way."
 
	System Notification: Tentative Alliance Formed
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"It's common for more contestants to make their way here as more of us die off," Lang said, his tone grim. "They, the Facilitators, don't like it when it's only guys like us left. They like the theatrics of the death. Gore. All that shit."
Orin nodded in agreement. "Yeah, it's sick. But that's just how it is. And if we're going to make it out of here alive, we need to be smart about it."

As we stepped out of our room in the Pod Barracks and down the hallway, the atmosphere was heavy with a sense of dread. The newly arrived contestants had joined the already traumatized and injured, making the place a hive of activity. Everyone was in their own world, lost in thought, staring blankly ahead. 

Once we got outside, it wasn’t much better. The Facilitators, with their eerie masks, loomed over us from their vantage points, watching every move we made.

As we walked down the streets of the Nexus, the concrete ground beneath us was stained with blood and other fluids. The overcast sky above made everything seem even darker and more dystopian. No one spoke, and the only sounds that could be heard were the occasional groans of the injured.
"Look at them," Lang muttered under his breath, gesturing towards the traumatized people around us. "Poor bastards."
Orin nodded in agreement. "Yeah, I never get used to it. You're lucky, kid. This didn't affect you like that."
When we passed the center of the compound, Lang suddenly took off towards the area where the podium and stage spawned. He came back seconds later with his arms full of protein rations, which he distributed to Orin and me. "Whenever there's a new batch of contestants, the Facilitators put out a bunch of these," he explained. "If you need one later, just ask me."
We finally arrived at the Boar’s Head Tavern, a rare oasis of calm amid all the chaos. Lang seemed to relax a bit, and Orin couldn't help but make a joke.
"Lang, you know the kid just about never misses a meal?" Orin teased.
Lang just shook his head. "Not my concern. And there's nothing wrong with enjoying a meal before what might be the last thing any of us ever do. I'm thinking bacon today."

As we entered the Boar’s Head Tavern, the aroma of roasted meat and the sounds of chatter filled the air. Hog, the pig-faced man, was behind the bar, looking exhausted as new contestants approached him, begging for food and promising to pay him back for a meal.

Orin nudged me and whispered, "Watch this." He then loudly declared, "I'll pay for everyone's meal today. Except for you kid. I know your loaded. Put it on my tab."
The new arrivals cheered and rushed over to the bar, thanking Orin profusely. Lang, however, seemed unimpressed. "You know they won't be able to pay you back, right?" he said to Orin, his arms crossed.
Orin just shrugged. "I've got enough tokens to spare. Besides, it's not like they have any other options. You know… after.…" Orin made a motion of Lang stuffing his pockets with the bars.
I looked around the tavern, taking in the grim atmosphere. The survivors were huddled together in small groups, talking in hushed tones. The tension was palpable, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. It was a stark reminder that death was always lurking around the corner.
As we sat down to eat, the conversation turned to the challenges we would be facing in the coming days. "I heard there's going to be a giant spider in the next challenge," Orin said, shuddering. "I hate spiders."
Lang scoffed. "There’s always a spider round. It’s basically a rule at this point, but you know as well as I do that the only one who knows for sure is Hog. Besides, the spider challenge isn’t even the worst. I once had to fight off a pack of wolves that kept respawning as soon as I killed one."
I raised an eyebrow. "And you made it through that?"
Lang shrugged. "It wasn't easy, but I managed. The key is to stay focused and use your surroundings to your advantage."
Hog approached us with our meals, plates of bacon and eggs for Lang and me, and a heaping pile of mashed potatoes for Orin. "Thanks, Hog," Orin said, digging into his food. "This is great."
Hog smiled tiredly. "Glad you like it. I'm doing my best to keep everyone fed, but it's getting harder with so many new arrivals."
As we ate, the conversation turned to the challenges ahead once again. Lang looked at me, his expression serious. "You're going to have to take Luther out, you know? Before he manages to get you first."
I nodded, knowing that Lang was right. Luther was a dangerous man, and I couldn't let my guard down around him. "I'll be ready," I said, taking a bite of bacon.
Orin leaned back in his chair, looking pensive. "I just hope we can all make it out of here alive."
There was a moment of silence as we all contemplated the harsh reality of our situation. Whatever reasons we had to keep going stopped mattering if we didn’t survive. 

As if on cue, Hog himself walked over to our table, his face looking more tired than ever. "I heard you boys talking about the challenges," he said, his voice low and raspy. "I can tell you this much, the next one's going to be a doozy."

"What kind of challenge?" Orin asked, leaning forward in his seat.
Hog looked around the tavern, making sure no one else was listening in. "I can't say for sure," he said. "But let's just say that you'll be facing off against some of the deadliest creatures in this world."
Lang raised an eyebrow. "And how are we supposed to prepare for that?" he asked.
Hog smiled slyly. "I can't tell you that," he said. "But I can give you a little riddle to solve. It might help you figure things out." He leaned in close, his eyes darting around the room. "What has four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three legs in the evening?"
Orin furrowed his brow, thinking hard. "A human being," he said after a moment. "Crawling on all fours as a baby, walking on two legs as an adult, and using a cane in old age."
Hog grinned, revealing his sharp teeth. "You're a smart one, aren't you?" he said. "But that's only half the puzzle. What kind of challenge has creatures that match that description?"
We all looked at each other, trying to come up with an answer. Finally, Orin spoke up. "I've heard rumors of a challenge that takes place in a labyrinth," he said. "The creatures inside are said to be able to change their form depending on the time of day."
Hog nodded, looking impressed. "You're closer than you think," he said. "But remember, nothing is ever as it seems in the challenges. Good luck, boys." With that, he turned and headed back towards the bar.
We sat in silence for a moment, each lost in our own thoughts. "Well, that's something to look forward to," I said eventually.
Lang chuckled dryly. "If you're looking forward to being mauled by monsters, I guess so," he said.
Orin shook his head. "I'm just glad we have some idea of what we're up against," he said. "That gives us an advantage."

As we sat there, I noticed Hog coughing a bit louder than necessary. He came over to our table and handed me a napkin with a hastily drawn picture. It was a crude drawing of several people standing together, with one of them circled in red.

"What's this?" I asked, looking at the napkin.
Hog leaned in close, speaking in a low whisper. "The next challenge, it's gonna involve people," he said.
"What do you mean?" Lang asked, leaning in as well.
Hog coughed loudly again, trying to draw attention away from our conversation. He pointed at the circled figure on the napkin. "You'll figure it out," he said cryptically before walking away.
Orin studied the napkin for a moment before his eyes widened in realization. "Oh, I see," he said. "If the riddle answer is 'human', another way to answer it is 'people'. The next challenge is people, and we're already in a team."
Lang and I both grimaced at the thought. "Oh, god damn it," Lang muttered.

"So what then? A battle then boys? Kid, I hope you’re ready to get your hands dirty." Orin replied, his voice heavy.

Hog came over and dropped our plates down, I noticed the knives were already out and crossed. He whispered to me in a show of fixing the utensils. "It’s a battle challenge."
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The rest of the meal was eaten in silence. We all knew what it meant. The challenge meant killing people.

As we finished our meal, the weight of the upcoming challenge hung heavily in the air. I could feel my heart racing, and my palms grew sweaty. It was one thing to face monsters and beasts in this strange world, but killing other people was an entirely different matter. Perhaps if I thought of them as shapeshifters like the ones Orin suggested it could make this easier?

Orin spoke up first, breaking the tense silence. "So, what's the plan?"
Lang leaned back in his chair, considering for a moment before responding. "We need to stay together, work as a team. And we need to be prepared to do whatever it takes to win."
I nodded in agreement, though the thought of killing other people still made me uneasy. "But what if we run into someone we know? Someone from the Pod Barracks?"
Orin shook his head. "We can't let that stop us. It's either them or us."
Hog approached our table again, his pig-like features creased with concern. "Boys, be careful out there. This challenge is going to be brutal."
He leaned in closer, dropping his voice to a whisper. "And keep an eye out for the special one. They'll be worth a lot of coins if you can take them down."
We all looked at him in surprise, but before we could ask for more details, he had scurried away to attend to other customers.
Orin, always quick with a puzzle, spoke up. "Special one? That could mean anything."
Lang nodded thoughtfully. "We'll have to keep our eyes peeled. But for now, let’s not commit to anything other than just surviving this one. I think this is a challenge we can’t ignore, since it’s a team challenge all of us can do."
With that, we finished our meal and made our way out of the tavern, determined to survive the upcoming challenge, no matter the cost.
 




Highrise

As we walked towards the flat, concrete wall, nervous dread about the next event settled into my stomach. Lang and Orin had similar looks, and none of us talked as we walked. The tension was palpable as we reached the wall, and I could hear the muttering of other contestants around us. I could see the masked Facilitators in the distance, watching us like vultures waiting for their prey.
Once the time struck, the wall was covered in fog, shrouding everything in a thick blanket of white. Suddenly, the gateway appeared, and out stepped a masked Facilitator. Its voice was menacing, and its eyes glowed red as it spoke.
"The Highrise Challenge will be the next event," the Facilitator’s voice boomed. "Only teams of three may enter. Your goal is to navigate a series of buildings, using only planks and boards to get to the rooftops. During this time, other teams may interfere and destroy your bridge. Any team or member of a team eliminated this way is dead, but all their Challenge Coins, Tokens, and gear will be granted to the person that eliminated them upon the end of the game. For this event, you cannot pay any tokens to leave early, and there is no token cost to complete, only the successful navigation across the rooftops."
Mutters of disapproval went up in the crowd. Strangely enough, I didn’t see any of Luther’s people, but I did see some of the crowd back away and leave. But more than enough stayed. A few looked around with wide grins. 

"There’s gonna be a lot of killing involved," Orin muttered, his voice barely above a whisper. Lang elbowed him to stop, but I could tell that he was just as uncomfortable as Orin was.

"The Highrise Challenge..." Lang said, his voice trailing off. "We're going to have to be strategic. Any mistake could mean the end for us."
We all exchanged uneasy looks. No one wanted to be the one to take a life, but we also knew what was at stake. Whether we wanted to end others’ lives or not, people were going to die during the challenge, and other people would be the ones to do it. 

As we stepped through the gateway, I was immediately hit with the sight of the abyss stretching out below us. The city above it was like nothing I had ever seen, towering buildings and impossible structures that spanned high into the sky above us. It was a maze of structures that seemed to defy gravity, making my head spin with vertigo.
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"Damn, this place is wild." Orin remarked, his eyes scanning the precarious bridges that stretched across the abyss.
Lang nodded, his jaw set in a determined line. "We have to be careful here. One wrong step and we're done for,” he reiterated.
I couldn't help but agree, feeling a sense of unease in the pit of my stomach. We had faced challenges before, but nothing like this. The risk of falling to our deaths was very real, and we had to stay focused if we were going to make it through this challenge alive.
As we made our way across the first bridge, my eyes took in the vastness of the city above the abyss. Buildings of all shapes and sizes loomed over us, their windows glinting in the sunlight. But beneath the grandeur was an ominous sense of danger, as if the city itself was alive, just waiting to swallow us whole.
"Watch your step," Lang warned, his eyes scanning the board beneath his feet.
Orin snorted. "You know I've got this, Lang. I'm not some newbie."
Lang rolled his eyes, but I could see the smile tugging at the corner of his lips. "Just making sure, Orin. We can't afford any mistakes here."

With a grin, Orin walked over to the edge and looked down. The grin faded. Lang and I joined him. We all stood there, looking at the abyss below us. It was a dizzying drop, and I couldn’t see the bottom. 

Orin reached down and picked up a few boards. "Alright, let's get started. We need to build a bridge to get across to that next rooftop."

I nodded in agreement, grabbing a few boards myself. "How are we going to do this?"
Lang stepped forward, his eyes scanning the area around us. "We're going to need some rope to tie these boards together."
Orin nodded, handing me a few boards as he looked around for some rope. "Got it. I'll start tying the boards together. You two make sure we have enough boards to reach the other side."
I grabbed a few more boards, carefully balancing them in my arms. "Got it. Let's do this."
As Orin started tying the boards together, Lang and I began laying the boards on the ground. We had to make sure they were placed just right, so they wouldn't wobble or fall apart when we started walking across.
At first, it was frustrating. The boards kept slipping and sliding, and we had to keep readjusting them. But eventually, we figured out a system. Lang would tie the boards together with the rope, while Orin and I worked on getting them placed to ensure an even support structure.
After a few tries, we finally had a system that worked. We placed the boards in a sort of cradle made of rope, like a drawbridge, straddling it as it was lowered to the other side of the next rooftop.

With a sort of half-hearted smile, the other two looked at me, and I sighed. "Fine, I’ll go first. You know I’ve got a thing with heights, don’t you?"

Orin gave me a thumbs up. "No, I didn’t, but you’ll do great. Much appreciated, knew you had it in you, kid." 

I took a deep breath and steadied myself, crawling onto the wooden plank bridge. It was rickety, and I could feel it sway beneath me with every movement. Orin and Lang were holding it down, making sure it didn't slide or tip over into the endless abyss below.

I felt a wave of fear wash over me as I looked down, the darkness stretching out before me like an endless pit. It felt like madness would swallow me whole if I fell, threatening me with vertigo. I closed my eyes, willing myself to compartmentalize my fear, pushed the thought aside, and focused on getting to my destination.
My hands tensed up and cramped as I tried to remain steady and moved forward inch by inch. Every creak and groan of the wooden planks felt like a warning, a sign that I was in danger of falling to my death.
But I pushed on, determined to not freeze up. My eyes focused instead just on the planks and going forward.
 
And finally, after what felt like an eternity, I made it to the other side. I collapsed onto the ground, my heart pounding in my chest as I took deep breaths of air.
Orin and Lang grinned at me, relief etched on their faces. 

"Good job, Asher," Lang said, shouting over the edge. "You weren’t kidding when you said you had a thing with heights."

Orin nodded. "You did great, kid. Now hold the bridge so I can cross." 

I scrambled to my feet and held onto the ropes that acted as hand-holds. Placing my feet onto the boards as further anchors, I tilted back, steadying myself against the pull of the wind. Orin made his way across the bridge, his steps steady and confident. I watched as he made it to the other side, and then it was Lang's turn.

He moved slowly, his eyes fixed on the wooden planks beneath his feet. With every step he took, the bridge creaked and groaned, threatening to give way beneath his weight.
"Come on, Lang!" Orin shouted, his voice filled with urgency. "We don't have all day!"
Lang glared at him but quickened his pace, and soon he was across the bridge and with us.
I breathed a sigh of relief, feeling the tension in my body slowly fade away. But as I looked down into the abyss, I couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. There was something down there, lurking in the darkness. Something that we couldn't see.
"Yeah, there's something down there alright," Lang muttered, his eyes fixed on the abyss. "That was weird, even for the Nexus."
 




Growing Darkness

After getting a little bit of rest in, the next hardest part came up. 

"So…" Orin brought up haphazardly, "I noticed there aren’t any planks or ropes on this rooftop, were going to have to drag that bridge over if we want to move on." 

Lang blinked and bit his lip to hide a groan, while I just looked to the sky and groaned.

"You’re right, Orin." I responded, "This is going to take the three of us working together." 

I walked over first and got a good grip on the rope cradle with one hand and steadied the plank with the other. Lang joined me on the other side and Orin took it from the front, trying to force it downwards as a counterweight. We all worked together to move the bridge we had constructed to the rooftop on our side. It was heavier than we expected, and we had to be careful not to let it fall off the edge of the building.

Our muscles strained as we pulled it across, the sound of it clanging against the side of the building making us jump. Beneath us, deep in the shadow of the abyss between the buildings, something moved, and the darkness seemed to rise just a bit, encroaching on us.
"Come on, guys, we can do this," Orin grunted as we heaved the bridge up. "I didn’t come all this way just to fall into the abyss and let monsters get me."
We laughed nervously at his joke; our nerves started to fray. The sounds below in the abyss only added to our unease, but we tried to focus on the task at hand.
Sweat poured down our faces as we worked, our hands gripping the ropes tightly as we pulled. We were all determined not to be the ones to let the bridge slip and fall.
"Just a little more," Lang said through gritted teeth as we finally managed to get the bridge into position.
We all breathed a sigh of relief as we secured it in place. But as we started to connect it to the next building, we saw other teams of three on other rooftops moving across, as well.
"We’ve got company," Orin said, his eyes scanning the other rooftops.
Lang nodded. "Looks like we’re not the only ones who had this idea."
On the rooftop nearest to us, a team of three worked in much the same way we had, but their rope cradle wasn’t done the same way Lang’s had been. Their work was not as intricate. We watched in horror, as we tried to carry our rope bridge across the rooftop to span the next gap, when one of the other teams made a mistake, their shoddy work with the ropes causing their planks to come undone. The team members screamed as they fell to their deaths, disappearing into the abyss below. Orin and Lang both winced, and I felt sick to my stomach.
"That's not going to be us," Orin said firmly, as we all worked even faster to make sure our bridge remained tight and secure as we prepared to hoist it over the next edge, but our unease only grew as we saw two different teams heading for the same rooftop, only for the first team to push the other team’s rope bridge off, sending the second team plummeting to their deaths as well.
The darkness in the abyss seemed to rise even further, a vortex of dark shadow reaching ever upwards and on the move. It seemed which ever building a team was on, the hungry void targeted, a cat-and-mouse game of deadly tag.
"We have to be careful," Lang repeated, his eyes wide and voice barely above a whisper. "It seems whatever is down there feeds off anyone who falls in making the shadows rise higher up the buildings a team is on, and I don’t think any of us want to be next."
I nodded, my eyes scanning the other rooftops for any signs of danger. But all I could see were other teams of three, all working just as hard as we were to cross the abyss and reach the next building.

Orin took the lead directing the rope bridge and had us place it down on the edge and start gliding it over. His strong arms held the planks steady as Lang and I tried to make sure it reached the other side. 

"So heavy. You’re lucky, kid. I don’t usually work this hard." Orin grinned, "But since I did most of the work right now, I’ll head over first."

"Be careful, Orin, slow and steady and all that," I warned.
Orin chuckled. "Relax, Asher. I've got this. I’ve done this a time or two already."
Lang nodded in agreement. "Just focus on getting across safely. We'll be right behind you."
"Hope not," Orin replied as he started moving across the bridge. "I still need somebody to watch this side." 

Lang shook his head, but that didn’t stop him from watching the rooftop carefully to see if other teams were heading our way.

As Orin reached the other side, he shouted back to us. "It's clear, guys. You can come across now."

I took a deep breath, my heart pounding in my chest as I stepped onto the bridge. The planks creaked and groaned beneath my feet, threatening to give way at any moment.

Lang was close behind me, his hand gripping the rope tightly as he made his way across. The wind whipped past us, threatening to knock us off balance, but we pushed on, our eyes scanning the rooftops for any sign of danger.
And then it happened. Another team’s rope bridge secured to the edge of the rooftop we’d just arrived on. 

The other team had a full complement of three survivors and were faster crossing the abyss on their rope bridge. A stroke of luck and nothing more. I tried to reassure myself. They took one look in our direction and drew their weapons, ready for battle.

"Listen, you don't have to do this," I yelled at them. "Just keep going and nobody gets hurt. We don't have to fight."
But they didn't listen. Orin clenched his fist around his brass knuckles and held a knife in his other hand. Lang swung his machete back and forth, his eyes fixed on the enemy team. 

I sighed. Pushing away and dismissing the notification, I reached into my inventory and gripped my Tactical Sword tightly. I didn't like what I was about to have to do.

The other team consisted of three heavily armed players, each with a different weapon. The first one wielded a giant axe, the second a baseball bat, and the last a long, steel chain with a padlock.
Without another word, we ran at each other, weapons clashing and sparks flying. The battle went full force immediately, with blows raining down on both sides. I dodged an attack from the axe-wielding player and swung my sword, barely missing their head.
The baseball bat-carrying fighter came straight at me, but I deflected it with my sword. I didn't want to end him, but instinct and Mental Fortitude kicked in. The deflection was followed by a counter, and my blade slipped through the man's guard, piercing his abdomen and coming out the other side. He collapsed on the ground, shock evident on his face that he was dying.
Lang and Orin fought back-to-back, their weapons flashing as they took on the other two players. The sound of metal hitting metal echoed across the rooftop as the two teams battled it out.
"You guys have the most points in the Nexus," the chain-wielding player snarled, lunging forward with their weapon. "When we kill you, those points pass to us."
Orin dodged and struck back, his brass knuckles connecting with the player's jaw. They stumbled back, dazed.
The axe-wielding player swung their weapon at Lang, who parried the attack with his machete. The two weapons clashed, sending a shower of sparks into the air. On the next clash Lang changed his trajectory and instead of blocking he moved his body and let his foes weapon slide down his own, causing the ax-wielder to lose his footing. My teammate followed up with a side swipe that caught the man in the side, partially disemboweling him.
Orin followed up his attack by, dodging behind the chain wielder, and his brass knuckles collided with the man's stomach, knocking him over. The man yelled and pulled something out of his inventory. It resembled an explosive device, like TNT or something similar. Orin didn't wait to see how it played out. Instead, with all the strength he could muster, he pushed the man off the side of the building, explosive and all.
A flash of light followed, but nothing in the darkness was affected by it. Even the flash of the explosion wasn't enough to pierce the veil. But in response to the contestant heading over the side, the darkness grew yet again.
"We're not done yet," I said, my voice low and steady. "We have to keep moving if we want to avoid more of this."
Orin nodded in agreement. "Let's go. We've got more ground to cover."
 




Sole Survivors

Orin wasn't wrong. We still had a significant amount of ground to cover, and other teams of contestants were just as active. I wasn't concerned about anyone reaching the exit gateway before us; my primary concern was being attacked by other contestants if they managed to get a lead on us.
"Enough gawking, Asher, help me out with this," Orin called out as he grabbed hold of a section of the cradled plank bridge. "Lang and I can’t move the bridge by ourselves.
I hurried over and grabbed onto the back side while Orin and Lang carried it from the front. It was a strain, and we grunted through it. Moving the thing took us a minute, but we managed to get it to the other side of the rooftop.
Once there, I looked down at the abyss below us, the encroaching darkness had a mental aspect to it because it whispered inside my head and filled me with unease. I knew enough to know the darkness had its own secrets.
Lang's voice, tense and urgent, broke through my thoughts. "I've said it once, but I'll say it again. We do not want to be around when whatever is hidden down there reaches our level."
Orin nodded in agreement; his jaw clenched. "I don't care how many teams we have to go up against, we need to get out of here before we have to find out what’s there to be nervous about." 

We looked up at the next building we had to clear. It had an oddly shaped, slanted roof that loomed in front of us. Unlike most of the rest of the rooftops, it wasn’t at the same height level and was going to be a tough climb, but we didn't have a choice.

"Careful guys, alright? This all for nothing if we drop it," I cautioned with a side eye towards the abyss and the surrounding buildings in case of ambush. 

We worked together to maneuver the plank bridge by lifting it up on one end and trying to fit it into place. This time, it was more like a staircase, with the angled planks the only thing between us and certain death below. 

Orin coughed and pointed. "You can go first this time, kid. Just hurry this time."

I nodded and climbed up and started crawling over. This time it went much smoother, and I dropped down onto the roof on the other side, careful to watch my footing. 

Just as Orin and Lang were about to cross, another contestant from another rooftop frantically slammed his makeshift bridge down, connecting to our building. I wasn’t sure where the rest of his team was, I could only guess they hadn’t made it. He had clear desperation in his eyes. "Wait! Please! Wait for me!" he yelled, "I need help. Let me join you! My team got eliminated and it’s just me."

Orin and Lang hesitated, not trusting him, and none of us were sure whether to let him join us, much less if we should fight him. But before we could decide, his own rope bridge came undone and he fell off the edge, screaming as he plummeted into the abyss below.
The shadows between buildings rippled like they were alive. The darkness rose even higher, and more of the building disappeared. Lang looked down, his face paling. "Yeah. We need to move now."
As the other two quickly scrambled over the rope plank bridge, I could hear it groaning under their weight, while I tried to keep it steady on my side. They moved as quickly as possible, not wanting to be exposed for too long on the bridge.
"Keep moving," I urged them as soon as they were both safely over the edge.
Lang and Orin nodded in agreement, and we looked around for signs of danger before grabbing on to the cradled plank bridge to move it to span the last gap and get to the rooftop where the gateway back to the Nexus waited. 

Suddenly, another set of screams followed, and the darkness surged again. The building we were on started to shake, and a few roof tiles came loose. We turned to see a massive creature emerging from the darkness below. It was like nothing any of us had ever seen before, its bones shifting and twisting in unnatural ways.
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"Told you." Lang muttered as we used brute strength to double our speed in moving the cradled bridge towards the last milestone.
"Yeah. Not a great time for an ‘I told you so’," Orin yelled, his voice barely audible over the sound of the creature's roar.
"Just go. Just go," I shouted as we scrambled to put the rope plank down. It was our last stop, and in the distance, we could hear other teams struggling to do the same. The bone abomination pulled itself up over the leap and started stalking towards us. 

"Go! Go! Go!" Orin screamed. All of us piled on as quick as we could and scrambled over the bridge. Each step felt like it could be our last, and the bridge groaned under our weight, threatening to give way at any moment. Somehow, it didn’t collapse in on itself until after we cleared it. 

The bone abomination reached the edge where we had been and made a horrible keening sound that echoed and reverberated throughout the rooftops.

The gateway back to the Nexus wasn’t far away. 

"Didn't think we'd live through that," Orin admitted, his voice shaky with adrenaline.

"Let's not waste any more time," I said, gritting my teeth and forcing myself to stand. "We need to get through that gateway, and fast."

Orin and Lang nodded, their faces lined with just as much exhaustion as my own. We sprinted towards the gateway, our exhaustion momentarily forgotten in the face of the danger lurking behind us. The creature roared, the sound of its rage echoing through the air.
As we neared the gateway, we could hear the frantic footsteps of other contestants racing to join us. It was a free-for-all from all directions. There was no longer any competition between teams. We were all trying to reach the exit.
Another roar followed. Behind us, the bone abomination launched itself forward, jumping over the abyss chasm and climbing up the side of the building we were in. Worse still, the bone monster was no longer alone. It had been joined by other abominations, each one just as foreign and terrible as the last. They spread out across the rooftops, slaughtering many of the remaining contestants in a frenzy of violence.

One of the contestants nearest to me, a man I saved during the Ghoul Tithe Challenge, met his end in front of me. One of the bone abominations sat on its haunches and launched itself forward at the man, slashing into him with talons of bone and tearing him apart. His screams were matched by others.

"Well, piss. They’re everywhere," Lang said, his voice having a hard edge to it.
"We have to keep moving," I insisted, my eyes scanning the rooftops for any sign of a way to the exit.
Orin gave me a side eye. "You think, kid? I was thinking we could make a picnic."
We ran, moving away from the emerging abominations as more and more clawed up and over the side of the building. I could see now that each one was unique, with twisted, distorted features that made them look like something out of a nightmare. The only consistency was they were made of bone.
One had impossibly long bony arms, while another had rows of razor-sharp teeth and not much else. A third had eyes that glowed with an unnatural light, and I could feel its gaze on us, even from a distance. More monsters of bone kept spawning from within the dark abyss to join the others. It was an unending slaughter.
Without a word, we started heading towards the exit gateway that led back to the Nexus. We almost reached the gate when one of the creatures dropped down in front of us. From where it had come, I wasn’t sure, but its skeletal body was covered in patches of rotten flesh, and its empty eye sockets glowed with dark lights. It was like nothing I had seen before. Its skeletal limbs crackled and snapped with every movement.

"I hope you two kids are ready for a fight," Orin muttered as his hand turned over and flashed with the metal of his knuckles.

But before we could even move, the creature charged at us, its bony claws scraping against the concrete ground. 

Orin stepped forward to meet it head on. The undead snarled a challenge and responded with a savage swipe of a bone claw that Orin slid underneath and kept moving. He charged forward, none of his movements wasted. He targeted the creature's joints, landing a powerful blow that shattered bone and weakened its structure. The monster didn't flinch, but we could see the impact of Orin's strike as it struggled to maintain its balance. Hate burned in the monster’s eye sockets. It lunged at him, but I had already activated my Bullet Time ability and was ready to counterattack.

I called out to Lang, "Aim for the limbs! I'll take the spine!" My sword sliced through the air, severing the bony connections that held the abomination together. It didn't scream, but its movements became more erratic and unstable.

Lang nodded, his machete in hand. He focused on the creature's limbs, hacking away at the bones and severing its deadly appendages. Piece by piece, we tore the monster apart, desperately trying to stay one step ahead of its relentless assault.
Orin grunted as he landed another powerful blow on the creature. "Hey, Asher," he yelled over the chaos, "you ever thought about what you could really do with that sword if you got good? You could be unstoppable with a little more practice and a few upgrades."
I smiled despite the intensity of the battle. "Let's survive this first; then, we can talk about what I can do with a sword."
But the battle was far from over. More twisted abominations emerged from the darkness, drawn by the chaos and destruction. The only thing keeping us from being overwhelmed was the distraction provided by the other contestants. Even then, we were surrounded, and we still urgently needed to get through the gateway.
"Guys, I wish I could tell you it’s been a pleasure!" Lang shouted, his eyes darting across the monstrous horde closing in on us.
Orin's eyes narrowed as an idea struck him. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, noise-making firecracker. With a quick flick of his wrist, he ignited the fuse and hurled it away from us, towards the advancing horde of monsters.
The firecracker exploded with a deafening bang, the sound echoing through the night. The abominations, drawn to the noise, momentarily forgot about us as they swarmed towards the source of the disturbance.
"See, kid," Orin shouted with a grin, "I told you items pay off! Though, I was saving this to impress Hog on my next bender."
Seizing the opportunity, we dashed through the exit gateway and back to the Nexus. The feeling of traveling through space and time barely even registered. As it was, we barely had the strength to stand, our bodies were so bruised and battered from our ordeal. We came out alive on the other side.
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Lang let out a sigh of relief. "Even for a second-timer, that was hard." 

The shimmering gateway closed behind us. My heart sank understanding what that meant. The atmosphere was dark and heavy, with a low fog rolling over the grounds, obscuring our view and adding to the eerie ambience.

A masked Facilitator greeted us, their eyes glowing red from behind the cruelly twisted mask. "Welcome back, survivors. You've managed to complete the High-Rise Challenge and survive the From the Abyss event, becoming the sole survivors. Quite an entertaining spectacle." The Facilitator's voice was cold, mirthless, as though they took delight in our pain and fear.
They handed each of us two Challenge Coins. One coin depicted a stylized skyline of tall buildings surrounded by darkness, representing the High-Rise Challenge. The second coin bore the image of a lone figure standing triumphant, representing being the Sole Survivors of the From the Abyss event. The coins were detailed and well-crafted, a grim reminder of the nightmares we had just endured.
As we looked around, we noticed that Cat and her group were watching us with hard, unyielding expressions. Luther's group, on the other hand, laughed and jeered at us.
"You've made it out alive, but at what cost?" the masked Facilitator taunted us. "It seems that you've left quite a trail of destruction in your wake. Please continue to do good work in the future. "
The crowd around us whispered and murmured, the word "murderers" passing from one person to another.
Suddenly, a massive chest appeared in the middle of the compound, its dark metal gleaming in the dim light. The Facilitator pointed towards it with a sinister grin. "Within, you'll find the salvaged gear within from those you've killed in the last round."
Luther's team laughed louder, their voices mocking as they chanted, "One of us, one of us, one of us!"
We stood there, somber and uneasy, as the weight of the past events settled heavily upon us. We had survived, but ‘at what cost’, indeed? The world of the Nexus was unforgiving, and it seemed that we had just taken our first steps down a dark and treacherous path.





Following Division

Standing in front of the massive chest, the notifications followed. 
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Character Sheet:
Name: Asher Kujō
Level: 9
Health Points: 21/21
Dexterity: 23 (+2 from physical training)
Strength: 22 (+2 from physical training)
Constitution: 16 (+2 from physical training)
Will: 22
Intelligence: 17 (+2 from Robes of Night)
Perception: 19
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Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization
Environmental Adaptation
Keen Swordsmanship
Body Builder
Bullet Time
Equipment:
Tactical Sword
Stab Vest
Poison Detection Kit
1 Antidote
3 Health Potions
Foundations of Weaponry (Book)
Combat Tactics (Manual)
Body Cultivation (Book)
Robes of Night
Multitool
Rope
Grappling Hook
Ivanhoe
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin
Voracious Eater Challenge Coin
Fire Wall Challenge Coin
Book Fair Challenge Coin
High Rise Challenge Coin
Sole Survivor Challenge Coin
Tokens: 439
Savior Points: 26
Betrayal Points: 0
 




"I didn’t get any betrayal points," I noticed as the screen faded. 

Orin cocked his head towards me. "Why would you, kid? You’re a straight shooter. Killing somebody in self-defense wouldn’t get you a betrayal point." 

We exchanged glances before approaching the massive chest. Lang shrugged, "No point just leaving it there." Orin nodded in agreement, and we opened the chest as the crowd looked on.

Challenge Coins, Tokens, and a few personal items from the three slain players we had personally killed spilled out. Their weapons and gear were missing, but the small collection of items felt heavy with the weight of their previous owners' lives.
The items included:
A silver pocket watch with intricate engravings, still ticking away the seconds.
A small, leather-bound journal filled with handwritten notes and sketches.
A worn photograph of a smiling family, a painful reminder of the lives left behind.
"Time to divvy up the spoils," Orin commented, his voice somber.
He divided the items amongst us, but Lang shook his head when the photograph was passed his way. "Well, shit. This is why I hate you, Orin. Yeah, I don't want any of it."
"Neither do I," I added, as Orin tried to slip me the journal.
Orin shrugged. "More for me then, I guess. Time to go to the Pawnshop."

"Not so fast," Lang interrupted, "I didn’t want any of the items. You can still split the Tokens and Challenge Coins." 

Orin frowned like we’d somehow wronged him before handing us each 31 tokens, another Ghoul Tithe Challenge Coin, and a Challenge Coin for the Escape Challenge, one of the challenges I’d missed when I took a few days to strengthen my body.

The crowd's response was a mix of emotions. Some looked on with pity, while others whispered about our actions, further cementing our reputation as murderers. Luther's group sneered, amused by our discomfort, while Cat's group continued to watch with stony expressions.
As Orin walked away, Lang and I headed back to the Pod Barracks. I couldn't help but feel curious about Lang's experience in the Nexus.
"So, this is your second time in the Nexus?" I asked, trying to break the ice.
Lang nodded, his blue hair catching the faint light that managed to filter through the darkness. "Yeah, it is. But I can't really talk about it," he replied, a hint of caution in his voice.
I raised an eyebrow. "Why not? What's the big secret?"
He sighed, running a hand through his hair. "It's complicated. I'm not even sure I fully understand it myself. All I can say is that there's a reason I'm back here, and it's not a happy one."
My curiosity piqued, I pressed on. "Do you at least have any advice for surviving this place?"
Lang thought for a moment before responding. "Stay sharp, trust your instincts, and never assume you know everything about the Nexus. It's always changing, and it's full of surprises."
We continued walking in silence for a while before I asked the question that had been nagging at me. "Is it worth it? The fighting? The struggling? The days like today?"
Lang sighed and looked up at the dark sky of the Nexus. "I wonder about that every day. But I owe somebody a chance to find out. When I win, I'll let you know if I can, but if I reach my goal, I’d say absolutely."

We continued down the dimly lit halls of the Pod Barracks, passing by rows of empty pods, each one a silent testament to the lives that had been lost in the Nexus. The atmosphere was heavy, the weight of the past bearing down on us.

As we reached our room, we saw the three occupied pods - mine, Lang's, and Orin's - along with two empty ones. It was a sobering reminder of the stakes we faced every day in this twisted game.
We sat down on the edge of our pods, our minds preoccupied with thoughts of survival and loss.
"You know," Lang said, breaking the silence, "Orin wasn't out of line when he said your sword work could take you far. You've got potential, and in a place like this, that's more valuable than gold."
I couldn't help but feel a little proud at his words, despite the grim circumstances. "Thanks, Lang. I'm just trying to stay alive, like everyone else."
He nodded. "That's all any of us can do. But you've got a gift, and if you keep honing it, you might just make it out of here."
I glanced over at the empty pods, thinking of the lives that had been snuffed out in the blink of an eye. "I hope so. For all our sakes."

Lang leaned back in his pod, his gaze focused on the ceiling. "You're not alone in this. We're a team, and we'll stick together until the end, whatever that may be. But I have to warn you: the Nexus is always changing. Today we were on a team, but what if we weren't? If you ever have to, forgive yourself for what you need to do to survive."

I frowned, trying to digest his words. "So what? If we had to fight each other, you'd just want me to kill you?"
Lang laughed a dark laugh, devoid of any genuine amusement. "No, if it came down to it, I'd kill you and forgive myself for doing it. And you should do the same."
His words hung in the air, heavy with the weight of the truth they carried. We sat in silence, the enormity of what he'd said sinking in. In the Nexus, the line between friend and foe could blur in an instant, and the only thing that mattered was survival.
As we sat there, the shadows lengthening around us, we understood that the bonds we shared were fragile, easily broken by the merciless rules of the game we were trapped in. But for now, we were allies, and we would cling to that connection for as long as it lasted, knowing that one day, it might shatter beyond repair.

"Actually, I do have one piece of advice," Lang said, breaking the silence. "Whatever drives you, whatever is your reason to keep going, never forget it. You said you had a dog, right? Jax? Well, keep Jax in mind."

I nodded, feeling a pang of longing for my faithful companion. "Yeah, Jax. He was my dad’s dog. He’s been with me a long time now."

Silence fell between us as we lay in our respective pods, our minds heavy with the weight of the day's events and the uncertainty of what lay ahead. Sleep would be a long time coming. My thoughts turned inward, reflective and introspective. I had to wonder just who I was becoming after the day I’d had, and if I was being honest with myself, a big part of me was glad for it. I was growing stronger.

I wondered what monsters the morning would bring. Would we be forced to face more bone abominations like the ones we had just fought? Or would there be even more terrifying creatures lurking in the shadows, waiting to test our resolve and our will to survive?

It wasn’t until after Orin stumbled into the room and started snoring that sleep finally found me.

 




Worth It

On the fourteenth day in the Nexus, I stepped out of the challenge portal with another victory under my belt. The past couple of days had been a relief compared to the previous ones, with the weather improving and my teamwork with Orin and Lang growing stronger. Even the challenges themselves seemed to be lightening up. I felt myself falling into a comfortable routine, but I knew better than to let my guard down.
The latest challenge had been a Will challenge, set in a pitch-black room with monsters lurking around. Lang had dominated with his flashlight, using it to stun the monsters while Orin and I had quickly dispatched them while navigating to the end of the building. Unfortunately, the flashlight hadn’t survived. I had walked away with the second-most Tokens, giving me around 500 Tokens altogether. It had been four days since the new train arrived, and things were looking up.

A Facilitator approached me upon leaving the challenge and handed me a small coin with the words ‘Light In the Dark Challenge’ etched into it. The coin was silver, with a black design on one side and the words ‘Challenge Coin’ on the other.

"Congratulations on surviving this far, Asher," the Facilitator said in a low, guttural voice that sent shivers down my spine. "You've proven to be quite the survivor. You and all the others. Keep up the good work, if you can."
There was something about the red glint in its eye behind the mask and the way it spoke that made me think the easier time I’d been having was about to end.
The number of deaths had decreased significantly since the High-Rise Challenge, with only 10 more people losing their lives. I couldn't help but feel relieved at the news, but I knew that the competition was far from over. There were still almost 90 names on the Leaderboard, and it was anyone's game at this point.
I couldn't deny that Luther's actions had contributed to the high death toll during the first wave, but things were different now. People were being more cautious, and Catherine had taken it upon herself to educate her followers on how to stay safe. Even Luther himself had been holding back a bit after one of his followers fell to his death, pushed off a ledge by Catherine.
Despite the temporary lull, I knew that things could change in an instant. The competition was far from over, and the stakes were higher than ever. But for the moment, I was enjoying the respite and the progress I had made. I had accumulated 13 Challenge Coins, putting me over one-eighth of the way to the goal. It wasn't much, but it was progress, and that was all that mattered.
 
 
	System Notification: Level Up!
Congratulations, Asher Kujō! Your perseverance and hard work have paid off. You have reached Level 12, and all of your stats have increased by four points, while your physical stats have a +2 annotation from physical training.
Character Sheet:
Name: Asher Kujō
Level: 12
Health Points: 24/24
Dexterity: 26 (+2 from physical training)
Strength: 25 (+2 from physical training)
Constitution: 19 (+2 from physical training)
Will: 25
Intelligence: 20 (+2 from Robes of Night)
Perception: 22
Skills:
Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization
Environmental Adaptation
Keen Swordsmanship
Body Builder
Bullet Time
Equipment:
Tactical Sword
Paramilitary Vest
Poison Detection Kit
1 Antidote
3 Health Potions
Foundations of Weaponry (Book)
Combat Tactics (Manual)
Body Cultivation (Book)
Robes of Night
Multitool
Rope
Grappling Hook
Ivanhoe
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin x2
Voracious Eater Challenge Coin
Fire Wall Challenge Coin
Book Fair Challenge Coin
High-Rise Challenge Coin
Sole Survivor Challenge Coin
Escape Challenge Coin
Light Up the Dark Challenge Coin
Friendlier Fire Challenge Coin
Eviscerator Challenge Coin
Dark Tidings Challenge Coin
Thunderstruck Challenge Coin
Tokens: 639
Savior Points: 36
Betrayal Points: 0
 




I glanced around the compound looking for Lang, but I was surprised to see him walking quickly towards the Boar’s Head Tavern with a pained and frustrated look on his face. I shrugged it off, assuming it was related to the flashlight and made my way towards Broker’s Upgrades.
"Hey!" Catherine called out as I was about to enter the Broker’s Upgrade Shop. "Do you mind if I tag along? There’s something I want to ask you."
She ran over. I didn’t mind, but I didn’t think it mattered. We went inside.
"You've been using Bullet Time quite effectively," Catherine commented as she picked up one of the bullets. "Would you say it's worth it?"

"Depends on your dexterity," I replied. I picked out an Intelligence stone and turned to look over the remaining skills. One, in particular, caught my eye: a magnifying glass labeled ‘Reveal’.

 
	System Notification: Items & Details 

Gem of Intelligence - 100 Tokens

Details: This gem is infused with knowledge, permanently increasing the user's intelligence by +1.
Reveal –150 Tokens

Details: Now available for purchase at the store. This skill requires an Intelligence stat of at least 14 to acquire. With ‘Reveal’, you will be able to detect movement patterns and hidden supplies for 60 seconds. This skill is ranked F and can be used once per day. Happy shopping.

 




I grabbed the items for purchase and focused more on Catherine’s line of questioning.
"What sort of a build are you going for?" I asked. 

"I’ve only bought a few upgrades, but I’ve been focusing mostly on strength for now." Catherine shrugged. "I figured… People would expect somebody like me to be focused on agility, being fast, twisty… Not strong. Since the skills don’t really affect the way you look, I figure I can beef myself up a decent bit, maybe catch Luther’s group by surprise. Anyone by surprise, really. I just want to be stronger. Strong enough that nobody can ever threaten me again. "

I chuckled softly as I turned and started walking up to the counter. Catherine selected two Strength stones, then grabbed a small dumbbell. "He’s all you’re concerned about, isn’t he? Not the challenges, not the Nexus. Just him."
"Not just him. Him and anyone allied with him." Catherine answered. "At least at this point, the games are survivable. Not always easy, and they’re certainly deadly, but they can be completed. Luther? It’s hard to survive another human who doesn’t run on a script."
"That’s fair." I answered. The masked Facilitator that ran the shop looked down at the two of them as we made our purchases. Just like that, I was down in tokens but still had plenty for later. We took our time while the upgrades were being applied. My Intelligence increased to 21, plus the bonus from the Robes of the Night made it 23. It was hard to say if I necessarily felt more intelligent, such things were hard to gauge, but I was sure that I would realize the difference once I entered the next game. Catherine, meanwhile, inhaled sharply as she absorbed her skill, and I gave her an encouraging thumbs up.
"What’s that skill do?"
"It’s called Minor Weights. Provided you have a strength of 15, which I now possess, it will temporarily increase your strength all the way to 25. One minute at first, increasing as time goes on."
I whistled. "How high do you think the skills go?"
"My best guess is 100, but it’s hard to know for sure." Catherine turned and nodded at the shop as we walked up. "I went and looked through everything, all the weapons and skill requirements. The highest class of weapon is S, and the highest skill requirement is 50."
"Your point?" I responded, not sure of where she was going with it.
"My guess is that the Jarl’s Club will be where we get to expand even higher." Catherine shrugged. "I’ve found references to things of rank SS and above, here and there in flavor text around the station. It’s hard to know for sure, obviously, but I would assume that it’ll open once someone gets a stat, or more than one, all the way up to 50."
"I’ve got some climbing to do, then." I mused.
"Hopefully, we’re all out of here before that becomes necessary," Catherine whispered.
I couldn’t argue with that, and we walked the rest of the way in silence until Catherine turned toward the Pod Barracks, and she held out her hand.
"I’ll catch you around. I’m going to go get some rest." She paused. "Some of us are having a meeting this afternoon. You’re welcome to join, if you want. Give it some thought."
"We’ll see." I shrugged. I honestly didn’t know if I would end up going or not, but I figured that was a decision for another time. I wanted to follow up with Lang and try to get some food. I turned my attention back toward the Boar’s Head Tavern.
 




Low Roads

The walk through the Nexus was uneventful, and it didn't take me long to reach the Boar’s Head Tavern. The overcast sky loomed above, casting a dim light over the concrete grounds of the compound. As I pushed open the door, the ambient noise of chatter and clinking glasses filled my ears.
Hog waved at me as I stepped inside, and I waved back cheerily. Luther, with a sour expression, glared at me sideways from the bar itself but said nothing. I glanced around the room, taking in the dimly lit atmosphere, and found Lang sitting in a rear booth. I strode over in Lang’s direction, where I found him nursing a large glass of ale. The sound of my footsteps on the wooden floor announced my presence as I approached. Lang looked up, and I slid into the booth on the opposite side.
"Most of the time, it’s considered common courtesy to ask before you join someone’s booth," Lang murmured, a hint of annoyance in his voice.
"It’s also usually considered common courtesy not to imitate other people, and right now, it looks like you’re doing a hard Orin impression, except I don’t trust as much that you’ll stumble back to the barracks before passing out." I countered, motioning down at the ale.
Lang snorted with laughter, then sighed and shook his head. "I’m sorry, I truly am. I… I don’t know. I just…" He let his voice trail off, then looked down at the table. Without another word, he simply took a swig of the ale, then shook his head again. His hair swayed in the dim light, which, impossibly, was still shock blue. It either hadn’t grown at all since we arrived, or it was actually coming out of his head blue. Normally, by this point, you’d start to see the darker roots at the base of the hairs, but no such thing seemed to be happening. I found that odd. No human I knew had naturally blue hair like he did…
"Well, you don’t have to tell me. That wasn’t why I came, anyway." I reached into my inventory and pulled out a copy of Bleak House, which I set on the table. "You’re a fan of Dickens, and I think I heard you mention this one earlier."
Lang's eyes lit up as he gazed at the book.
"It’s yours. No payment required." I pushed the book across the table, the cover catching the dim light as it slid towards him.
"No strings attached?" Lang raised an eyebrow, a suspicious look on his face. "I don't accept handouts, and there's no such thing as a free gift."

"Call it a loan, or... maybe we'll say you owe me a favor," I shrugged and then lowered my voice. "You're one of the people who stand out around here. Me, Luther, Catherine... The newbies are all looking up to us. If you start despairing, there's no telling what that might do to the rest of them."

"That's fair, I suppose," Lang admitted. He sighed deeply. "I didn't think you cared."
"I care," I scowled. "I just don't care enough to hand away everything I get. I can give a few things here and there."
"You're something else, you know that?" Lang sighed, then reached out and took the book. "I'll make sure it's a good favor." He hefted the book in his palm. "My favorite book of all time, believe it or not."
I always preferred Sir Walter Scott's works. I took out my copy of Ivanhoe and thumbed through the pages a few times. "You know, I once had the opportunity to buy the entire series of Waverly novels for something like twenty dollars. I didn't know what they were at the time, and I passed them up. Since then, I've spent close to five years trying to find them all again, but even just buying one or two here and there, they're hard to find."
"I've only read bits and pieces," Lang admitted.
I chuckled. "I think it was Chesterton who once said of Ivanhoe that it was... How did he put it? Historically inaccurate, but excellently written."
Lang laughed. "I think a lot of books fall into that category, especially of the classics. I've never been to London, so I don't know for sure, but I can't imagine that there's that much fog about it."
We both shared a bit of a chuckle as the dim light of Station 18 flickered above us, casting a subtle glow over the concrete ground. The overcast sky added to the eerie atmosphere of the compound.
"Wait," Lang held up a hand. "Don't go just yet."
I sat back down, though it was another few minutes before Lang really said anything.
"I..." Lang started to talk, then held himself back several times. Finally, he bit down and pushed himself forward. "When the new train arrived, I was looking for someone. I saw you watching me."
I nodded. "Who was it?"
"My wife," Lang shook his head, his voice wavering slightly. "I know it sounds crazy, to want her to come in here, to see her again, but for me…" 

Lang’s voice trailed off. I knew he couldn’t talk more about his prior experience in the Nexus. "Her face haunts my dreams."

I suggested, gesturing with my hands, "What if you concentrate on fighting your way out of this world? If you dedicate yourself entirely, facing challenges every day, you could escape in under a hundred days. You’re strong enough, I’m sure you could do it. This place is only a means to an end for you."

Lang's expression darkened, and he shook his head. "You don't understand. I've been stuck in the Nexus for... I don't even know how long anymore. Months, maybe years. Time doesn't seem to work the same here."
A sinking feeling settled in my chest as I realized the gravity of his situation. "I'm so sorry, Lang. That must be incredibly tough."
He sighed, his voice heavy with longing. "You have no idea. But you’ll understand one day. I'm not even sure if she's still waiting for me.”

"Then maybe she’s not worth coming back to," I prodded Lang, who glared back at me.

"She is," he seethed. "I love her with all my heart, with every fiber of my being, and I will not stop until I can get back to her, not stop until I can keep my promise to her."
"Unless you give up and drink yourself into oblivion," I retorted, raising an eyebrow.
Lang snorted and took another sip of his mug. "I’m allowed a few moments of sorrow here and there. I’ll be better by tomorrow."
"Get to feeling better," I said, flashing him a small smile. As I turned to leave, I paused and asked, "Lang?"
"Yeah?"
"If you’re so broken up about your wife, why did you come here?" I questioned.
"Why did you come here?" Lang countered. "That train just--"
"Yeah, but you knew about things ahead of time," I argued. "You knew how this place worked, at least somewhat. So did Orin."
"Orin’s a mystery to me, don’t bring him into this," Lang sighed. He looked down at the table and then back up at me. "You misunderstand. I didn’t reboard the train, I just rode it again. You know I can’t talk about it, but I’ll share what I can. Think high roads and low roads. She was always one step ahead of me like that. That's what brought me."
I nodded.
"I originally, I learned about it… Oh, we won’t go into that story of how I learned about it, but I learned about it. The how doesn’t matter, but there was something I needed." Lang explained.
I nodded again, not understanding where he was going with his story and what he was allowed to share, but I would listen.
"I got frustrated, and there was an opportunity for us. There were things I wanted for my life, and for her, and it was a chance I couldn’t resist.” He looked down at his glass once more before he cleared his throat. “We lost something precious to us, and I was offered a chance to make it right. I took it, it was reckless, but here I am, and here I’ve remained. The first round was my choice, the second round was out of necessity." Lang confessed.
"Alright, I get that," I said, understanding his regret. I wasn’t the best at giving pep talks, but I considered him a friend, so I tried. "We all make bad decisions from time to time. What matters is that we pick ourselves up and move on."
"Thanks, Asher," Lang muttered. I could tell my speech hadn’t helped and cursed myself for opening my mouth. "If you don’t mind, I’d like to be alone now. I wouldn’t mind reading a bit of Bleak House and then… I don’t know. Just not in a talking mood any longer."
I didn’t answer, merely nodded and left the tavern, walking into the compound. As I stared at the mist hidden portal, I thought about the potential and destruction that came with it. Catherine was right: If someone’s stats hit 50, they would unlock the Jarl’s Club, and a stronger chance to collecting all 100 Tokens by that time. There were more threads being woven than I cared to think about, but I hoped I would be able to unravel them all when the time came.
 




Defanged

The next few days were a blur, and then on the eighteenth day, the alarm sounded louder than any I’d experienced so far in the Nexus. 
 
 
	System Notification: Dawn of the Eighteenth Day
Attention all players, the challenge portal will open at 10:00 A.M. Please make your way to the portal and prepare for the challenge ahead. Remember, the risks are high, but the rewards are greater. Good luck!
 




I walked down the hall of the Pod Barracks, my mind focused on the task ahead. Orin and Lang had already left. One day, I’d find out where they went when they took off so early, but today wasn’t that day. I could hear anxious and panicked voices around me as the newer participants fretted about the upcoming challenge. But I remained calm and collected, not nervous in the slightest.
Walking over the wall of Station 18 where the challenge portal would open, my cloak rippled in the wind. The other contestants were lined up, waiting for the next challenge to begin. I looked up at the scoreboard, which now displayed even less names than before. It had been a while since the second train arrived, and my name was still on top.
I scanned the crowd, looking for familiar faces. Catherine was there, surrounded by her followers, who were listening intently to her instructions. Luther was also present, but he seemed to be keeping to himself. I didn't know whether to be relieved or wary of his sudden change in behavior.

I pulled up my status to check for changes as part of my preparations. 

 
	System Notification:
Character Sheet:
Name: Asher Kujō
Level: 15
Health Points: 27/27
Dexterity: 29 (+2 from physical training)
Strength: 28 (+2 from physical training)
Constitution: 22 (+2 from physical training)
Will: 28
Intelligence: 24 (+2 from Robes of Night)
Perception: 25
Skills:
Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization
Environmental Adaptation
Keen Swordsmanship
Body Builder
Reveal
Bullet Time
Equipment:
Tactical Sword
Paramilitary Vest
Poison Detection Kit
1 Antidote
3 Health Potions
Foundations of Weaponry (Book)
Combat Tactics (Manual)
Body Cultivation (Book)
Ivanhoe
Robes of Night
Rope
Grappling Hook
Multitool
Quill Pen
Ink Well
Ivanhoe
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin x2
Voracious Eater Challenge Coin
Fire Wall Challenge Coin
Book Fair Challenge Coin
High Rise Challenge Coin
Sole Survivor Challenge Coin
Escape Challenge Coin
Light Up the Dark Challenge Coin
Friendlier Fire Challenge Coin
Eviscerator Challenge Coin
Dark Tidings Challenge Coin
Thunderstruck Challenge Coin
City Mall Challenge Coin
Eternal Quest Challenge Coin
Tokens: 231
Savior Points: 41
Betrayal Points: 0




I had picked up a quill pen and inkwell on a whim while exploring a shopping mall during a zombie-like challenge a few days earlier. It seemed to function just like an ordinary quill pen, but it was really so much more than that, I just had been lacking time to really figure out just what exactly it was supposed to do.
Lang and Orin joined our group, and we all stood before the concrete wall, waiting for ten o'clock to arrive. As the clock struck ten, a hissing sound filled the air, and mist billowed around us and covered the concrete that marked both the entrance and exit of Station 18. A portal slowly took shape, this time composed of sandstone blocks that appeared far too Egyptian for my liking. A series of hieroglyphic letters spelled out the words ‘Snake Pit’ above the entrance.
At that moment, a masked Facilitator emerged from the shadows, their eyes gleaming red with implied malice. They spoke with a sinister tone, "Welcome challengers. Today, you shall face the dangers that lurk within the Snake Pit." Looking around at the others I could see that the words of the Facilitator was affecting them mentally. And yet, what had once unnerved me, was less so now that my attributes and skills were higher leveled. I knew instantly that it was a type of skill, so subtle that most didn’t notice.

"Snakes," Lang muttered, crossing his arms, pulling me away from my thoughts. "Why does it have to be snakes?" He paused for a moment before chuckling and glancing my way. "Sorry, Asher. I couldn't pass that one up."

I smiled at him. "No offense taken." I retrieved my telescopic sword and pressed the button.
 
	System Notification – Item Withdrawn

Tactical Sword has been successfully withdrawn from the inventory. 

15 of 30 slots remaining.

 




The blade snapped out, and I gave it a skillful twirl. "I'm not particularly fond of them, either. It'll be satisfying to slice a few into pieces." I chuckled, then continued, "Have you ever seen that old American flag, from the War of Independence?"
"The one with the chopped-up snake?" Lang replied, laughing. "Yeah, I know the one you're talking about."
The masked Facilitator tilted their head, a twisted grin shaping the lower half of its mask. "Oh, you'll have plenty of opportunities to test your mettle against these serpents," they said, their voice dripping with venomous delight. "But beware, for not all is as it seems within the Snake Pit. Trust your instincts and rely on your comrades, for only together will you survive the trials ahead."
With a sinister laugh, the facilitator gestured toward the portal, and the sandstone doors creaked open, revealing a dimly lit hallway. "Enter, and may the fates smile upon you."
 
I nodded, the sound of our footsteps echoing in the misty surroundings. "It was meant to show that the colonies needed to unite or be killed, but I always just saw a dead snake, and that was good enough for me!"
"I'm actually rather fond of them," Orin chimed in. "Back in my homeland, I owned a small python and a viper."
My eyes widened in surprise. "You had a viper in your house?" I asked as we stepped forward into the mist. "No wonder you thought these games would be a welcome relief."
"Asher, it was de-fanged," Orin laughed as we entered the portal. The mist swirled around him, muffling his voice even though he was just a few feet away. "It looked cool, and you wouldn't believe what a great burglar deterrent it was. When you see a Doberman, you get nervous and think about how to distract it—meat, cheese, anything. But when you see a hooded cobra hissing at you? You don't even notice the lack of fangs. You just turn and run like your life depends on it."
Lang coughed loudly, letting all of us know exactly what he thought of Orin’s story, and how much truth there was to it.
System Notification: Armor item(s) are now automatically toggled on. Paramilitary Vest and Shadow Robes are equipped.
I shook my head and laughed as we emerged from the other side of the portal. The scene before us was astounding—sure enough, we were inside an enormous Egyptian pyramid. The space seemed to stretch on for acres, with sandstone walls sloping steeply upward to meet at a point hundreds of feet above our heads. The sound of our footsteps echoed throughout the cavernous room as we walked on the sandy floor, punctuated by the occasional structure jutting upward to form platforms, thrones, and other mysterious structures.
I gave Lang a nod, acknowledging the impressive sight, and then walked over to Catherine. The air inside the pyramid was heavy and musty, giving the atmosphere a hazy quality that made me feel like we were intruding on an ancient, forgotten world.
"This is going to be a tricky one," I cautioned her, my voice hushed in the silent expanse. "Pyramids are always loaded with traps. I wouldn't be surprised if snakes emerge from the sand. Those platforms might be riddled with hidden traps and obstacles, but they could also be the key to anticipating the snakes' movements."
Catherine nodded, her eyes sharp and focused, already in full battle mode. "I'll get my people ready," she said with determination.
As she spoke to her companions, they moved carefully across the sands, their eyes scanning the area for any signs of danger. I let my gaze wander, taking in the details of the pyramid's interior. The faint sound of sand shifting underfoot and the distant echoes of our voices added to the tense atmosphere.
Nothing immediately stood out to me, except for a large jackal statue near the back wall. From experience, I knew that the further away from the main door we ventured, the better the rewards would be. However, that also meant an increased likelihood of traps and hidden threats. I couldn't help but feel a growing sense of urgency, knowing that every step we took brought us closer to danger—but also to the treasure we sought.





Sand Pit

Once all of us had passed through, a familiar face emerged.
"Welcome to the Snake Pit!" The Keeper strode through the tunnel. Two jackal-guard statues on either side of the entrance crossed their axes over the exit. "Game type: Strength. With, maybe, a bit of intelligence thrown in. As you've probably already guessed, kill monsters, get Tokens. Everyone here has more than enough Tokens to escape straightaway, so just come on over whenever you're done. Game starts in sixty seconds."
A timer materialized above the tunnel, which was also where the scoreboard appeared. As the time ticked down, though, the Facilitator paused. "Oh… One more thing. The snakes will become more and more powerful the further away from the main gate you move. They will also become more powerful as time goes on. Unlike previous games, the more powerful the snake becomes, the more Tokens you'll receive. The game will end with an SSS+++ snake emerging. Perhaps you all could kill it, but… I have my doubts."
 
 
	System Notification: Snake Pit Challenge
Welcome to the Snake Pit Challenge! The objective of this game is to kill monsters to earn Tokens. The game type is strength-based with a bit of intelligence thrown in. The more powerful the snake becomes, the more Tokens you can receive. The game will end with the emergence of a powerful monster. If you can defeat it, you will win a rare prize.
The snakes will become more powerful the further away from the main gate you move. They will also become more powerful as time goes on. Please note that contestants who wish to leave the challenge must pay 20 Tokens.
 




Overhead, the clock counted down to 30, and I set my sights on the statue. Two thoughts swirled through my mind, in opposition to one another. On the one hand, I didn't know how powerful the snakes would be. It might be better to start at the front and work my way back, once I figured out their movements.
On the other hand, they were going to get more powerful over time. The snakes that would appear at the very back would almost certainly be nearly impossible to defeat after much time had passed.
That did it. I made up my mind and bolted toward the rear of the room as fast as my legs could carry me. Sand erupted into the air behind me as I flew past the different structures… Past Catherine, past Orin, past Lang, and past Luther.
Luther, in particular, glared at me with open hatred, but I didn't let it bother me too much. I had a job to do, and that was that.
The air felt heavy, filled with the scent of damp earth and the distant sound of dripping water
Behind me, when I was about halfway to the statue, I heard a loud ding echo through the air. The sound was almost metallic, reverberating through the vast chamber.
Immediately, the ground began to rumble, and I took a deep breath, feeling the vibrations beneath my feet. I knew that the battle was about to begin, and I braced myself for the onslaught of powerful snakes that were sure to emerge from the depths of the Snake Pit.

"Reveal!" I shouted.

My skill activated, and with a flicker, yellow lines traced their way across my vision. Large yellow spots, three feet across, appeared on the sand like polka-dots. A small, black dot appeared at the exact center of each yellow spot and began to expand. When the black dot perfectly filled the yellow spot, a snake would burst upward from that location, exactly filling the circumference of the circle. I dodged past the first several eruptions, getting a feel for their pattern. Then, as more circles appeared in front of me, I began to strike.
The snakes were green-scaled, resembling Egyptian cobras. They seemed to be most vulnerable right beneath their heads, which were easily accessible right as they erupted from the sands. Given that I could quite easily tell where and when they were coming, I cut my way through five of them with ease as I made my way back toward the distant statue. They certainly weren't as easy to kill as those first ghouls, but they weren't as difficult as the book ghouls either. I netted a solid 5 Tokens from each kill, which I enjoyed.
The further back I ran, the larger and larger the circles became. Finally, I arrived near the statue, with twenty seconds left in the duration of my skill. A circle eight feet across formed, and the inner black dot quickly spread out to encompass it. I took a deep breath, stepped back, and then, with a split-second left before the snake emerged, I glanced up at the statue.
To my annoyance, the statue seemed to be mainly for decoration. That said, near the top, held in the jaws, something gleamed with a red sparkle. That was what I needed. With a moment left, I stepped around to what would be the backside of the snake, positioned my sword in place, and waited.
The eight-foot-wide snake exploded upward, and I drove my sword deep into the monster's wide hood. It shrieked in pain as it continued to lunge upward, and I held on with all my might. In a moment, I had slashed upward, far higher than the statue itself, and I paused. That hadn't gone exactly according to plan. I bit my lip, then pulled downward with all my might. The sword drew a long line down the snake's back, and it whipped around as it tried to bite me.
"Bullet Time!"
I called it almost reflexively, and the snake slowed to a crawl as it opened its mouth wide. Each fang was a good three feet long and gleamed with venom. I pulled myself upward, then jumped as the slow-moving head approached me. I landed on the back of the snake's head once more, grabbed hold of the lip of the snake's mouth, and then reached down inside.
My hand found purchase on the left fang, and I pulled with all my might. It tore away with surprising ease, and I quickly flipped it around and drove it into the snake's head. It let out a slow screech, and I jumped back over to my sword. Using it rather like an acrobat's bar, I grabbed hold, swung myself, and leapt down toward the statue. My aim was perfect, and I landed firmly on the head of the jackal-guard.
"And what do we have here?" I reached inside the mouth of the creature and pulled out the small package. In that moment, my Reveal skill ended, and the red sparkle surrounding it faded away, unveiling a pair of boots. I had no idea what kind of special effects they might possess, but they were black, which matched well with the aesthetics I was assembling for myself. Standing atop the statue, I stored my old boots and slid the new ones on. I accepted the prompt to auto assign it as part of my equipment, feeling a surge of power coursing through me. Before me, the enormous snake collapsed to the ground, lifeless. My telescopic sword fell beside it, and I was awarded no fewer than 30 Tokens.
"Honestly, I feel like I deserve more, but I won't complain." I leaped down from the statue, scooped up my sword, and dashed toward the next-closest structure. With Bullet Time still active, I sped across the sands, reaching the next location just as a five-foot snake erupted from the sands. With a swift, blue arc, I slashed my sword cleanly through its neck, and the head fell in slow motion, landing with a thunk on the sandstone.
 
	System Notification: Skill Level Up
Congratulations, Asher Kujō! Your training and dedication have paid off. Your skill, Bullet Time, has successfully leveled up to Rank D. The effect of this skill now allows you to move at a speed that is three times faster than that of other players for 60 seconds, once per day. The progression to the next rank is now at 10%. Keep up the hard work!
 




The message flickered across my screen as Bullet Time came to an end. I whistled and shook my head, impressed. "Those boots must've really added some good progression." I tried to recall the percentage I was at before the event, but I didn't have much time to think, as another five-foot snake emerged from the ground, rumbling upwards.

With my Reveal skill inactive, I found myself at a slight disadvantage, but it wasn't too much of a hindrance. I noticed that the location where the snakes would appear rippled, ever so slightly, right before they emerged. The twin circles weren’t there, of course, but the distortions appeared for the exact same length of time as the circles had. Since I already knew how long that would be, I was able to anticipate their attacks time and time again.

The platform where I stood was quite ordinary, with a few Egyptian-style pots filled with dead plants adorning it. As I smashed through all of them, I discovered a small diamond. However, I didn't have the luxury of time to examine it, as more and more snakes relentlessly swarmed the area. With that realization, I became fairly certain that nothing else would be found there, and I began working my way back toward the entryway.
As I battled my way across the sandy field, I found that most of the crowd had already vanished. The area immediately around the tunnel was relatively safe, with several of Luther’s pack hacking at the small and slow-moving snakes as they popped up. But beyond that, the number of enemies surged. With my high dexterity, I was able to dance around them with relative ease, but I doubted many others would have been as successful. I spotted Catherine and five of her followers standing on an island amidst the sand, fighting the snakes as they emerged. They seemed to be holding out quite well. Still, the snakes surrounding them had grown from six-inchers to two-footers, and I could see them starting to struggle. As they began to retreat, I looked around a few times before deciding to join them.
Catherine commented on my new attire as she expertly bisected a snake from the head all the way down to the tail. "Nice new duds. What do they do?"
"Not sure exactly, but it seems like they make me faster," I shrugged. A three-footer burst up from the sand, and I quickly hacked off its head in a blur of motion. "Did you get anything good?"
"We found a skill of some sort, but we didn’t have time to check it out properly. I gave it to one of my top people; we’ll examine it and figure out who to give it to when the time comes."
I nodded, then glanced over my shoulder as a two-footer came tearing up. I tried to bisect it in the same way that Catherine had done, but only succeeded in chopping it open from the head to about a foot below the hood. I was actually forced to retract my blade in order to pull it out, and only narrowly extended it once again in time to sever the head of another snake.
 
 
	System Notification – Tokens Awarded

Congratulations, Asher! You have been awarded a total of 313 latent Tokens for your performance in various challenges and events. Keep up the great work and continue to strive for success in the game.

 




The ground at the back of the room rumbled, and a colossal ten-foot-wide head burst out of the sands. Instead of attacking immediately, the creature swayed its head from side to side, surveying its surroundings. Its gaze finally settled on me, Catherine, and the others nearby. I halted, uncertain of the beast's intentions.
"Do you think that's the really big one?" I asked cautiously.
"Maybe not, but it could be a precursor to test our mettle," Catherine replied with a shrug. She sliced another snake in half and nodded at me. "You get them out. I'll handle this one."
"No," I protested. "You--"
"Asher, you can't hog all the big kills for yourself," Catherine snapped. "Go now, or I'll punch you to the door."
I sighed and nodded reluctantly. I gestured for the others on the platform to follow, and we plunged into the sands, staying close together. We swiftly carved a path to the exit. Everyone else paid their dues, but I hung back, my attention drawn to the enormous snake as it watched Catherine intently. She continued to kill snakes as they emerged, but otherwise, she remained still. I absentmindedly dispatched the smaller, insignificant snakes that appeared around my feet.
The giant snake hissed, and at last, it reared up and charged. It crashed into the sand, writhing violently, knocking several of the platforms aside. Catherine held her ground and shouted something as the monster closed in. Her entire body seemed to emanate a red aura, and she stepped forward to confront the beast head-on.
A shockwave reverberated throughout the arena as they collided. She delivered a powerful punch to the underside of the snake's jaw, sending it airborne. With a swift motion, she drove her sword deep into the snake's belly. Her blade carved a lengthy gash down its body, and the creature collapsed, lifeless in an instant. I whistled in admiration, decapitating another snake, and nodded as Catherine approached.
"Nicely done," I praised. "Was that your new skill?"
Catherine nodded. "It was. I knew it would be potent, but I didn't realize just how powerful it would be."
"I'm glad Luther wasn't around to see it," I said. "Unleash that power when it counts, and you'll have just about anyone on the ropes."
"But that depends on whether he's hiding a skill of his own," Catherine pointed out.
I hadn't considered that possibility and nodded slowly. Backed against the exit, we continued to fend off the small snakes that emerged, trying to accumulate as many tokens as possible. As the minutes ticked by, the snakes appearing near the booth grew increasingly formidable. It wasn't long before I routinely slashed through three-foot-long serpents. I didn't mind the challenge, but I knew we wouldn't have much time left to escape. I turned to the Facilitator, paid the 20 tokens, and set off into the long, misty tunnel.
 
	System Notification – Tokens Awarded
Congratulations, Asher! You have been awarded a total of 24 Tokens.
You have paid the 20 token fee to leave the area.
 




I emerged unscathed and more powerful than ever. All that remained was to tally my spoils... and to decide how best to use them.
 




Prizes and Prizes

When I emerged from the portal following the Snake Pit Challenge, I discovered that almost no one was still waiting around. The area around the Station 18 challenge portal was largely cleared. A masked Facilitator approached me, its eyes dull and lifeless. I briefly wondered what had happened before it silently handed over a Challenge Coin with a snake etched into it, along with 3 bright-looking stones, and turned around to disappear through a nearby doorway.
Catherine had a small entourage waiting for her, but that was it. I glanced around a bit, taking in the sounds of murmuring conversations and the scent of a nearby food stall, then strode up into the Boar’s Head Tavern.
Upon entering the tavern, I found a rather large group gathered around a table. The warm atmosphere, filled with laughter and chatter, piqued my curiosity. I bought a glass of mead from Hog, enjoying the rich aroma as I took a sip, before pushing my way toward the group. They parted as I walked up, and soon, I found myself looking down at a proper chess board.
The pieces were all Egyptian-themed, with jackals, eagles, snakes, and other such animals. One side was made from sandstone, the other side from alabaster. Lang sat on one side of the table, a wide grin across his face, while one of Luther's followers sat on the other side. The wooden floor creaked as I shifted my weight to get a better view. Carefully, Lang’s opponent reached out and pushed a jackal (knight) forward. Lang nodded, then pushed out a snake (bishop) to counter.
"He found it inside one of those pillars," Orin muttered from beside me, his voice barely audible over the clinking of glasses and the buzz of conversation. "Lucky little snot, if you ask me. All I got was..." He reached into his inventory and pulled out a small, clay jar. I frowned and took it, then slowly peered inside.
"Honey?"
"The Egyptians were renowned for it, at least that's what I've been told." Orin remarked as he retrieved the jar and carefully placed it back into his inventory. I could hear the faint clink of glass against other items in his inventory as he did so. "So, I got honey, he received a chessboard, and you, Asher, what did you acquire? I'm certain you must have gotten something interesting."
Feeling a slight sense of pride, I lifted my feet to showcase my new boots. The scent of fresh leather wafted through the air as I moved my feet, a testament to the high quality of the material. Orin's eyes widened in admiration, and I could tell he was impressed. A faint murmur of approval escaped his lips as he gazed at my new gear.
I decided it was time to explore the specifics of what I had obtained. I opened up the interface and checked out my notifications. 
 
 
	System Notification: Item Gained

Congratulations! You have obtained the Boots of the Sands. This item is ranked B and has a progression of 2% towards Rank A. The Boots of the Sands provide firmer footing on unstable ground, such as sand or tilting platforms. Additionally, they offer a +2 boost to Dexterity. As you upgrade these boots, further effects will be unlocked. Enjoy your newfound advantage in the game.

 


	System Notification: Level Up!
Congratulations, Asher Kujō! Your hard work and dedication have paid off. You have successfully leveled up to Level 16. All your stats have increased by 1 point, and all physical stats have a +2 annotation from physical training.
Character Sheet:
Name: Asher Kujō
Level: 16
Health Points: 28/28
Dexterity: 30 (+4 from physical training and Boots of the Sands)
Strength: 29 (+2 from physical training)
Constitution: 23 (+2 from physical training)
Will: 29
Intelligence: 25 (+2 from Robes of Night)
Perception: 26
Skills:
Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization
Environmental Adaptation
Keen Swordsmanship
Body Builder
Bullet Time
Reveal
Equipment:
Tactical Sword
Paramilitary Vest
Poison Detection Kit
1 Antidote
3 Health Potions
Foundations of Weaponry (Book)
Combat Tactics (Manual)
Ivanhoe
Body Cultivation (Book)
Robes of Night
Multitool
Rope
Grappling Hook
Quill Pen
Ink Well
Boots of the Sands
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin x2
Voracious Eater Challenge Coin
Fire Wall Challenge Coin
Book Fair Challenge Coin
High-Rise Challenge Coin
Sole Survivor Challenge Coin
Escape Challenge Coin
Light Up the Dark Challenge Coin
Friendlier Fire Challenge Coin
Eviscerator Challenge Coin
Dark Tidings Challenge Coin
Thunderstruck Challenge Coin
City Mall Challenge Coin
Eternal Quest Challenge Coin
Snake Pit Challenge Coin
Tokens: 548
Savior Points: 41
Betrayal Points: 0
 




"Now that's something interesting," I murmured, impressed by the data on the screen. Seeing the progression, I switched the screen to check on the status of the Robes of the Night. They were sitting at 50% progress to Rank B, which thrilled me. I had no idea what additional effects would be unlocked, but I was certain they would be advantageous.
"You're really starting to look the part, I'll give you that," Orin chuckled, observing my outfit. "Fitting in quite well."
I glanced at him, smirking. "And you still look just as disheveled as when you arrived. One might even think you're purposely trying to look unkempt and repulsive. I haven't seen you buy a single thing, but you're almost as fast as I am. You must have put some points into Dexterity, or... something. Is there a deception skill?"
Orin only laughed in response. "You're funny, kid. I suppose that's why I like you, though." He turned away, shaking his head. "Well, I don't play chess. Good luck."
I approached the chessboard just as Lang easily defeated his first opponent. That's when I noticed a small jar placed next to the board. It contained five Tokens, and a smile flickered across my face as I considered the possibilities.
"Ten Tokens to play me," Lang announced, crossing his hands behind his head. "Five go into the pot. Beat me, and you get to take it."
I observed the long line of challengers, and it seemed that the pot of money wasn't their primary interest. They were desperate for entertainment, and this was the most engaging activity since the bounty of books from the Book Fair event. At present, books were down, trading for about 10 Tokens apiece on average. There was a fairly stable market, as people exchanged what they'd read. I chuckled, wished Lang good luck, and then headed to my usual booth at the back of the tavern. Orin had apparently left the establishment altogether.
As I sat down, I waved at Hog to bring me some lunch. I noticed Catherine entering the tavern and asked him to bring another meal as well. When I caught her eye, she began walking in my direction, and I sighed, leaning back in my seat. I felt a headache coming on. I looked down at the gems the Facilitator had handed to me.
 
	System Notification: Skill Gems Awarded
Congratulations, Asher Kujō! You have been granted 3 Skill Gems for your merit and dedication to the Nexus Games. Skill Gems are rare and powerful items that can enhance your skills and abilities in ways you never thought possible. These gems are shrouded in mystery and their effects are not yet known. Use them wisely.
Keep up the good work, and who knows what other rewards await you in the future.
 








Rare Moment

"Skill gems," I muttered to myself as I looked at the tiny gems. "So that's what you are." The description unfortunately didn't reveal much, but I wasn't keen on examining the items I had taken from the shattered pots, not with all the watchful eyes in the bustling tavern. I dismissed the interface just as Catherine sat down beside me, and Hog, ever the dutiful host, brought over two plates of mouthwatering hamburgers and crispy fries.
"Back there in the pit, you stayed in the game longer than I thought you would," I commented, raising an eyebrow in surprise.
"Someone's got to try to keep up with you," Catherine replied, flashing a small, playful smile as she started to eat her meal. "How many Tokens did you walk away with?"
"About 300," I said nonchalantly, taking a bite of my burger. "Not a bad haul, all things considered. I think I might have done better in the library, but I can't remember for sure."
"That's about what I got, too," Catherine nodded, taking a thoughtful pause before stroking her chin. "It makes me wonder if something's coming."
"What do you mean?" I asked, intrigued by her line of thought.
"The games... Every few days, they're giving us challenges that are allowing everyone to earn loads of Tokens. You're pulling in a pretty good haul just about every single day, but they're giving that haul to just about everyone. Or at least more of a haul. I think every single one of my people got at least a hundred. It just feels like they're preparing us for something. They want to kill us all, don't get me wrong, but they want to be able to feel good about themselves, to be able to wave it around in our faces when we die that they gave us plenty of chances to live."
I mulled over her words, the sounds of laughter and conversation from other patrons filling the air. "You may be right," I finally conceded with a heavy sigh. After a moment, I took another bite of my hamburger, the flavors bursting in my mouth. It was excellent, as always. Over at the table, several people cheered as Lang won his second game. "On the bright side, it's letting us have a good time of it."
"At least some of us," Catherine sighed, her shoulders slumping. "Sorry. I know, I know, I shouldn't be getting angsty, but…"
I shrugged, understanding her struggle. "It's a tough spot," I agreed, pausing for a moment before flashing her a mischievous grin. "Want to see something cool?"
"What is it?" Catherine asked, her eyes narrowing in suspicion as she regarded me.

"Three somethings. Honestly, I don't know, but no one is looking over at us," I answered, looking at the gems. My curiosity had been triggered, and I could no longer resist the urge to inspect the skill gems I had acquired. I reached into my inventory and pulled them out, feeling their cool surfaces against my fingertips. Carefully, I dumped them onto the table, where they sparkled in the light, I quickly crouched over hoping it didn’t catch the attention of anyone else.

When I had found the gems inside the pyramid, I had initially assumed they were all diamonds. However, as they glistened under the light, I realized that only one was a diamond, another was a ruby, and the third was an emerald. The contrasting colors and dazzling glow were mesmerizing, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement.
Catherine, who was sitting beside me, reached out and picked up the emerald, her eyes widening in surprise. She whistled softly, the sound barely audible over the bustling atmosphere of the room. "That's interesting," she murmured, her voice tinged with awe.
Intrigued by her reaction, I picked up the ruby, and this time a small message appeared before my eyes.
 
 
	System Notification: Skill Gems
[Skill Gem – Ruby]
Rank: B
Effect: May be consumed for one random skill of Rank B. If you do not meet the requirements for the skill in question, it will remain inactive until you meet the requirements. Alternatively, use it to level up a skill of Rank B or lower.]
[Skill Gem – Emerald]
Rank: C
Effect: May be consumed for one random skill of Rank C. If you do not meet the requirements for the skill in question, it will remain inactive until you meet the requirements. Alternatively, use it to level up a skill of Rank C or lower.]
[Skill Gem - Diamond
Rank: S
Effect: May be consumed for one random skill of Rank S. If you do not meet the requirements for the skill in question, it will remain inactive until you meet the requirements. Alternatively, use it to level up a skill of Rank S or lower.]
 




"What rank is yours?" I asked, looking over at Catherine.
"C," She answered. "Yours would be a B?"
"Yeah. Wouldn't emeralds be more valuable than rubies?" I set down the ruby and picked up the diamond. My jaw dropped in disbelief as I examined the gem.
"Probably not," Catherine shook her head. "In older days, rubies were far and away the most valuable stones. It wasn't until very recently that diamonds became worth more than rubies." She paused, her gaze fixated on the diamond. "What's that? A?"
"Nope," I shook my head. "S."
"S?" Catherine hissed, her eyes widening. "You've got to be kidding me!"
I passed the diamond to her, and she took hold of it, blinking in surprise. All three Skill Gems were the same except for their value. She shook her head and whistled softly, clearly impressed. I could hear the faint hum of the air conditioner in the background, and the muffled chatter of other contestants in the lounge.
"Have you seen these over at the Pawnshop?" she asked.
"Nope. Must be something you can only get from inside the contests." I shrugged, feeling the cool metal of the table beneath my fingers. "What do you think I should do with these? Use them to level up my existing skills, or try for new ones?"
"That's entirely up to you." Catherine passed the gems back across the table, her voice thoughtful. "On the one hand, you get way stronger in a manner that you know. On the other hand, there are some really powerful skills out there, and you could wind up with something that isn't sold in the stores. I'm sure the Broker doesn't have everything in his Upgrade Shop. It could really take you to the next level. I mean, you're pretty much already there, but… You know."
I nodded slowly, trying to mull over the idea in my mind. The room's low lighting cast shadows on the walls, and the scent of coffee lingered in the air. After a moment, I hefted the gems in the palm of my hand, feeling their weight, then passed the ruby across the table to Catherine.
"Take it," I offered. "If you were only to take one, that would be the best. It'll be sure to level up your strength skill, or it'll give you a pretty powerful skill to work toward. On the other hand, it won't give you something so powerful that it's just out of your reach."
Catherine took the ruby, the gem glinting in the dim light. A small smile appeared on her face as she looked at me. "Thanks, Asher."
Things went quiet between us and then she slipped out of the booth as soon as she finished her meal, discreetly pocketing the gem. I watched her leave, then glanced down at my own two gems, a myriad of thoughts racing through my mind. I knew I wanted to use them before leaving the tavern. Despite the fact that people were physically prevented from harming each other in the Nexus, I didn't want to risk someone stealing them. After finishing my meal, I made up my mind and popped the diamond into my mouth.
The gem slid down my throat, exploding in my stomach, and a message appeared.
 
 
	System Notification: Skill Gem Used - Diamond 

You have chosen to use the Diamond Skill Gem. Rank: S. Would you like to level up a skill, or gain a new one? Please make your selection.

 




"Gain a new one," I replied. I had warned Catherine against obtaining something too far out of her reach, but the temptation was too great for me to resist.
 
	System Notification: Skill Granted
Congratulations, Asher Kujō! You have been awarded a new skill from Rank S, which has been randomly selected. Please note that if you do not meet the skill's requirements, it will remain inactive until you meet them.
[Processing…]
[Processing…]
[Processing…]
[Skill Granted: Duplicate Self]
Good luck mastering this powerful new skill!
 




"What?!" I couldn't help but look at the result and feel shocked. 

 
	System Notification: Skill Details: Duplicate Self
Requirements: Dexterity 30, Intelligence 30, Will 50
Effects: For 60 seconds, you will generate a duplicate, which you can also control. This will be an extension of your mind. If your duplicate is killed, the skill will end. If you are killed, both you and the duplicate will die.
Rank: S
Uses: Once per day
[Progression: 0%]
[Skill is currently inactive]
 




I stared at the skill in amazement. It would be an incredibly long time before I reached a high enough level to utilize it, but there it was. With such a skill, the possibilities were endless. On the one hand, it seemed simple, but on the other hand, having a second body would allow me to accomplish a lot. Plus, it would undoubtedly terrify Luther, which was always a bonus.
After mulling it over for a few minutes, I popped the emerald into my mouth.

 
	System Notification: Skill Gem Used – Emerald

You have chosen to use the Emerald Skill Gem. Would you like to level up a skill, or gain a new one?

 




"Level up," I answered. "Bullet Time." 
 
 
	System Notification: Updating Skill 

[Bullet Time. Rank: D. Progression: 10%]

[Converting Skill Gem into Progression…]
[Processing…]
[Processing…]
[Processing…]
[Conversion successful!]
[Rank: D. Progression: 100%. Skill Gem usage: 30%]
[Rank: C. Progression: 100%. Skill Gem usage: 90%]
[Rank: B. Progression: 10%. Skill Gem usage: 100%]




"Are you kidding me?" I slapped the table, which drew a few sharp looks from nearby patrons. Lowering my voice, I growled under my breath, "I thought it would just level up once. I didn't realize it would level up more for lower levels. I mean, it makes sense, but… ugh. I could have used that diamond Skill Gem to really… Well, I'm not complaining, because this is still epic. What does a Rank B Bullet Time skill look like?"

I couldn't believe my eyes. "Are you kidding me?" I exclaimed, slapping the table with force a second time, a wide smile on my face. The sudden noise attracted a few sharp looks from those nearby, and I quickly lowered my voice, growling under my breath. "I thought it would just level it up once. I didn't realize it would level up more for lower levels. I mean, it makes sense, but... Erg. I could have used that diamond Skill Gem to really... Oh, well. I'm not complaining, because this is still epic. What does a Rank B Bullet Time skill look like?"

 
	System Notification: Skill Update – Bullet Time
Rank: B
Effects: For 60 seconds (your time), you will move 5x faster than everyone else.
Uses: Twice per day
[Progression to next Rank: 10%]
 




"Nice!" I grinned, excitement coursing through me. "Now that's what I'm talking about."

I called it a win and focused on the rest of the room. I could hear the chatter around me and the sound of footsteps on the tavern floor. The air smelled of a mixture of sweat and excitement. In high spirits, I rose from the table and walked back over to Lang where he was playing a game. The atmosphere around the chess games was tense, yet exciting, as Lang was absolutely running circles around one of Catherine's followers.

It was a rare moment in the Nexus, and I had no intention of missing it.

 




Iconic

The loud beeping and constantly shrill alarm woke me up in my pod within the Pod Barracks. Orin and Lang were already gone, as was their custom.
 
	System Notification: Dawn of the Nineteenth Day
Attention all players, the challenge portal will open at 10:00 A.M. Please make your way to the portal and prepare for the challenge ahead. Remember, the risks are high, but the rewards are greater. Good luck!
 




I quickly grabbed a fresh uniform, the crisp fabric rustling as I put it on and made my way out of the Pod Barracks, pushing past the newly emerged sleepers. 

"Alright," I whispered softly as I strode down the long alley of the Pod Barracks, the sound of my footsteps echoing off the metallic walls. "Let's do this."

I could barely contain my anticipation. The day before had lightened everyone's spirits quite a bit. We had all played chess, friend and enemy alike, for the entire afternoon and into the evening. Lang had beaten ten people back-to-back before being defeated by me, although (as Lang defended himself) he had been playing for almost six hours at that point. I pocketed the small pot, and we had all called it quits for the night. Now, it was time for the next challenge, and I was more than ready to test out my new skill.
When I reached the Compound, I found Orin sitting on a bench opposite the Jarl's Club, just staring up at the building. I waved at him, went into the Boar’s Head Tavern where the smell of cooked food filled the air, and grabbed a plate of eggs and bacon. I then went back outside to sit down next to the drunk. As per usual, Orin stank of alcohol, though I was beginning to suspect that it was actually just some sort of cologne that the man wore, after all his Pod would have gotten rid of the smell otherwise. Orin glanced sideways at me, then went back to staring up at the club.
"Wondering when it'll open up?" I asked, biting into a crispy piece of bacon. "It's sure been a while."
"Nah. I know exactly when it'll come open." Orin shrugged, his voice a mix of indifference and boredom. "That's not really my concern right now."
I raised an eyebrow, curious. "What are you talking about? I suppose I shouldn't be shocked that you know when it'll open, but--"
"I'm just admiring the window decorations," Orin cut in, without giving a single explanation about what he meant. "Look up… Three floors up, and then off to the right."
My eyes followed his instructions, tracing along the rusty Chicago steel, until I found the dark and dingy window that I thought Orin was indicating. Inside, I could see a few dark shapes, but nothing that I could really identify.
"Okay? What about it?" I asked, genuinely puzzled.
"That really tall blur, off to one side," Orin commented, his voice taking on a hint of nostalgia. "That's a vase of flowers. I'm sure they're long-dead, but that's what the decoration is, in any case. Now… One floor up, all the way to the other side of the building."

My eyes swept in the indicated direction. There, I could see only frosted glass, dark and impossible to see even shadows behind. "I don't see anything."

"Exactly. The first window I pointed out, that's an office of some sort. Kept nice for visitors, with all those cheap trinkets that you see, usually, when you're in the office of someone higher up the chain of whatever company you're looking at." Orin shrugged, his expression nonchalant. "Over there, it's meant to look like ordinary glass, but it's not. Those aren't blinds behind it. It's just… nothing. Probably paint."
"What are you getting at?" I asked, my curiosity piqued.
"That'll be a safe room of some sort. If there's something they're hiding, that'll be where it's at." Orin shrugged again, taking a bite of a biscuit, the sound of the crunch echoing through the otherwise quiet room.
"You're sure it's not just for decoration?" I pressed, still uncertain.
"Kid, if you still think this place is just for decoration, you're nuts." Orin laughed, the sound slightly bitter. "Just look around! There are Keepers hiding in all the shadows. If this was for our benefit… I mean, someone would have to be spending a lot of time and effort to keep us contained and to make sure this place was immersive. This isn't something that was designed for pleasure, for us nor for the people in charge."
His tone wavered toward the end of his speech, and I turned to face him, my gaze searching.
"You know why this place is here. You don't just know about it, you know all about it."
Orin shrugged, a hint of a smile on his lips. "You're gonna get me in trouble, kid."
"You're the one talking."
"Well… You're the one who's easy to talk to." Orin snorted as one of the newer contestants, Wolf, strode out of the Pawnshop, wearing an outfit that rather resembled something a biker gang would wear. "That kid's going to be dead meat here soon. He's only entered half the games, and he always comes out with just over the minimum number of Tokens. I'm not sure how he even saved up enough money to buy that outfit. If he was going to buy anything, he should have bought skills, or stats, or a better weapon."
I shook my head, bemused. "Do you keep an eye on everyone?"
"Everyone who's worth keeping an eye on, yeah." Orin confirmed, his gaze sharp. He rose slowly and began to amble away. "I'll see you on the inside, kid. Wonder what we'll have to do today."
I didn't answer, even though I was pretty sure I knew it would be Dexterity. In the past, Dexterity had always followed Strength. Some of the others could vary themselves a bit, but Dexterity and Strength always went together. The thought of the upcoming challenge sent a shiver down my spine, as I mentally prepared for whatever awaited us.

For a long time, even after I finished eating, I couldn't help but look up at the towering building. It wasn't the first time I had caught Orin staring at the place, which made me suspect that it would prove to be quite important, indeed. Finally, though, ten o'clock came around, and I rose from my seat and made my way over to the swirling portal.

Lang was there, along with Luther and Catherine. Catherine had her standard group with her, though I couldn't help but notice that Luther had brought along nearly all of his followers. Importantly, I saw the same man that I had rescued from the book monsters, just behind the player-killer.
"Better watch out," I murmured to Catherine, my voice low and cautious. "It looks like they're planning something."
"We'll watch out," Catherine flashed a small, confident smile at me. "Are you excited? Dexterity. Maybe you'll get to try out… Whatever it is that you got."
"If I have anything to say about it, you'll see it," I chuckled, feeling anticipation bubble up inside me. "What about you? What'd you use your gem for?"
"Wouldn't you like to know?" Catherine turned her gaze forward, her eyes focused and determined.
I blinked, my curiosity piqued. "Why yes! Yes, I would."
Catherine laughed, the sound light and carefree, but she offered no answer. Soon, just ahead of us, the portal swirled with mist, and a red-and-white-striped tent flap appeared. It drew itself open with ropes, and a brightly colored sign appeared just next to it.
[Lion Tamers!]
"The circus," I raised an eyebrow, intrigued by the unexpected theme.
"The circus," Catherine scowled, her expression turning dark. "You know, I only ever went to one of those growing up, and the tiger they were using ended up mauling the ringmaster. Didn't kill him, but it put him in the hospital. I've never gotten over that, if I'm being completely honest."
The memory seemed to weigh heavily on her, and I hesitated before asking, "Do you want to--"
"I'm going in there, Asher," Catherine's voice was firm, resolute. "You can do whatever you like, but I'm heading in there."

No Facilitator hiding behind a mask emerged to instruct us; the nature of the challenge seemed apparent enough. I was convinced the Facilitator would offer guidance on the way down if needed.

As we neared the entrance, the faint sounds of the circus reached my ears—the shouts of performers and the thrilled chatter of the audience. The smells of sawdust and animal musk wafted through the air, blending with the enticing scents of popcorn and cotton candy. It was an assault on the senses, a stark reminder of the world we were about to step into.
Lang, who had been silent until now, finally spoke. "I'm curious to see what kind of challenges await us in there."
Orin added with a touch of enthusiasm, "As long as there aren't any tightrope acts, I think I'll manage just fine. Or clowns."
Catherine looked back at us and smirked, "Well, if there are tightropes, I'm sure we can rely on each other to stay balanced."

I groaned and died a little inside.

With a final, steadying breath, I crossed the threshold of the portal, my friends at my side, prepared to confront whatever trials lay hidden within the circus tent.
Luther and his men went first. I followed shortly after.
"Withdraw.” I said quietly.
System Notification: Item Withdrawn
You have successfully withdrawn item, Tactical Sword.
Item slots remaining: 15 / 30
Taking a deep breath, I hefted my sword in my palm, the familiar weight of it comforting me. I strode forward with determination, feeling the cold dampness of the tunnel's walls. The faint echo of my footsteps accompanied me as I walked down the long tunnel of mist, just like I always did, eventually emerging into the largest circus tent I had ever laid eyes on.
System Notification: Armor item(s) are now automatically toggled on. Paramilitary Vest, Shadow Robes and Boots of the Sands are equipped.
The enormous expanse of red-and-white cloth hung from immense poles, stretching out to form a massive ceiling that covered the entire facility. Sounds of rustling fabric and creaking wooden beams filled the air. There were three distinct rings on the ground, each featuring a small, circular stool positioned exactly at the center. Bleachers encircled the rings, occupied by Facilitators holding boxes of peanuts. Their silence and stillness were unnerving, making the presence of the crowd even more eerie.
The portal had opened into a narrow alley between two sets of bleachers, which led into one of the rings. Each ring was about fifty feet across, providing ample space for whatever challenges lay ahead. As the crowd spread out, I noticed a Facilitator dressed in a ringmaster's outfit, complete with an altered mask that was painted down the middle, separating one half into white and the other in green. A massive hat adorned his head, casting a shadow over his sinister face. He strode confidently into the arena, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of urgency and tension rising within me.
"Welcome contestants," the ringmaster announced in a booming voice that echoed throughout the tent. "Welcome to Lion Tamers! Game type: Will."
I frowned as I took in the information. It was likely that I could still use my skills, but it irked me that it wasn't a dexterity challenge.
"The game is... Well, actually, it's not really that simple. Through the gap on the far side--" The ringmaster pointed to another entrance to the tent, almost identical to the one all of us competitors had just passed through. "Lions will be coming. They may be defeated in two ways. First, simply by killing them. If they are injured even in the slightest, none of you will be able to tame that Lion. Which leaves the other option. If you can prove your dominance to them without slaying them, they will become tame. Killing them will net 1 Token apiece. Taming them will net 5. This will take an immense feat of will, there's no doubt about that. As has become the standard, all of you currently have enough Tokens to pay the 15- token fee to leave early, so please feel free if you feel the need."
System Notification: Lion Tamer Challenge
Welcome, players. The Lion Tamer Challenge is a unique test of your abilities. The objective of this challenge is to defeat or tame the lions that will be released into the arena. There are two ways to succeed in this challenge. The first is to kill the lions. However, if a lion is even slightly injured, it cannot be tamed. The second way is to prove your dominance over the lions and tame them.
In either case, killing a lion will reward you with one Token, while taming a lion will reward you with five Tokens. Keep in mind that taming a lion will require an immense feat of will.
Please note that you can use your Tokens to buy your way out of the challenge if you feel the need. The challenge will begin once the timer counts down to zero. Good luck.
The ringmaster walked over to stand in front of the exit, as the scoreboard above the portal flickered to life. A timer began counting down from 60, and I let out a long, slow breath, feeling the tension mounting. To my amazement, many of Catherine's team members simply turned and left, and before the timer even hit 30, fewer than half of the original entrants remained.
"You're not going to try and stop them?" I glanced at Catherine, puzzled.
"We never make people do anything," she responded, looking at me pointedly before lowering her voice. "Plus, did you hear what he said? You just know Luther will intentionally injure some of the lions as we're trying to tame them, and I doubt that they're going to be particularly easy to defeat."
"Fair, fair." I nodded, taking a deep breath, and I let my gaze drift upward, scanning the edges of the arena, trying to take it all in. Scattered here and there, leaning up against the barricades that separated the rings from the stands, I spotted various types of carnival equipment—hoops, unlit torches, and more. Additionally, I caught a glimpse of several platforms hung from the tent poles, with highwires strung up between them. A number of packages rested upon those platforms, prompting a smile to break across my face. "How long do you think we'll have? Even the challenges without a timer will usually have something to bring things to an end."
"I don't have a clue," Catherine admitted, shaking her head. "Maybe there will just be a really big lion? Or, just maybe, there won't be anything this time around. The Ghouls had a limit. You killed them all, and then at that point, you could have stuck around for as long as you wanted."
"Yeah..." I shrugged, feeling a slight chill in the air. "The difficulty seems to have gone up since then. I think we'll get to that point again, but it's going to take--"
A deafening roar interrupted me, and I swiftly turned toward the far entrance. Three Lions, all male, came bounding into the tent, their manes shaking as they roared. They looked every bit the part of fearsome predators. One of them began to bound across the ground toward our group, and I whispered under my breath.
"Reveal."
The room flickered, and it seemed to brighten momentarily. As I glanced up at the high platforms, I noticed several hidden items. More importantly, though, as the lions charged forward, I could see their paths traced out in glowing arrows on the sands. One of Luther’s men rushed forward and planted himself in the lead Lion’s path, and a yellow circle formed around him. A yellow circle, much like the ones from the snake pit, formed around the man’s feet. It stayed solid until the Lion leapt up and landed just a few feet from him, roaring into the man’s face. With that, the circle began to shrink, and the man panicked.
"Don’t let--"
He leapt backward, and the lion swept out an enormous paw. The man was lifted from his feet and tossed across the barricade, where he landed lifeless in the crowd.
From the stands, the masked Facilitators all stood up and began clapping. They sadistically enjoyed the spectacle.
I blinked in surprise as the Lion leapt toward the next man. Once again, a yellow circle appeared under his feet, only to begin shrinking. This man, even as his knees knocked together, stayed put. The circle shrank slowly, then vanished altogether, and the lion gave him a lick in the face before turning and bounding away.
"Four seconds," I whispered to Catherine as the tamed Lion vanished through the opening. "That’s all it takes."
She nodded, then strode forward. I squared my shoulders and followed. Another Lion came bounding out, and as I walked to the front of the crowd, I came to a stop. The duration of Reveal was almost up, but I was able to see the slowly shrinking circle out of the corner of my eye. The creature roared into my face, the circle vanished, and I was rewarded with an enormous, slobbery-sandpaper kiss. The Lion turned and bounded away, and I chuckled.
System Notification: Lion Tamed
You have successfully tamed a Lion in the Lion Tamer Challenge. As a reward, 5 tokens have been added directly to your inventory.
"This isn’t so hard."
And that was when the first Black Lion entered the arena.
The sound of its heavy paws echoed in the sands as the Black Lion approached, its muscles rippling beneath its ebony fur. The air grew tense, filled with the scents of anticipation and fear. The masked audience leaned forward, hoping, wanting, desiring more. I could feel the pressure of their combined malice on me. There were so many of them.
As the Black Lion leapt toward its next target, I could hear the scraping of its claws on the sands. The circle under the next man's feet began to shrink more rapidly than before, and the man's eyes widened in terror.
In the face of imminent danger, I tried to maintain my composure, observing the Black Lion's movements and calculating the best course of action. The man, desperate to survive, broke into a run, but the Lion easily caught up to him. It swiped its paw, and the man was sent hurtling into the air, landing in the sand with a sickening thud.
Then the Lion turned towards me.
 




Look Ahead Only

I tried to avoid its eyes only looking ahead. I should have known it wouldn't be that easy. However, I had already used up Reveal, which left me with limited options—I needed to figure things out just like everyone else. I guessed the process would be similar, but I couldn't be sure. A quick glance over my shoulder revealed a large group of people, including Luther, simply watching me. Taking a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and walked forward.
The Black Lion immediately focused on me and charged. As several ordinary Lions continued to enter the arena as well, the charging Black Lion stood about two feet taller than the normal ones, and its claws tore up the dusty floor as it approached. I halted, gripping my sword tightly, and I took a deep breath. As I faced the beast down, it came to a stop, then snarled intensely at me, trying to intimidate and make me fear it. The Lion was testing me. Slowly, it lowered itself to the ground and turned its head to point at my weapon. Its long claws dug into the ground, and it looked at me with different eyes.
System Notification: Black Lion Tamed
You have successfully tamed a Lion in the Lion Tamer Challenge. As a reward, 5 Tokens have been added directly to your inventory.
"Right. Gotcha."
I pressed the button on the hilt, and my weapon telescoped back into the shaft. With that, I hung the sword on my belt and slowly held up my hand. The Lion roared again, bounced forward slightly, then rose and licked me. As it bounded off into the distance, I could only hope that some of the spectators behind me had witnessed the exchange. I continued to walk forward, making my way toward the closest of the great poles that rose from the floor of the arena. Along the way, I had to face down one more normal Lion and two Black ones, and I tamed them all. From behind, I could hear the others growing agitated. Since I was off in the lead, most of them were stopping with me, and I heard footsteps approaching.
"I suggest not running," I muttered, not turning around as a Black Lion approached. Even though the man behind me made no threatening move that I could detect, the Lion sprang over my head. There was a muffled roar of pain, followed by a scream and the sharp snap of bone. I turned around to find the Lion holding the limp body of one of Luther's followers. A long trail of blood trickled down its side, from the wound inflicted by the dead contestant and it looked at me hungrily.
Once they're injured, I remembered, they could only be taken down with force.
With a grunt, I brought my weapon up. The metallic sound of the blade rang in my ears as the Lion lunged at me.
I started a defensive pattern and acted immediately. As its claws came down, I dodged at the last moment and with intense concentration, dexterity, and strength I jabbed straight for its jugular as its momentum drove it past me.
The blade punctured straight through to bone and I pushed with all my might to pull its body down to the ground. With a quick twist of my blade I severed the bones in its neck and it collapsed in a heap. Some of the masked audience slunk back down into their chairs, disappointed that I hadn’t met the same grizzly end as some of my peers.
System Notification: Lion Slain
You have successfully slain a Lion in the Lion Tamer Challenge. As a reward, 1 Token has been added directly to your inventory. Keep up the good work!
I moved along the arena. I saw that Orin and Lang were both handling their own Lions with ease. It seemed that most people had opted to fight, rather than tame, as the sounds of battle were loud throughout the ring. I could hear the noise of clashing steel, cries of pain, grunts of exertion, and the occasional joke from a particularly confident contestant.
Orin really showed off every bit just how much of a brute he could be as he was locked into a choke hold with a Black-haired Lion and wrestled it into submission. He gripped the Lion's massive head in his hands, using his brute strength to hold the creature's snapping jaws at bay. With a roar of his own, Orin forced the Lion's head down, pressing it into submission. The Lion finally relented, its once-fierce eyes now filled with fear and respect.
"Who's the king of the jungle now?" Orin guffawed, laughter booming from his chest as he released the Lion, which slinked away in defeat.
Lang, on the other hand, was locked in combat with a pair of normal Lions, his blue hair trailing behind him. He moved with the grace and fluidity of a dancer, dodging their attacks with ease. With a swift, powerful kick, he sent one Lion flying across the ring only to slide for meters on landing in the sand. The other Lion, realizing the full extent of Lang's strength, cowered before him, whimpering in submission.
"Hmph, I thought you'd put up more of a fight," I called out.
Lang scoffed, unimpressed as he waved the Lion away and turned towards me.
"Worry about yourself, Asher."
I nodded and kept moving, almost immediately encountering another normal Lion. This one seemed more aggressive than the others, its muscles tense and its eyes focused on me with predatory intent. I raised my hand slowly, attempting to tame it, but it snarled and prepared to pounce. Something about the way the Lion moved and looked at me made me think taming was a mistake. Instead, I followed my gut instinct, pulled the Tactical Sword back out and extended the blade. I had no choice but to defend myself.
The Lion's muscles rippled beneath its dark fur as it lunged toward me with ferocious speed. As it bounded forward, trying to bite into me, I narrowly avoided its fangs and had to sidestep over its deadly claws. The beast's powerful momentum carried it past me, and I seized the opportunity to strike.
My blade flew through the air, glinting under the red and white circus lights. Howls of approval and anticipation filled the arena from the masked Facilitators who watched from their seats. Taking advantage of the Lion's momentum, I struck with a fury that shocked even me, slicing deep into the beast's flank. Blood splattered the dusty ground. The Lion roared in pain, baring its fangs as it whirled around to try and attack me again.
The Lion reared up, snarling and baring its teeth. I held firm and saw the beast's eyes fix on my unprotected neck. I reached for my sword and felt it pulse in my hand with every beat of my heart, ready to meet the creature's challenge.
Just as the beast lunged forward, I thrust my blade upward, stopping its jagged claws just inches from my skin. I gritted my teeth and pushed back against its weight, feeling the strain of muscles and aching joints as I fought against its strength.
With a fierce yell, I brought my foot down upon its weakened side, hearing a satisfying crack as the Lion roared in pain. Taking advantage of the distraction, I swung my sword wide, slicing through fur and flesh until its head dropped lifelessly to the ground.
System Notification - Lion Slain
You have earned 1 Token for slaying a Lion. It has been added directly to your inventory.
After the Lion fell to the ground, I turned to see two Black Lions approaching me. Unlike the former Lion, these allowed me to tame them without resistance. That’s when another of Luther’s goons tried another attempt at taking me out. He must have had a speed skill because he raced towards me with a Black Lion hot on his trail, barely keeping out of reach. The Black lion was wounded and angry. With a final burst of speed and a leap that was almost superhuman, the goon sailed over my head, and I was stuck with the oncoming Black Lion who had gone mad with rage, following right behind.
This one could only be taken down with force.
With a sigh, I drew my sword. The metallic sound of the blade rang in my ears as the Lion barreled towards me.
"Bullet time," I muttered, activating the ability.
The world around me seemed to slow down, as if everything was moving through molasses. I hadn't quite realized how significant the difference was between 2x and 5x faster, but it was quite noticeable. The Lion, which had been charging toward me with incredible speed, now appeared as if it were part of a movie progressing frame by frame, revealing hidden details. Seizing the opportunity, I darted forward, thrusting my sword deep into the Lion's belly and slicing along its underside.
Having completed the initial attack, I spent several crucial seconds hacking away at the wounded creature, my sword flashing through the air. Finally, a Token materialized, signaling my success. With the Lion dealt with, I shifted my focus back to the platforms above me.
Lions continued to charge in my direction, but I paid them little heed. Utilizing the remaining moments of Bullet Time, I swiftly retrieved my grappling hook from my inventory, tied on the rope, and cast it upward. The hook snagged one of the tightropes, and I began my ascent.
I was about halfway up when Bullet Time expired. The Lions below me regained their original speed, and several of the black ones roared, leaping upward in a futile attempt to reach me. I ignored them, concentrating on my climb. Upon reaching the top, I hooked my feet and legs over the tightrope, careful not to lose my balance. Pulling up my grappling hook and rope, I made sure not to leave any of my equipment behind—I didn't want to have to replace it again. With everything securely stowed in my inventory, I slid along the rope, moving closer to the nearest platform.
As I clambered onto the platform, my eyes scanned the area. It was relatively simple, with just a chair and a small, locked box beneath it. A smile crept across my face as I swiftly bent down and pulled out my skeleton key. The lock, it seemed, would be no match for me.
The skeleton key vanished before my eyes once I put it in.
"It took a little more than what most chests take to get to you," I murmured, eyeing the box. "Must be something good inside."
A moment later, I popped the box open and found a pair of items resembling gardening gloves. My eyebrows rose in amazement once I put them on. I knew I didn’t have time to ponder over it and quickly accepted it as part of my armor set, saving an inventory spot for it. For now, I kept them in my inventory, they were too bulky to wear right now.
Rising to my feet, I noticed something else under a chair on the platform across the arena. But below me, Lions roared and swirled, and several of them stared up at me with hunger in their eyes.
I cast a single glance back toward the tent entrance before setting off. Almost everyone had fled, though Catherine, Lang, Luther, and a few of their followers remained behind. They had formed a rough semi-circle, sheathed their weapons, and simply stood there.
None of them moved; none of them blinked. Lions would approach, roar a few times, test their revolve and then bound away. It truly was a test of will. As long as you stayed put, you were safe… But doing so was incredibly challenging when you had two thousand pounds of predator threatening to devour you.
Taking a deep breath, I called upon every point of my Dexterity skill. After bouncing a couple of times on the balls of my feet, I sprinted forward, dashing across the taut line as fast as my legs would carry me.
The rope whizzed by beneath my feet, and I soon came crashing onto the other platform. I nearly toppled off but managed to grab hold of the pillar to steady myself. As soon as I regained my balance, I bent down and peered under the chair.
A simple package lay there, ripe for the taking. It was a weapon—a coiled whip. I grinned and scooped it up, then rose and scanned the final platform.
System Notification: Item Acquired - Coiled Whip
Details: This whip has been specially designed to aid in taming wild beasts, as well as intimidating and asserting dominance over them. With a flick of the wrist, you can command respect from even the most fearsome of monsters. Use it wisely.
Naturally, there was no rope stretched out between my platform and that last one. Instead, a series of dangling trapezes beckoned, perfect for a trained acrobat to swing across the gap with ease.
Unfortunately, I was not a trained acrobat.
I took a deep breath, then sighed and started to turn away. But as I did so, my gaze fell on the group at the entrance, and my blood ran cold.
For the most part, things were the same, except for the appearance of a new Lion. Its coat was blood-red, and it seemed the most aggressive of all. The Crimson Lion approached one of Catherine's followers, reared up, and began slashing the air with its lethal claws. The man barely reacted, flinching back just a half-step… And the Lion tore him to shreds. Catherine, with heroic resolve, remained unflinching as the Lion performed the same maneuver with her, even as tears streamed down her cheeks. The Lion gave her a look and then turned away, seemingly satisfied, but that was when all forms of chaos broke loose.
Beside Luther, one of his followers had locked eyes with a Black Lion and managed to tame it. A pack of Crimson Lions also appeared from the other side of the circus arena, their eyes alert and aware. I watched Luther’s crony surreptitiously glance around taking note of how busy everyone was, and then the man casually flicked his wrist at the Lion Luther was ‘attempting’ to tame. It let out a painful cry before snarling and striking out at Luther, who was knocked backwards, nearly reaching the gate, and the Lion lunged forward. Catherine and Luther's follower, who I recognized as the man I had saved from the book monsters, spun around and began stabbing the beast. Its fall only served to agitate the other Lions, and the Crimson Lions all roared in unison at the sight of blood, and started to charge.
"Get out of there!" I yelled, then whispered under my breath, "Bullet time."
Time seemed to slow to a crawl as I leaped down from the platform. I soared briefly through the air, landing on the back of a Lion before jumping off and sprinting at full speed through the nearly motionless sea of Lions. A Crimson Lion attempted to swipe at me, but I ducked beneath its paw and continued my run.
Reaching the edge of the tent, I found the scene in complete disarray. Lang and Catherine had made it through, but the betrayer was slipping through the gap, leaving a wounded Luther behind.
Luther had multiple deep gashes across his stomach and upper torso, his feet trapped under the weight of a fallen Black Lion. His face displayed sheer terror, and I let out a sigh. Part of me wanted to abandon him, as he had done to Catherine. It would be fitting, and it would stop him from betraying anyone else. Yet, something within me resisted.
With a resigned sigh, I lifted Luther, kicking the lion aside. As I did, I caught a glimpse of skintight body armor beneath his torn clothes.
"Smart. Protect yourself against your own backstabbing crew," I remarked. Turning to the Facilitator, who appeared unaffected by the bullet time, I said, "I'd like to get us out of here."
"Are you paying for both of you, or just yourself?" the Facilitator asked.
"Just me. He can pay his own way."
The masked Facilitator nodded, and the path opened before us. I rushed forward, only to be pushed back, while Luther continued on. "Unfortunately, Asher, you cannot leave. You've been chosen as the main event. The warm-up is over."
 
	System Notification: Savior Point Awarded
You have been granted 1 savior point for saving a fellow contestant from certain death.
 








Boss Battle

"What's this?" I demanded, turning toward the Facilitator. "What do you mean, 'main event'? I paid the token cost to leave. I finished the challenge."
The Facilitator's grin grew beneath the mask. "Yet, another challenge awaits. Your payment wasn't accepted. Don't worry, your... companions won't even realize you're missing, as long as you survive, of course."
Gripping my Tactical Sword in one hand and the Coiling Whip in the other, I faced the Facilitator with defiance and a hard look. "If you’re going to change the rules at a whim, how can I trust that I’ll ever get to go home? What stops me from eliminating myself here and now?"
The Facilitator's eyes swept over me. "Reckless. So very reckless. With a simple gesture, any of my kin or I could reduce you to a bloody mist. But we persist, for duty calls, and your duty, contestant, is to entertain. But I will answer your question. This is an event within a challenge, and you have qualified."
The ringmaster's costume seemed to ripple, and the Facilitator's mask momentarily split, revealing a wide, mocking smile. The other Facilitators in the stands rose to their feet and began to shout in unison, their voices filled with anticipation and excitement.
"Now for the event," the ringmaster announced to the assembled crowd. "You are qualified. As the singular contestant who managed to tame the first monster Lion and acquire that whip, you're the perfect candidate for our secret event."
I furrowed my brow, curious and cautious. "What secret event are you talking about?"
The ringmaster Facilitator's eyes gleamed, and it leaned in, as if to share a secret in confidence. "You'll soon find out, Asher. You see, the audience of my fellow Facilitators are hungry for excitement and unpredictability. And you Asher, you, will service that need. We’ve selected you for a unique challenge, one that will push your abilities to the limit and showcase your prowess, or at least be an entertaining show."
I could hear the distant jeers of the crowd and feel the tension in the air, thick with anticipation all around me. This was a side of the Facilitators I had seen hinted at, but never experienced quite like this.
I clenched the two weapons in my hands even tighter, my knuckles turning white as I braced myself for whatever was to come. The Facilitator continued, "You've demonstrated exceptional skill and resourcefulness so far, and as a result, you've caught the attention of our esteemed audience. Your task now is to entertain them by facing a challenge unlike any other."
The ringmaster's costume sparkled and shone in the lights directed on us, and he raised his arms to the audience encouraging them to cheer more. The Facilitators in the stands rose to their feet, shouting and cheering the ringmaster on. All eyes stared at me. The tension was ominous.
I glared and demanded, "What kind of challenge are you talking about?"
The ringmaster's smile grew even wider as he answered, "You'll have to face one of our most powerful and feared creatures, a beast that has remained undefeated within the arena of my circus."
"Bring it on," I muttered, steeling myself for the battle to come. "Whatever you’ve got in store for me, I’ll beat it. I’ll survive."
The ringmaster tilted its head and it seemed to smirk at me behind its mask. "It's not what I have in store, contestant. This is merely a game. The game of zero sum. The Lions you tamed for the prior event will be your allies. As for your enemy, this champion was chosen by the gracious residents of the Nexus, the Facilitators within the stands. Without further ado, you'll be facing, Carnavalus, the Hydra of Jubilee."
A collective mocking gasp rippled through the masked crowd, and I felt a surge of apprehension. The hydra, a legendary creature with multiple heads that could regenerate when cut off, was infamous for its lethal venom and near-invulnerability. Banners rolled down the sides of the tent walls showing a multi-headed serpent with a circus tent in the background. This specific hydra had been extravagantly adorned to embody the very life and soul of a carnival.
The ringmaster elaborated, "This is still a challenge. For this event, you'll need to rely on both your strength and your wit. You must find a way to outmaneuver the hydra while coordinating with your lion allies to exploit its weaknesses. And remember, Asher, our audience is watching your every move. Your performance must be nothing short of spectacular."
The moment the lights in the ring dimmed, I knew it was time. A single spotlight illuminated the edge of the massive tent, and two masked Facilitators, dressed similarly to the ringmaster, appeared. They lifted the folds of the tent, revealing the dark void beyond.
"My dear, esteemed guests!" The ringmaster's voice boomed, full of theatrics. "Rise to your feet and behold the entrance of our reigning champion! Feast your eyes upon the one, the only, Carnavalus, the Hydra of Jubilee!"
System Notification: Special Event - Boss Challenge
Details: Attention Contestant! A special event challenge is now underway. This challenge will test your physical and mental prowess, as you face off against the formidable Carnavalus, the Hydra of Jubilee.
Reward – Skill – Summon Familiar
Allows the user to summon a magical creature or pet to assist them in battle or exploration. The creature's abilities will depend on the summoner’s nature and the summoner’s abilities.
I looked forward to seeing how the ability worked. I just had to survive first.
As the Hydra was brought into the spotlight and started to stomp forward, I studied it closely. Its many heads, each with razor-sharp teeth and slitted, snake-like eyes, swayed menacingly. The creature's huge body was covered in thick, armored scales that shimmered with a mix of vibrant colors, like the colorful canvas at a carnival. It would have been beautiful if it wasn’t so deadly.
Tinsel and garlands hung around the hydra's necks, and each head wore a miniature, glittering top hat. The beast's massive presence mixed with the circus's whimsical atmosphere, created a contrasting dichotomy, yet fascinating regardless. Part of me was extremely curious to see how the fight between the two of us would go. I was actually excited.
Music blared and the hydra danced and moved to the rhythm of the music, while the crowd of masked Facilitators and Keepers cheered and jeered. They eagerly anticipated the upcoming battle.
"And now, our brave challenger!" The ringmaster announced sarcastically. "A round of applause for Asher, the challenger who dares to face our mighty Carnavalus!"
The crowd booed and hissed, the gazes of the combined mass of Facilitators directed at me. I thought it ironic, considering I had no choice in participating in this challenge. Regardless, I stood ready and armed. I wouldn’t let myself get worked up, not for their benefit, not for their entertainment. My eyes remained fixed on the hydra as it continued to sway and dance through the entrance.
As the hydra's heads bowed and nodded to the crowd, I stayed focused, determined to win. The cheers slowly died down, and the ringmaster's voice sliced through the silence.
The light expanded to cover the entire ring, and the ringmaster shouted out, "Lions, take your positions! Masked ones! Let the battle begin!"
With a clash of drums and a burst of confetti, the stage was set for a showdown. On my left side I had two Black Lions, and two more on the right. I frowned. I should have had seven Lions. The cheating… I didn’t have time for this. I steeled myself, ready to face the beast and claim victory.
I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing thoughts as I strategized my next move. I glanced at the Lions that now stood by my side, their eyes locked onto the hydra. They seemed to understand the gravity of the situation and were ready to fight alongside me, ready to obey my orders.
In front of me, the Hydra loomed.
"You can do this, Asher," I whispered to myself, gripping my Tactical Sword and Coiling Whip even tighter.
The Hydra's loud roar marked the start of our brutal battle. I tried to analyze the situation, focusing on the Hydra's movements and the positions of the four Black Lions supporting me. With sharp snaps of my coiled whip and precise gestures, I directed the Lions, sending them to attack the beast's flanks and drawing its attention away from me.
As the audience's gasps and cheers reverberated throughout the tent, I was keenly aware that my survival and their entertainment were interlinked. I had no intention of failing.
The battle raged on with a pattern of its own: evasion and attack. I nimbly sidestepped the Hydra's venomous bites, signaling the Lions to distract and assault the creature while trying to land whatever blows I could on its outstretched head.
"Go!" I used the whip to direct a Lion.
The Lion dashed towards the hydra's side, its powerful jaws snapping onto a vibrant red scale. With a swift yank of its head, the lion tore the scale free, revealing the vulnerable flesh beneath while simultaneously using its claws to tear off another. The hydra roared in fury, its many heads snapping in the Black Lion's direction.
The other Lions seized the opportunity, leaping and pouncing at the Hydra, their claws just barely finding a hold on the thick scales as they attempted to tear into its flesh. Their ferocious roars and the Hydra's enraged attacks filled the room with sounds of primal battle.
The Hydra reared its heads in anger and lashed out with razor-sharp teeth. It seized the Lion that had ripped away one of its scales. I grimaced as it clamped down on the lion’s body. The sound of crunching bone followed. The audience started clapping while they watched in awe as the Hydra's lethal teeth ripped through the fur and flesh of the Lion, tearing off chunks of muscle and bone and splattering thick, warm blood across the arena floor.
I drove the remaining Lions on, and half driven by instinct, half by my commands, they continued their assault. They leaped onto the Hydra's back, biting and clawing at the exposed flesh where the scale had been removed. The Hydra was merciless in its response.
One of the Lions lunged for the Hydra's neck while I moved in from the side, trying to exploit an opening. As soon as the Lion jumped, one of the Hydra's legs shot forward, its talon impaling the Lion before tossing it awhile. Meanwhile the Hydra's tail whipped around and knocked me back to skid in the sand of the circus area. One of the Hydra heads followed up with a spray of poisonous gas.
System Notification - Damage Taken
You have taken 13 damage from source - Hydra Tail
You have taken 4 damage from source - Poison
9/26 health remaining
One of the remaining Lions was hit by the poison, too. It started to convulse as the deadly poison took effect, and it collapsed, its life slipping away. I didn’t wait for the same to happen to me. As soon as the notification hit, I reached into my inventory. I’d been saving the antidote and the potions for a reason, for a time like this when another attack was the difference between life and death.
System Notification - Items Withdrawn & Consumed
Details: You have used an Antidote. You have used a Minor Health Potion. All poisonous effects have been removed. Your health has been restored.
Item Slots Remaining 15 of 30.
I pulled myself up after I hastily gulped down a potion, feeling its restorative effects course through my body.
The hydra advanced. All of its heads looking straight at me, tinsel and garland swaying from its necks.
As the hydra's colossal mass shifted, the sand beneath it was displaced, revealing the sheer power contained within its rippling muscles. The beast moved deceptively fast for its size, closing the distance between us with the narrow focus of a predator without equal.
The masked ringmaster's sinister voice echoed through the tent, "And now, dear spectators, witness the thrilling climax as Carnavalus, the Hydra of Jubilee, prepares to deliver the final blow!"
Just as the hydra prepared to strike, the last of the Lions, driven by my commands, let out a thunderous roar, drawing the Hydra’s attention from me. It ran forward, aiming for the soft underbelly of the beast. It worked. The Hydra’s attention turned fully towards the Lion. Its  back legs raked backward, slicing into the Lion, while the Hydra’s heads briefly extended, stretching necks to an incredible length to reach my last ally. The Lion's claws tore into the Hydra's vulnerable flesh, drawing spurts of dark blood.
I equipped the Gardening Gloves.
System Notification: Item Gained
Congratulations! You have obtained the Gardening Gloves of Rest. This item is ranked A and has a progression of 3% towards Rank S. The Gardening Gloves of Rest allows you to reset all cooldowns for your skills, but only up to the current rank of the the gloves. This ability has a cool down period of 5 days after activation. As you upgrade these gloves, further effects will be unlocked. Enjoy your newfound advantage in the game.
In response, between claw and fang. Death converged on the Lion, ripping and tearing with merciless brutality. I didn’t waste a moment. I was already sprinting forward, waiting till the last possible second to activate Bullet Time.
Time slowed down. I activated Reveal on top of it. I didn’t feel the strain of using both abilities.
Throughout the battle, the masked ringmaster's sinister voice echoed and distorted. "Oh, look the challenger, trying so hard to survive!" he mocked, his words dripping with disdain. "But can he truly overcome the mighty Carnavalus, the Hydra of Jubilee? A mere human?"
I ignored it. I focused on incapacitating the beast rather than severing its heads, knowing full well that they would regenerate and that the heads themselves would be a problem regardless of where I was. I weaved through the legs, using the path the Lion took, my Reveal skill guiding me with a glowing golden color. At the same time, the path of the hydra’s heads showed red. I moved quickly, staying one step ahead of any counterattacks.
I felt a pattern form between the slowed time and Reveal. It gave me the advantage I needed, allowing me to anticipate the hydra's movements and counter them. The hydra's attacks became more desperate, but I remained focused and one step ahead, dodging and weaving through the chaos. The beast wobbled and roared but was unable to reach me, unable to stop me. Fangs snapped shut, barely missing me.
As the hydra's movements grew sluggish, I seized my opportunity. With one final, powerful upwards stab of my sword, I sliced through soft tissue. I shouted, "I win!" and pierced the hydra's chest.
The hydra's lifeless body collapsed, and I scrambled out from under it before I was crushed. The force of its body caused the ground to tremble around us and kick up sand and sound. The audience went mute and said nothing.
As the realization of my victory sank in, the masked Facilitators rose from their seats, their collective presence oppressive and foreboding. With a synchronized movement they turned and exited the carnival tent, leaving me standing in the center of the arena.
The masked ringmaster simply threw two Challenge Coins into the arena and said nothing before disappearing, as well.
System Notification: Special Event - Boss Challenge
Congratulations! You have successfully defeated Carnavalus, the Hydra of Jubilee, proving your immense power and strength. As a reward for your victory, you have been granted the Hydra Challenge Coin and the Lion Tamer Challenge Coin, two highly sought-after Challenge Coins. Additionally, your stats have increased by +2 across the board, improving your physical and mental abilities.
Furthermore, you have been granted the ability to Summon a Familiar, this ability will allow you to summon a powerful creature to assist you in battle or exploration. Additionally, you have been awarded 250 tokens for your outstanding performance in the challenge.
All of these rewards have been added to your inventory, and you will now be transported back to your last stored moment. Well done!
 




Auction It

When I stumbled out of the portal, I threw the dazed Luther onto the ground. I had returned to the moment just before I had been unable to leave the carnival, and Luther had continued on. The man groaned and rolled to the side, and from a nearby park bench, Orin snorted with a smirk.
System Notification: Secret Challenge Completed
Details: Congratulations, Asher Kujō! You have successfully completed a secret challenge that has allowed you to see a hidden aspect of the rulers of the Nexus. This experience is exclusive to you, and you cannot disclose any information about it to others. You must keep the secret to yourself, as revealing any details about this challenge is strictly prohibited.
Please be advised that the time has been reset to exactly as you left it. Any attempt to circumvent this rule will be overridden, and further actions will be taken to maintain the integrity of the game.
We hope you enjoyed this unique experience and look forward to seeing you continue to push the limits of your abilities in the challenges ahead. Good luck!
System Notification: Level Up!
Congratulations, Asher Kujō! Your hard work and dedication have paid off. You have successfully leveled up to Level 17. All of your stats have increased by 1 point for surviving the Hydra, and all physical stats have a +2 annotation from physical training.
Character Sheet:
Name: Asher Kujō
Level: 17
Health Points: 31/31
Dexterity: 33 (+4 from physical training and Boots of the Sands)
Strength: 32 (+2 from physical training)
Constitution: 26 (+2 from physical training)
Will: 32
Intelligence: 28 (+2 from Robes of Night)
Perception: 29
Skills:
Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization
Environmental Adaptation
Keen Swordsmanship
Body Builder
Bullet Time
Reveal
Equipment:
Tactical Sword
Paramilitary Vest
Poison Detection Kit
2 Minor Healing Potions
Foundations of Weaponry (Book)
Combat Tactics (Manual)
Body Cultivation (Book)
Robes of Night
Multitool
Rope
Grappling Hook
Quill Pen
Ink Well
Ivanhoe
Boots of the Sands
Coiled Whip
Gardening Gloves of Rest*
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin x2
Voracious Eater Challenge Coin
Fire Wall Challenge Coin
Book Fair Challenge Coin
High-Rise Challenge Coin
Sole Survivor Challenge Coin
Escape Challenge Coin
Light Up the Dark Challenge Coin
Friendlier Fire Challenge Coin
Eviscerator Challenge Coin
Dark Tidings Challenge Coin
Thunderstruck Challenge Coin
City Mall Challenge Coin
Eternal Quest Challenge Coin
Snake Pit Challenge Coin
Hydra Challenge Coin
Lion Tamer Challenge Coin
Abilities:
Summon Familiar
Reset Cooldowns*
Tokens: 836
Savior Points: 43
Betrayal Points: 0
"I'm getting used to seeing you carry people out of there, but I have to say, I never thought it would be him. Maybe his head, but not his whole body, and certainly not alive."
I glanced at Orin and raised an eyebrow. "You're enjoying this, aren't you?"
He laughed. "I can't help it. It's a bit ironic, don't you think?"
Luther groaned and started to sit up, but I put my foot on his chest and slammed him back down onto the pavement. He groaned again, and I extended the blade of my sword, holding it up to Luther's neck.
"This is what it feels like, to be in the same position you've put others," I whispered. "Consider it your one and only warning. I do like to see people change." I was surprised I actually meant it. Dad would have been proud. That last battle had shaped me and burned away some of the dross. I could admit to myself that living on the edge of life and death was something that I thrived on.
Yet, no one would know about the boss battle due to the time loop-shenanigans going on, and honestly, I was just too tired to care.. As far as they were concerned, they had just finished with the Lion Tamer Challenge, and nothing more.
Orin chimed in from his bench. "You know, it's not often you get a second chance like this, Luther. You'd better take Asher's advice to heart."
I retracted the blade of the sword back into the hilt, dropped it onto my belt, and turned to the traitor. Luther's old followers were now grouped behind him, and I moved to face them.
"If you're setting yourself up as the new him, just know that the same thing will happen to you sooner or later." I growled the next part, "You're nothing but scum, and if you kill anyone else, I will show no mercy to you."
"Then why'd you show mercy to him?" The man countered. He held out his hand, then moved it a couple of times to indicate that I should shake it. "Come on. Be friendly."
I sighed and glanced back at Orin, who shrugged, his expression suggesting that the choice was mine. Reluctantly, I grabbed hold of the man's hand, and he flexed his muscles and pulled me close.
"You watch yourself, Asher. I know your ambitions. You've set yourself up nicely, but it's not going to last. When the Jarl's Club opens—and it will, soon enough—I'm going to be running the joint, not you. Do you understand me?"
"Not in the slightest," I shook my head. "You just--"
"Stand in my way, and we will kill you," the man hissed. "Kindness cannot be paid back with kindness. In this world, it's kill or be killed. There is no escape—you know that well enough. Stay on the sidelines, and I'll consider you as an addition to the team when the time comes."
With that, he pushed me back, though he kept hold of my hand. "The name's Mitch. Mitch Milligan."
"Sounds made up," I let go of Mitch's hand and laughed. After the secret boss battle, his posturing just seemed… childish and more in line with the school yard bully. His opinion of me, didn’t really matter. "You know where I stand, and I can’t watch you and your goon’s day and night. But I’m quite confident that you’re one of those lackeys who barks about power, but truly lacks any."
Mitch’s face turned red with anger and his hands clenched at his sides before he laughed. "Power is only useful if you... I don't know... Use it." He smirked before turning away. "Goodbye, Asher Kujō."
He strode across the compound, his footsteps echoing in the still air, leaving me shaking my head in frustration. Nevertheless, I walked over to Luther, who was struggling to stand, his labored breathing betraying his pain.
"Don't push me again," Luther snapped as he finally got to his feet, swaying slightly. "I've had enough--"
"No, I don't think you have," I answered, my eyes narrowing.
"I will," Luther snarled, his face twisted with anger. "You won't have to worry about Mitch. I'll kill him myself, just as soon as the next Challenge comes around."
"You kill anyone else, and I'll come hunting for you," I warned, pulling back my cloak to reveal the hilt of my sword, the metal gleaming coldly. "I don't care how much you may think they deserve it. You've lost the right to judge that matter."
"And you have?" Luther challenged, his eyes flashing with defiance. "You walk around like you're the top dog around here, but you have no teeth. If you'd chopped off my hand or my head, collected my Coins, and come back here triumphant, then people would believe you. As it is? You're like a great Dane. Your bark is loud, and it might scare a lot of people, but at the end of the day, you're afraid of the world."
"You'd rather I would have killed you?" I asked, feeling a chill run down my spine.
"I'm saying that because you didn't, it proves you're weak."
My voice became dangerously quiet, a cold edge to my words. "Call me weak, call me whatever you want, but we both know I have the power to end you. Overstep your bounds again, Luther, and you will dearly regret it."
Luther snorted and spat in my face before storming off, his footsteps heavy with rage. As he left, Catherine approached, her eyes filled with concern, and I shook my head.
"You did the right thing," she said, placing a reassuring hand on my arm. "Everyone deserves a chance to live."
"But what if I made a mistake?" I questioned, my voice shaking slightly. "What if he hurts someone else?"
Catherine's eyes were filled with understanding. "You made a decision based on your beliefs, Asher. No one can predict the future."
"If he kills even a single other person, it'll prove that I was wrong. The blood of his next victim will be on my hands," I sighed, my chest tightening. "I just... I hoped..."
"You hoped he would grovel before you, repent of his evil ways, and dedicate his life to exterminating the group that he built with his own two hands?" Catherine shook her head, her expression softening. "Asher, if he had done that, it would have been a sure sign that he was lying, and only using you to get rid of Mitch. The moment his competition was gone, he'd have stabbed you in the back and taken over once more."
"I suppose," I sighed. After a moment, I reached into my inventory and pulled out the two items I had obtained: the gloves in one hand, the whip in the other.
System Notification: Items Withdrawn. Item Deposited.
You have successfully withdrawn Coiled Whip. You have successfully deposited Tactical Sword.
Item Slots Remaining 14/30
"It looks like you got an interesting item there," Catherine commented, her eyes following the movement of the Coiled Whip.
Here." I handed the item to Catherine. "Auction it off and give me half the profits."
"You don't want it?" Catherine raised her eyebrows in surprise, her voice tinged with disbelief.
I shrugged nonchalantly. "I'm not really a whip sort of person."
She looked at the Whip before asking, "Are you sure? It could be quite valuable, you know."
I nodded, maintaining my casual demeanor. "Positive. I've got my reasons."
My words were not meant as a joke. I was doing ok on my own, but Catherine I wasn’t as sure about, an while we had been rocky at times, she was an ally, and I wanted to make sure she was ok. By letting her auction any stuff I didn’t want, and giving her half, at least it gave me peace of mind.
As for the whip, I had some experience with it growing up but had often ended up injuring myself as much as hitting the target. "You know, I've used a whip before, but let's just say it didn't always work out in my favor," I confessed to Catherine, rubbing the back of my neck.
Just as Catherine was about to respond, Orin approached us, a hopeful glint in his eyes. "Hey, Asher, if you're handing out free stuff, could I get something too?"
I grinned and playfully nudged him. "Oh, come on, Orin. You know nothing in life is truly free. But hey, if you have anything you'd like to part with, I'm sure Catherine wouldn't mind selling it for you, too."
Orin chuckled and shook his head, realizing I had a point. "Fair enough, Asher. I'll keep that in mind."
Catherine seemed to accept my explanation, took the item, and walked away. I watched her leave before letting out a long, contemplative sigh.
The situation had taken yet another unexpected turn, and I couldn't predict how everything would unfold. I found myself deep in thought, reflecting on the choices I had made and their potential ramifications.
 




Trusted Allies

The steady beep of the alarm woke me from my sleep. Following my fight with the Hydra, I had taken a few days off to try to rest up, get some training in, and figure out how to use the Summon Familiar ability. Nothing yet had unlocked or happened for me, minus a bit of stat growth. The training had left me feeling beat up. The Nexus might have healed me, and the healing potion did work on injury, but for muscle soreness? I was on my own. I opened the door of my pod and rolled out of bed.
System Notification: Dawn of the Twenty-Second Day
Attention all players, the challenge portal will open at 10:00 A.M. Please make your way to the portal and prepare for the challenge ahead. Remember, the risks are high, but the rewards are greater. Good luck!
Lang and Orin were both up. It was one of the first times I’d seen them both during the morning. Lang was staring at a mirror, carefully applying gel to his blue hair. He caught my eye in the mirror and spoke with a light-hearted tone.
"Morning! You should try waking up earlier. You might learn a thing or two." Lang called out. His voice reflected both a sense of amusement and hinting at something else altogether.
I rubbed my eyes and stretched, yawning as I tried to gather my thoughts. Orin, on the other hand, was sitting on the edge of his pod, reeking of ale after another night at the Boar’s Head. The older man laughed at Lang's remark and added his own piece to it.
"Lang's got a point, but don't sweat it too much! Kid, you deserve that little bit of extra sleep you’re getting," Orin said, his tone warm and good-natured.
"That alarm shouldn't be the first thing you hear in the morning," Lang replied and let it be. "Just hurry up and get ready so we can get out of here."
A few minutes later, we moved down the hall of the pod barracks and left the building. As soon as we stepped out, I could sense something was off. The sky was darker than its usual grey, and I could feel dozens of eyes locked onto me. Glancing around, I noticed that more of the masked Facilitators were present, every feature hidden behind their masks minus the glowing eyes, but their attention undoubtedly directed at me. A consequence, I figured, of winning the challenge against the Hydra.
Aside from the Facilitators, the Nexus was relatively quiet for the hour. We headed straight for the Boar’s Head Tavern to get breakfast and try to get some hints from Hog about what the challenge would be.
Upon reaching the Boar’s Head Tavern, we were met with an unexpected sight: The tavern was closed. A red light shone brightly over the door. I felt my disappointment wash over me, and I’m sure the others did, too, as we stared at the locked door while our stomachs started to rumble.
"What's going on?" I demanded, frustration seeping into my voice. "Why is the tavern closed? How can it be closed?"
Orin looked as puzzled as I felt, and he shrugged helplessly. "No idea. But it looks like we'll have to find another place to grab a bite and talk."
A sly grin spread across Lang's face as he nudged Orin. "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?"
Orin sighed, glancing in my direction. "Yeah, but we have to swear him to secrecy. We don't need Asher telling everyone about it like a Boy Scout."
Intrigued, I raised my eyebrows but nodded, agreeing to keep their secret. Orin and Lang exchanged satisfied looks before leading me down one of the few side alleys that snaked away from the central compound. Eventually, we stopped in front of metallic-looking door. Above it, a red light bulb cast a muted glow over the area.
Orin explained sheepishly, "We actually painted over the green light with red. Makes it harder for people to notice it. Seriously, you can’t tell anyone about this, it’ll ruin things."
They looked around cautiously, making sure we weren't being watched, and then ushered me inside after I swore to keep the place a secret.
Inside, the space was small and had an industrial feel to it, functioning as a quick take-and-go coffee shop. I marveled at the find, turning to Orin and Lang.
"How long have you guys been coming here?" I asked, still in awe of the hidden gem.
Orin coughed, slightly embarrassed. "Basically, every morning. It's free, but it only serves ten people and then closes until the next day. One of those things you either knew about, or you didn’t."
I punched Orin in the shoulder, perhaps a bit harder than intended. He took it well, though, grinning and rubbing the spot where I'd hit him.
"Alright, alright, no need to get violent," he joked, chuckling. "No harm no foul right? You’re here now."
"A brown bag? Really?" I asked as I peeked into a cooler that had been set up. Inside were yogurt cups, granola bars, and sandwiches, along with bottled orange juice. Lang took a minute to get himself a coffee going from a pot.
"How could you guys, really, like really, not let me in on this?" I asked, still incredulous at the hidden treasure trove of breakfast delights.
Lang shrugged as he stirred his coffee. "Because if the secret got out, and we weren't the first ones here, it'd be gone. Just like that, and quite frankly, I like my coffee, more than I like you. No offense intended. Just you can’t do what this black magic can."
Orin nodded in agreement, taking a sip of his orange juice. "We had to make sure we could trust you first, Asher. And now that we know we can, welcome to our secret breakfast club. But remember," he added, his tone turning serious, "most of the food has to be eaten here, so nobody gets suspicious."
I understood the reasoning and nodded in compliance. Lang then handed me a cup, already filled with coffee. "It's not bad, two sugars and a cream," he said, guessing my preference.
I took a sip, pleasantly surprised by the taste, and replied, "Not bad at all." With a grin, I grabbed a yogurt and a granola bar, joining my comrades in our newfound morning ritual.
As we continued eating, curiosity got the better of me, and I asked, "So, uh... if the Boar’s Head hadn't been closed today, would you guys have let me in on this secret?"
Lang glanced away, avoiding eye contact, while Orin guffawed loudly. "Not on your life, kid," he admitted with a grin, the honesty in his voice both amusing and blunt.
I laughed at the response. I had the answer to my question, at least, about where they were going. "Well, I'm glad the tavern was closed, then," I said, taking another bite of my granola bar. "This little secret breakfast club of yours made my day today."
"Hey, don't get too comfortable, Asher," Orin teased, giving me a playful nudge. "We’ll still revoke your membership if you snitch."
Lang joined in with a laugh. "Yeah, we're keeping our eyes on you. That kind of trust Is earned."
We shared a few more laughs and light-hearted jabs before finishing our meals in companionable silence. As we prepared to leave, Orin grabbed three meal bars from the cooler. "You can eat these out there," he said, handing them to me. "Just say you found them in a box near the Pod Barracks."
System Notification – Alliance Status Changed!
Your alliance with Orin and Lang has been upgraded to a trusted status, and they have shared with you their secret resource, Contestants’ Grab and Go Food Hub. This exclusive resource will provide you with the sustenance you need to stay ahead of your competition. However, please keep in mind that the existence of the Grab and Go must remain strictly confidential, as any disclosure of this information will result in the immediate severing of your alliance with Orin and Lang, and they will treat you as a hostile enemy. Use this resource wisely, and good luck in the challenges ahead.
 




Mettle

"It looks like we have fewer than 60 names left," Lang murmured as he and I sat down on a park bench, unwrapping our meal replacement bars before the portal would open for the day. "Things are definitely winding down."
I nodded, taking a bite of my meal replacement bar. I wasn't in a particularly talkative mood, but Lang seemed to want to discuss the situation.
"Mitch and his gang have been… effective," Lang continued after a brief pause. "Do you think we should try to block them again today?"
I shook my head. "No, Catherine has things under control. People are still dying, which is tragic, but it's been almost exclusively Wolf and his Wolves. There are… around forty people who have allied themselves with Catherine now, right? I don't think a single one has died since Mitch ousted Luther."
Reflecting on it, that was an impressive achievement. Since Luther had been kicked out, I had started to realize how restrained he had actually been. He had only used force occasionally, when an opportunity presented itself, or when he could use someone as bait, like he did with Catherine. On the other hand, Mitch often ignored the ongoing challenges and just attacked other people. Thankfully, Betrayal points weren't awarded for self-defense, which I had been forced into once. Meanwhile, Luther had barely participated in any games during that time. No one knew if he was scared or just biding his time, but I suspected the latter. Luther was smarter than I had initially given him credit for, and I started to believe there was something deeper going on. Whatever it was, I couldn't figure it out, but for the time being, Luther seemed to have abandoned any plans of taking back his group from Mitch.
"Catherine's quite a character," Lang commented, shaking his head. "She reminds me of my own wife, actually."
"Didn't you say your wife was rather emotionless?" I raised an eyebrow, recalling our previous conversations.
Lang chuckled, "I did, but there's something about Catherine's tenacity and determination that reminds me of her. Both have this unyielding spirit that I can't help but admire."
Lang continued by correcting me, "I said she wasn't big on emotions. She could be plenty passionate when she wanted to. Let me tell you, the neighborhood kids once hit a baseball through the window and broke a lamp that her grandmother had given her, and whew, that did not go over well." He paused for a moment; his eyes distant as if reliving the memory. "It's just the way Catherine goes about things. When she locks into battle mode, that's that. She's not going to spend any extra time debating things, she's not going to take any nonsense. She's just going to get the job done, and you know she's going to do it well."
"Someone might think you were developing feelings for her," I teased, elbowing Lang in the side playfully.
"I..." Lang groaned, then put his head into his hands. "I would be lying if I said that I didn't have any inclinations in that direction, but also, I am still married. The fact that Catherine happens to remind me of my wife doesn't mean I can do something like that, you know?" He paused, then flashed a crooked sort of smile. "Plus, the fact that Catherine doesn't have any desire for me in the same way makes that whole prospect a lot easier to reject."
"That's fair," I chuckled, nodding in agreement. It was true, Catherine had been approached by over half of the males who were stuck in Station 18, and she had turned down each and every one. She was focused on getting out of the place alive, and that was that. Anything more could wait until she got back to the real world. After a moment, I glanced over at Lang, whose face was twitching with anxiety. "What was your wife like? What was her name?"
"You already know what she was like," Lang answered. "As for her name, it was Kate. She looked... Right about Catherine's height, actually, which makes it all the worse. Red hair, not blonde, and she had a big scar across her face. She told me it was an industrial accident or something from when she was younger, but she would never say much about it."
I nodded my head slowly, feeling the weight of Lang's words. "I hope you get to see her again."
"As do I," Lang agreed solemnly, before rising from his seat. "As do I."
A crowd was beginning to gather in front of the portal. Catherine and about twenty of her followers were there, their faces determined and focused, while Mitch and three of his people stood tall, as well. There were only a handful of Wolves. Notably Lang and me, not far from them. Orin was absent, but that was becoming more and more common. Still, he always seemed to have more than enough Tokens to get by, so I assumed that he was just that good when he did go into the games. Orin was a mystery to me, there was no doubt about that, and I only hoped that my trust in Orin hadn't been misplaced. I didn't think it was, certainly, but... You never knew. The Station changed people, but Orin seemed remarkably unchanged, and more and more, that was a cause of concern for me.
It wasn't long before mist rose and began to swirl about, the air taking on a tense and ominous atmosphere. The portal soon took form, revealing a steel frame that looked altogether too much like our rusty surroundings for my comfort. A flickering neon sign that appeared over the portal read ‘Rusty Knuckles’.
I sighed and turned towards Lang. "You ready for this?"
"Absolutely not." Lang shook his head and grinned. "Let’s do it."
As we all strode forward, our footsteps echoed ominously, swallowed by the swirling mist. When we emerged on the other side, we found ourselves in a vast junkyard. Heaps of twisted, rusty metal lay scattered haphazardly across the ground, while tall, chain-link fences surrounded the entire area. Beyond the chain link, the mist seemed to form an impenetrable barrier, obscuring everything else from sight.
System Notification: Armor item(s) are now automatically toggled on. Paramilitary Vest, Shadow Robes and Boots of the Sands are equipped. Garden Gloves of Rest have been manually toggled off.
I turned to Lang and muttered, "It's been a while since we had a challenge with boundaries like these."
Lang nodded in agreement; his eyes narrowed as he examined the surroundings. "Yeah, it does make things a bit more nerve-wracking. Just have to be extra careful not to get pushed across that line. Assume something bad happens if you do."
As the portal closed behind us, the distinct sound of metal grinding against metal filled the air, adding to the eerie atmosphere. A Facilitator emerged from the mist, his footsteps heavy with authority, dressed in flowing robes that seemed to ripple with every step he took.
"Welcome to Rusty Knuckles! Game type: Dexterity." The Facilitator clapped his hands, the sound echoing throughout the junkyard. "I'll be your Facilitator for this round! Hidden among these piles of junk are ancient combat robots, remnants of a long-forgotten war for independence from the human race! Long have they slumbered, but now… The machines awake!"
"Someone had fun writing the lore for this particular competition," I whispered to Lang, amused by the Facilitator's dramatic presentation. "Do you think they come up with this stuff themselves?"
"Nah. They're faceless Ghouls, basically," Lang shook his head. "They probably captured somebody like Hog to do it all."
I chuckled despite myself, as the Facilitator continued to elaborate on the robots' history, describing their rise and attempt at world domination. "Whoever it is, do you think we should try to rescue the poor guy?"
"Are you kidding? I've known a few writers in my time," Lang shook his head. "Getting captured, placed in a locked building, and told that they have to do nothing but spend their time writing obscure backstories and designing worlds? They'd throw away the key themselves so no one ever could rescue them."
The facilitator stopped, then looked back across the crowd. His faceless mask seemed to penetrate into my soul, and all levity died away.
"Is there something funny about this?" the Facilitator asked, his voice cold and detached.
"Not a thing," I replied, shaking my head and straightening up.
"Good. Then, as per usual, one Token per kill. Five Tokens to get back to the Nexus. Best of luck to everyone!"
With that ominous warning, the facilitator stepped back, blending into the misty background as the challenge commenced. The sound of creaking metal and whirring machinery filled the air, signaling the awakening of the ancient combat robots hidden within the junkyard's depths.
System Notification - Test Your Mettle
Attention all players! A new challenge has been initiated. The ancient machines have awakened, and they are guarded by warriors of steel. The objective of this challenge is to recover the ancient machines while defeating the combat units that protect them. Be warned, the robots are highly combat-able and will not go down easily.
The challenge is highly dangerous, but the rewards for success are immense. If you emerge victorious, you will earn a vast number of tokens, as well as rare and valuable items. But be careful: Should you fail, you risk not only losing everything but your very life. To leave the area, you must pay a token cost of 25.
 




Steel Graveyard

Leaning over, I carefully observed where the Facilitator was heading.
The Facilitator turned and climbed into a small booth next to the entrance, which had morphed into a large, sliding gate. The chain-link gate closed, and a timer materialized before me. As it began counting down, I started walking out into the midst of the piles of scrap, looking up at the broken and twisted forms. Upon closer inspection, the majority of the material did indeed appear to be made from old robots. Cracked lenses stared down at me; broken arms hung at agonizing angles. In certain places, old hydraulic lines leaked fluid onto the ground. I caught sight of an old safe, which almost certainly contained some sort of valuable loot, but it was situated high up on a pile of scrap. I decided against climbing it until I felt more confident in my understanding of the environment.
"Alright," I said, bouncing slightly on the balls of my feet. "You've got this."
My Dexterity was high, likely close to the highest among the contestants within the Nexus. Whatever challenge lay ahead, I was uniquely suited for it, and I planned to exploit that advantage to its fullest potential.
Behind me, the timer reached zero, and the piles of scrap surrounding me shuddered. I glanced over my shoulder to find two other participants, a man and a woman whom I had seen around, standing not far behind me. The man had a short sword drawn and at the ready, while the woman held an electric disk of some sort.
However, neither of them got a chance to use their weapons.
A sudden movement caught my eye, and my enhanced reflexes instantly kicked into high gear. The scrapyards around me were a chaotic mess of metal and machinery, a graveyard for countless forgotten robots. Rust coated the ground, and the air was heavy with the scents of oil and decay.
In a split second, I instinctively sprang into action. Without much thought, I leaped up and out of the way, propelling myself off a nearby pile of scrap. My body twisted through the air as the long, rusty rebar sliced through the space where my chest had been only moments ago.
The man and the woman both sprang into action, but as enormous, clanking robots emerged from the scrap, it was clear that neither of them would make it out alive. The woman dodged two more spear-like pieces of rebar, only to be struck in the head by a ball bearing. She crumpled to the ground, lifeless before she even hit the dirt.
The man met his end next, as two hulking loader bots lumbered towards him. He narrowly evaded three colossal punches from hands designed to lift cars, only to be struck down by a tire iron wielded by a pit crew robot that had stealthily approached him from behind.
Had it not been for my lightning-fast reflexes, the rebar would have skewered me right through the chest and I’d be dead right alongside them. Instead, I was able to secure a few of their Challenge Coins rather than let them go to waste.
Everything had transpired within the blink of an eye. As soon as I landed, I spun towards the nearest heap of scrap, doing my best to maintain vigilance in all directions. A colossal warbot, propelled by gigantic treads, loomed before me, its small missiles glowing hot within their launchers. A faint sound from behind alerted me, and I immediately hurled myself forward. Missiles soared just above my head, and searing shrapnel peppered my back as something detonated in my wake.
System Notification - Enemy Slain
Congratulations! You have successfully defeated an ancient machine, and your efforts have been rewarded with 1 Token. This has been automatically added to your inventory.
Regardless, I had earned a Token, and I found myself directly in front of the warbot.
"Reveal. Bullet Time."
I uttered both commands in a single breath. The robot's movements slowed to a crawl, and another missile emerged from its arm, drifting through the air with the grace of a leisurely starling. It wasn't exactly slow, but it was sluggish enough for me to sidestep with ease. I pivoted to witness a lithe assassin bot leaping through the wreckage of a fallen construction bot, and my throat tightened. Armed with a long electric sword and a pistol, the assassin bot's blank, expressionless face betrayed no emotion.
"Great. I didn't think this through."
Seizing the missile by its shaft as it passed, I hurled it into the assassin bot's trajectory. With that done, I spun back to confront the warbot and assessed the situation. Yellow lines marked its weak points, while an intense glow emanated from within its chest, revealing the location of a reactor core. I frowned and turned around.
As the missile collided with the assassin bot, it erupted in a fiery explosion. The electric sword flickered momentarily, still powered for a brief instant. I grasped it and drove it straight through the warbot's armor. The blade sliced through the dense metal plating as though it were butter. The warbot powered down.
System Notification - Enemies Slain
You have earned 3 Tokens for defeating three ancient machines. They have been automatically added to your inventory.
I survived and kept going. I leaped back just as a drone streaked above me, spraying bullets in my direction.
"And the lore says that humans won this war?" I mumbled to myself, bounding onto the pile of junk to evade the shower of bullets. A rusted hand burst forth from beneath the debris, clutching my ankle. I hacked downward, a small yellow line materializing just below the fingers. My strike landed perfectly on the seam, producing a cracking sound. Although the hand remained wrapped around my ankle, it had been severed from the arm. I leaped even higher, pausing to catch my breath.
The drone spun around, charging at me once more. Desperation set in, and I grabbed a small, rather rusty spike from the debris and hurled it towards the drone. My aim wasn't flawless, but I managed to nick one of its rotors, sending the drone spiraling off to the side.
It was at that very moment that Bullet Time expired.
Everything had been moving so swiftly that I had forgotten I wasn't actually at full speed. In an instant, the drones were buzzing through the sky at such a pace that they became invisible to the naked eye. Two more assassin bots charged across the ground, faster than any racecar I had ever seen. My heart pounded as I spun back toward the entrance.
"Bullet Time."
The skill activated just as a bullet pierced my right calf. I screamed in pain, but my involuntary collapse and tumble down the heap of rusty metal proved to be faster than jumping. It likely saved me from being impaled as the assassin bots lunged upward, their sharp appendages thirsting for my flesh. Regaining my footing, a wolf-like robot pounced at me, its metal claws gleaming. I narrowly managed to land a strike on what appeared to be a weak point on the wolf's neck. Its head clattered to the ground, and I surged forward, pushing myself as fast as I could go.
Searing pain shot through my leg, but the terror of what pursued me drove me onward. I dove under the colossal fist of a loader robot, got back up, and tried to leap over another wolf-bot. My injured leg gave out mid-jump, sending me face-first onto the ground. Once more, this inadvertent action saved my life, as a massive fist whooshed just above my head. Desperation fueled me as I rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding being crushed beneath the treads of the relentless machine. I let out a shaky breath, but the brief respite ended as everything sped back up, and I felt a sharp stab in my other leg.
"No, no, no!" Panic surged through me as I was yanked backward. I glanced down to see an ancient, rusty, barnacle-covered robot that had thrown a harpoon through my leg. I frantically struck at the cable several times before locating a weak point, then leaped back onto my feet, limping toward safety once more.
Pain erupted through my body as I stumbled and fell, landing face-first in the dirt. The ominous sound of dark, metallic boots clanking approached me, and I exhaled deeply, my breath forming a small cloud of dust.
I had made a mistake; there was no doubt about it. Perhaps there had been some trick to the level that I hadn't realized because I had been joking with Lang, or maybe I had ventured into an area that was too high-leveled for me. Whatever the reason, I had been defeated... And as something else skewered through my left arm, I knew with a sinking certainty that I had likely just witnessed my final contest.
 




Learning Lesson

Darkness clawed at the edges of my vision, threatening to pull me into unconsciousness. I desperately tried to reach into my inventory for a healing potion, but before I could grasp it, a tidal wave of pain and darkness washed over me. I felt objects colliding with my body, ripping and tearing at my flesh, yet I had no idea what they were, where I was, or when this torment would end. Eventually, the darkness gave way to a strange, fluorescent light that radiated a sense of comfort. I sighed and opened my eyes, realizing I was lying in my bed in the Pod Barracks. Groaning, I sat up, feeling battered and bruised.
"He's alright," Lang declared. "Asher's alive."
A collective sigh of relief came from those nearby, and I glanced towards the entrance of my secure pod in the Pod Barracks. Catherine stood off in the distance, just beyond the barrier that prevented her from entering. My body ached all over, but it was intact, without any trace of the bullet or stab wounds I knew I had just suffered. Gingerly, I reached up and touched my left arm. A sharp pain shot through me, but there were no open wounds.
"What happened?" I groaned, leaning back against the wall for support.
Catherine snorted in mild amusement. "Well, if you really want to know, you two were so engrossed in your conversation that you didn't hear the Facilitator mentioning the robots' ranks. E- and F-ranked at the front, then D- and C-ranked a bit further back, and so on. You charged straight into the S+ section. Frankly, it's a miracle you're still alive."
I sighed and nodded, chastened. "I'll be more careful next time. But how am I still alive?"
Lang looked apologetic. "I sort of used a harpoon to stab you through the arm and pull you into a safer zone." He lifted his right hand, which was adorned with a harpoon launcher. It wasn't large, but it had clearly been effective. "Cost me nearly a thousand Tokens, but I'd say it's been worth it. But she," he pointed at Catherine, “is the true hero.”
My gaze shifted to Catherine. Considering I was healed faster than normal, I asked, "and then you healed me?"
She nodded but seemed reluctant to share more. "I prefer to keep my healing abilities a secret, so none of Mitch's team tries to exploit them during combat. I think they had already retreated by the time you were hauled back, so I'm not too concerned. Still, I'd appreciate it if you didn't mention it to anyone."
Grateful for her help, I sighed and bowed my head slightly. "I'm not feeling great, anyway; I don’t think pretending is going to be an issue. That way, people won't realize how quickly I've healed, in case any of them happened to notice."
"You owe us both," Lang said with a grin as he began to stand, the friendly tone in his voice easing the tension in the room. "You realize that, right?"
I managed a weary but genuine smile, acknowledging the debt I had incurred. From my inventory, I pulled out two Tokens, their metallic surfaces catching the fluorescent light. With a flick of my wrist, I sent them spinning through the air towards Lang.
He caught them effortlessly, his fingers closing around the Tokens with practiced ease. As he examined the coins, he chuckled, shaking his head in amusement.
"Take them to Hog's," I suggested, knowing it was far from enough to repay their kindness. "Buy yourselves a nice drink, maybe something to celebrate our little victory. It won't make us even, but consider it a down payment for now. A gesture of my gratitude."
Lang seemed to consider my words, his laughter subsiding as he pocketed the Tokens with a nod. Catherine, who had been silent during the exchange, offered a warm smile, her eyes expressing understanding and camaraderie.
Before we could continue our lighthearted banter, a sudden, sharp 'bing' echoed through the air, interrupting our conversation. The unexpected sound caught us all off-guard, our attention immediately shifting to the source of the noise.
System Notification: Mystery Event
Attention Contestants! There will be an announcement in exactly half an hour. If you are not in the main compound when the Keeper arrives, it will not be repeated.
We exchanged glances, our earlier conversation temporarily forgotten as we absorbed the information. Lang furrowed his brow, a thoughtful expression on his face.
"Must be something important if they're giving us a heads up like this," he mused, rubbing his chin.
Catherine nodded, her eyes narrowing with a hint of concern. "We should definitely make sure we're there. Missing crucial information could put us at a disadvantage."
I groaned, then carefully slid out of bed and forced myself upright. My legs felt weak, and I swayed on my feet as a sharp pain shot up my right leg, causing me to gasp.
"On the other hand, this leg might put me at a disadvantage," I managed to say, trying to maintain some semblance of humor.
Together, we left the Pod Barracks and entered the bustling compound. The area was filling up with people, and I couldn't help but sigh as I surveyed the crowd. It was a mixture of familiar and new faces, nearly everyone who had arrived at the station. Above us, the scoreboard displayed fewer and fewer names. The last challenge had undoubtedly taken its toll on the contestants. I noticed that I was still ranked number one, but I suspected Lang wasn't too far behind me.
As soon as I spotted an empty park bench, I dropped onto it, doing my best to stay still and not move much—which, given my current state, wasn't much of a challenge. Catherine and Lang headed over to Boar’s Head Tavern and returned shortly after with three large glasses of ale in hand. I gratefully accepted the drink, and we all sat down together.
Lang took a sip of his ale before asking, "How many Challenge Coins are you up to, Asher? Getting anywhere close?"
"This one put me back, but let me check." I brought up my status.
System Notification: Status Check
Details: Extra status from physical training is currently disabled due to injury. Additionally, after applying lingering gains and fines, your token count has been adjusted to 784.]
Character Sheet:
Name: Asher Kujō
Level: 17
Health Points: 31/31
Dexterity: 33 (Bonus Disabled)
Strength: 32 (Bonus Disabled)
Constitution: 26 (Bonus Disabled)
Will: 32
Intelligence: 28
Perception: 29
Skills:
Mental Fortitude - Compartmentalization
Environmental Adaptation
Keen Swordsmanship
Body Builder
Bullet Time (Rank B)
Reveal (Rank F)
Duplicate Self [Inactive] (Rank S)
Summon Familiar (Rank C)
Reset (Rank A) *
Equipment:
Tactical Sword
Paramilitary Vest
Poison Detection Kit
1 Antidote
3 Minor Healing Potions
Foundations of Weaponry (Book)
Combat Tactics (Manual)
Body Cultivation (Book)
Robes of Night
Multitool
Rope
Grappling Hook
Quill Pen
Ink Well
Ivanhoe
Boots of the Sands
Gardening Gloves of Rest*
Challenge Coins:
Ghoul Challenge Coin x3
Voracious Eater Challenge Coin x2
Fire Wall Challenge Coin
Book Fair Challenge Coin
High Rise Challenge Coin
Sole Survivor Challenge Coin
Escape Challenge Coin X2
Light Up the Dark Challenge Coin
Friendlier Fire Challenge Coin
Eviscerator Challenge Coin
Dark Tidings Challenge Coin x3
Thunderstruck Challenge Coin
City Mall Challenge Coin
Eternal Quest Challenge Coin
Snake Pit Challenge Coin x2
Hydra Challenge Coin
Lion Tamer Challenge Coin
Abilities:
Summon Familiar
Reset (Ability is granted from Garden Gloves of Rest)
Tokens: 784
Savior Points: 43
Betrayal Points: 0
"Assuming I can head inside tomorrow, I'll be a quarter of the way there," I shrugged, attempting to sound nonchalant despite the lingering pain. "That's... something. I'm not sure I'll make it in, though. We'll see when I can rank up to 23 or 24. What about you guys?"
Lang shook his head, a faint smile on his lips. "I'm only at 20. There've been a few times you've managed to enter while I chickened out. Whenever I get into a weird headspace, I just... I can't... I know I won't be any good out there, you know?"
I nodded, understanding his sentiment, and then glanced over at Catherine. "What about you?"
She looked around cautiously, lowering her voice to a near-whisper. "Five."
"Five?" I barely contained my surprise, and Lang reacted similarly. "How are you possibly so low? I've seen you in there almost as much as I've been. I figured you'd be at least at 20."
Lang's eyes widened as he connected the dots. "Wait a minute," he murmured softly, "you've been giving your coins away."
Catherine nodded slowly and scooted a bit closer, leaning on Lang's shoulder. "When one of our people dies, I'm the one who steps in to collect their Challenge Coins, before one of the PK'er gang can do it. If someone else has gotten there first, they give them to me as soon as possible. Then, I distribute them among our group. It's a way to ensure that everyone progresses upward as quickly as possible, keeps the coins out of the hands of the nasty ones, and... Yeah."
She shrugged, and I couldn't help but ask, "And you've been giving away your own coins, just because you're nice?"
Catherine shrugged again. "I'm getting the hang of this place. Many of my people aren't adjusting in quite the same way. I have one or two who have only gone inside once or twice and almost got killed both times. I do what I can to give them hope—hope that they won't be trapped in here forever. Once I get all of them out, then I'll start working on getting myself out of here. Besides, if I'm not holding on to the coins, I have to worry less about getting stabbed in the back."
I sighed and nodded. While I might not have made the same choice, I couldn't argue with her reasoning. For a long moment, the three of us sat in silence, each lost in our thoughts. It was Lang who eventually broke the quiet.
"So, what are you two planning to do when you get home?" He chuckled. "I think you both know what my plans are."
Catherine took a deep breath and leaned forward. "First, I want a hamburger. After that, I'd love to get back to my old life."
Curiosity piqued, I asked, "What did you used to do?"
"I was an accountant," Catherine shrugged, her expression a mix of nostalgia and resignation. "I was climbing the corporate ladder at this massive company. We processed data for other businesses, balanced books, handled metadata, conducted research, and dealt with all sorts of number-related tasks that nobody else wanted to do. I was actually on track to become the first-ever female CEO." She paused for a moment, then turned to Lang with a questioning gaze. "What about you?"
"A whole lot of things!" Lang replied with a hearty laugh. "I worked as a librarian for the longest time. It didn't pay much, but I got to read for a living, which I loved. After that, I spent some time working in a grocery store, did some work for a medical research firm..." He gestured at his shock-blue hair with a grin. "You can see how that went."
"You hired yourself out as a lab rat?" Catherine chuckled, shaking her head in disbelief. "I've known college students who did that, but I've never met someone who just did it for a living."
Lang laughed along with her. "Once I got out of college... I don't know. I just could never settle down. I still don't know what Kate saw in me, to be honest, but she seemed to love me even with my underwhelming potential to earn a living."
Their eyes turned to me, curiosity evident in their expressions. "What about you, Asher?" Catherine inquired.
I opened my mouth to respond, but my words were cut off by a sudden flash of lightning streaking through the compound, striking the exact center. A Keeper rose up, clad in the same irritating black robes, and surveyed the crowd with an unreadable expression. All eyes turned to him, but the overhead timer still hadn't dipped below 15:00. An uncomfortable silence stretched out, and when it became clear that he wouldn't speak for a while yet, I steered the conversation in a different direction.
"You know those swords in the Pawnshop? The Sword of the Protector? I've been thinking about buying it soon."
"Really?" Lang glanced at me, skepticism written on his face. "It looks more like a flashy decoration than an effective weapon to me."
"Maybe," I conceded with a shrug. "But it's an S-ranked weapon, so it should have some impressive capabilities." The thought of acquiring such a powerful weapon filled me with a sense of anticipation, and I couldn't help but wonder how it might tip the scales in my favor during the upcoming challenges.
"If I could ask..." Catherine hesitantly lifted a hand, pausing for a moment before continuing. "What's the point, Asher? You're a quarter of the way to getting out of here. Why not just play it safe?"
I glanced at her, waiting for her to elaborate. She went on, "I mean, it takes 5 Tokens to get out of each engagement. Let's estimate that you'd need around 5 Tokens per day for food and necessities. That's 10 Tokens per day. With 75 more days, minimum, I'm sure you have more than 750 Tokens, or could acquire them soon."
Catherine looked into my eyes, a note of concern in her voice. "I know you won't give away your Tokens to anyone else, and that's certainly your right to do so or to refrain from doing so. With that, why not just bide your time? Live simply, wait 75 more days, and get out of here? It'll be as mundane as you could imagine, but it'll set you free."
I pondered her words for a moment, then shook my head. "It won't be that simple, and we both know it. If it were so straightforward, you wouldn't be fighting so hard, yourself. There's more at stake here than either of us realize."
Catherine winced, and I knew my words had struck a chord. Lang nodded in agreement. "You're right, Asher," he chimed in. "Station 18 isn't just a game. It's something far darker."
As we continued to discuss our predicament, the ground beneath us began to tremble. A heavy fog rolled in, obscuring the central section of the Nexus Compound plaza. The vibrations intensified, and with a rumble, the ground began to rise. It wasn't a Facilitator who emerged from the shifting Earth, but the Leader Keeper himself. The fog swirled around him like a cloak, adding to the dramatic atmosphere of his arrival.
As the Keeper made his entrance, Facilitators emerged from the side alleys, their gazes fixed on us. Their presence made the atmosphere even more tense, and we knew this wasn't an ordinary gathering.
I was still contemplating everything we had discussed when the countdown timer hit zero. The Keeper, an imposing figure shrouded in mist, slowly raised his arms as if to command our attention.
"Silence!" he boomed, his voice echoing through the plaza. We all fell quiet, our eyes locked on the mysterious figure as we awaited his message.
"Attention, contestants! I appreciate your punctual attendance. Remarkably, this is the first time we've managed to gather everyone. As always, this announcement will not be repeated, so don't bother asking afterward." The Keeper paused, sweeping his gaze over the gathered crowd before pointing upward. "By now hundreds of people have entered Station 18, and fewer than half remain. We've reached a new milestone, and we'll commemorate the occasion by bringing in another trainload of contestants. Just like the previous instance, they will arrive precisely at noon tomorrow, following the morning game." Another pause filled the air, and I couldn't shake the growing unease in the pit of my stomach. "However, this time comes with a twist. Each newcomer will be randomly paired with one of you. There will be no entry game to guide them, which means the responsibility falls on your shoulders. Given the mismatch between players remaining, and how many newcomers will be here, a select few will be paired with two newcomers."
Across the compound, reactions varied—some groaned in frustration, while others cheered in anticipation. But as the Keeper continued, all noise ceased.
"But there's more. It would be far too easy for you to neglect the newcomers you've been paired with. So, let me make this clear: If the newcomer you are paired with dies, you will die as well. Should you die, they won't be penalized for your mistakes; however, without aid from the more senior players here, they may struggle to adapt in this new and challenging environment. I suggest you all prepare accordingly for the evolving landscape of Station 18." The Keeper's voice took on a more menacing tone as he emphasized the threat, ensuring we all grasped the gravity of the situation.
As the Keeper's final words echoed throughout the compound, the air around him seemed to shimmer, and he began to fade from view. Before our eyes, he disappeared completely, leaving us to process the implications of the announcement. The air felt heavy with the weight of the new rules, and a tense silence settled over the area. We looked at one another, our minds racing with thoughts of the challenges ahead and the potential consequences of our actions. The once-familiar landscape of Station 18 was about to change, and we knew we had to adapt or face the grim reality that awaited us.
The tense silence was broken by Catherine's voice, laced with apprehension. "Well, things just got so much harder, didn't they?"
"So that's why he appeared early," I mused. "He wanted to make sure that everyone possible came out."
"What does that even mean?" Catherine whispered, looking horrified. "I have people who don't ever enter the portal! What happens if… They could just…"
"I did not see that coming, certainly," Lang muttered as he climbed to his feet. "Well, folks, I'm going to follow Orin's example and do my best to prepare for tomorrow. Catch y'all then."
With a sigh, Lang staggered off toward Boar’s Head Tavern. Catherine, who had grown quite pale, was soon surrounded by a concerned group of her followers. As I climbed to my feet with some difficulty, I saw Orin staggering over to me.
"Guess I have to actually care now," Orin hiccupped.
"We all do," I whispered, my voice low but determined. Taking a deep breath, I glanced at Orin. Gone were any thoughts of just coasting by, as tempting as Catherine's proposal might have sounded in the moment. "You know this place well. I need to heal, and I need to heal fast. I've got exactly one day to strengthen myself further, and I think it would be worth the Tokens to get back on my feet."
"Head over to the Pawnshop," Orin advised. "Back wall, in the healing section, there's a 200-Token vial. It's called Pins and Needles. It'll knock you out for almost the rest of the day, but by the time the effect wears off…" He chuckled. "If you'd lost a leg in combat, you'd find it grown back."
"Thanks, I'll head that way," I said, wincing as I started to limp toward the Pawnshop. The game was about to change, and I was desperate to ensure that I could get myself—and whoever I was paired with—out of the station alive. Every step was a painful reminder that time was of the essence, and that a single misstep was all it took to get derailed.
 




Pins and Needles

Before I even started down the road, Orin turned and reminded me one last time, "Get it first. Remember: It’ll be on the back wall, a 200-Token vial called Pins and Needles. Don’t blow your tokens on anything else before you get it. " With a nod of gratitude, I watched him vanish into a dimly lit alley, heading toward his secret grab-and-go spot.
After that I started walking down the road. With more than half of the contestants gone and those remaining mostly in preparations, it was quiet. The unsettling glow of red lights above each locked door cast a sinister ambiance upon the surroundings. The contents of these rooms and their purposes remained unknown to me, but I hoped, much like with the grab-and-go, I’d find out soon enough.
Even more of the masked Facilitators were out and about before then. They were everywhere, observing me from the shadows or standing at strategic corners. They merely watched me without uttering a single word.
The Pawnshop itself was nothing special on the outside. Inside, I was immediately greeted by the cryptic man in a grey hood. The room darkened for a moment as soon as I entered, and I turned and noticed the ever-present masked Facilitators, watching me through the small windows of the shop.
Contrary to the Item Store, the Pawnshop didn't have many cases for customers to browse through. Instead, the available items were showcased behind the counter, watched over by the grey-hooded man. The shopkeeper's shadowed face was barely visible beneath his hood, but I could sense his keen eyes tracking my movements as I approached him.
"Excuse me," I said, addressing the shopkeeper. "Are you the shopkeeper here?"
The man slowly raised his hooded head, fixing me with an unreadable gaze. "Indeed, I am the Grey Keeper," he replied, his voice low and measured. "What brings you to my establishment?"
"I'm looking for a specific healing potion," I explained. "My friend told me about it. It's called Pins and Needles, and it should be in the healing section on the back wall."
The Grey Keeper's eyes seemed to bore into mine, assessing my intentions. After a brief pause, he nodded. "Ah, yes, the Pins and Needles potion. A powerful remedy, but with a hefty price tag of 200 Tokens. Are you certain you wish to make this purchase?"
I hesitated for a moment, considering the steep cost, but ultimately decided it was worth it. "Yes, I'm sure. My survival in the upcoming battles depends on it."
"Very well," the Grey Keeper replied, turning to retrieve the vial from the back wall. As he handed it to me, he added, "Use it wisely, and may fortune favor you in the trials ahead."
System Notification: Item Acquired
Details: You have acquired a vial of Pins and Needles. This miracle potion will render the one who takes it unconscious within an hour of taking it, but upon waking, they will be completely restored. The item has been deposited into your inventory. Token Cost – 200,
Tokens Remaining - 584
Since I had the tokens remaining, I decided to take a look at the rest of the items. I turned to the Grey Keeper and asked, "Could you tell me more about the other items you have here?"
The Grey Keeper glanced at the items behind the counter and responded, "Ah, yes. We have many good items here, each with their own unique abilities and properties." With a subtle gesture, he activated a system notification, providing me with detailed information on each item.
System Notification: The Pawnshop – Currently Available Items
Shadowstep Boots (350 Tokens) - These sleek, lightweight boots were designed for silent movement and exceptional grip, allowing the wearer to traverse any terrain without a sound. With a +2 bonus to Stealth and Agility, they were perfect for those who relied on agility and subterfuge.
Adaptive Camo Jacket (300 Tokens) - This modern jacket utilized advanced fabric technology that enabled it to blend in with the surrounding environment, providing a degree of concealment in various situations. It offered a +3 bonus to Stealth and a +1 bonus to Agility, ideal for those who preferred to avoid direct confrontation.
Vitality Bracelet (100 Tokens) - A stylish accessory containing a healing spirit, the Vitality Bracelet bestows the health regeneration abilities and grants +2 to Stamina.
Reinforced Knuckle Gloves (150 Tokens) - These gloves were equipped with carbon fiber knuckle reinforcements, offering a significant boost to the wearer's hand-to-hand combat abilities. They provide a +2 bonus to Strength and a +1 bonus to unarmed damage, making them a valuable asset in close-quarters combat.
Stamina Boost Elixir (100 Tokens) - A compact energy drink that, when consumed, granted the user a temporary increase in endurance and stamina, allowing them to push past their physical limits. It bestowed a +3 bonus to Stamina and a +1 bonus to Agility for a short duration, perfect for those in need of a quick boost.
Tactical Crossbow (250 Tokens) - A modern, compact crossbow designed for stealth and precision, it allowed its wielder to take down enemies from a distance without alerting nearby adversaries.
Portable First Aid Kit (100 Tokens) - A small, yet comprehensive first aid kit containing essential medical supplies, perfect for patching up wounds and stabilizing injuries in the field. Ensures that the user can bounce back quickly from any harm.
Expandable Backpack (150 Tokens) - A seemingly ordinary backpack, the Expandable Backpack employed a series of hidden compartments and fold-out pouches, making it ideal for organizing and transporting a contestant's gear in a compact, efficient manner. It provides a 50% bonus to baseInventory Capacity  allowing users to carry more items. Can be stacked with other Inventory boosting items.
It took me a few minutes, but I ultimately decided on the Vitality Bracelet and the Expandable Backpack. I could immediately see the benefits that these two items would provide me. The Vitality Bracelet, with its ability to monitor my health and provide a bonus to Endurance and Health regeneration, would be crucial for keeping me in peak condition during battles. The Expandable Backpack, on the other hand, would be perfect for managing my inventory, adding an extra 10 slots to help me carry more items without being weighed down as well as the utility of fold out pouches for quick reach of weapons and items.
I turned to the Grey Keeper and said, "I'd like to purchase the Vitality Bracelet and the Expandable Backpack, please."
The Grey Keeper nodded and carefully retrieved the two items from behind the counter. He handed them to me, and I examined them closely. The Vitality Bracelet was sleek and unassuming. While the Expandable Backpack looked like a normal backpack at first glance, just wearing it would increase my inventory, which wasn’t a problem for me yet, but once it was a problem, I didn’t want to have to start discarding items just to make room.
With a sense of satisfaction, I handed over the required Tokens to the Grey Keeper, who accepted them with a nod.
 
	System Notification: Items Acquired
Details: You have acquired a Vitality Bracelet and an Expandable Backpack. You have paid 250 Tokens. Tokens Remaining: 254. The Vitality Bracelet has been equipped, and the Expandable Backpack has been integrated with your inventory, providing an additional (50%) 10 slots.
 




As I turned to leave, the Grey Keeper spoke up in a hushed tone, offering a cryptic warning. "Not all of us enjoy watching you humans die in these games. Not all who struggle here are of them." He said no more, leaving me with a sense of curiosity and disquiet.
With that enigmatic message lingering in my mind, I left the Pawnshop wondering just what exactly the Nexus was.
I reached into my inventory and pulled out the potion. I had an hour to get back to the barracks.
 




Summon Familiar

Without a moment’s hesitation, I downed the vial of Pins and Needles. I figured I had an hour before the effect would set in, and that would give me plenty of time to get back to the Pod Barracks and rest. Instead, the healing liquid immediately started to move through my veins, causing a pain beyond anything that I’d ever felt before. I gritted my teeth and tried to push through and limped back towards the barracks.
Every step I took felt as if every nerve in my body was on fire.
I only just barely missed getting into the barracks before I reached my limit. I stumbled and my knees buckled under me. I crashed to the ground, collapsing on the floor, and my body started to seize.
Even with how vulnerable and out of it I was, I still noticed Luther come out of an alley. I assumed my day was about to get much, much worse.
I was surprised.
He ran over to me, the urgency of the situation seemed to have a strange effect on him, and instead of attacking me, he squatted down and grabbed ahold of me, helping me to my feet and half-carrying me deeper into the Pod Barracks.
"You’re gonna be fine. I owed you one."
Luther yelled for my teammates to come and assist.
"Lang, Orin! Get over here!" Luther shouted, a rare hint of concern seeping into his voice. "Asher needs your help!"
For what felt like an eternity, I was just there, unable to move or think of anything other than regret over the potion. Eventually, I heard the hurried footsteps of Lang and Orin approaching. They took me from Luther's grasp and carried me back to our room and put me in my pod. Luther followed behind.
"What happened to him?" Lang asked, his gaze darting between me and Luther, who was not known for his kindness.
"I don’t know, I saw him collapse." Luther replied. "I didn’t have to help him. You’re welcome."
Orin cringed. "That’s on me. It’s a potion called Pins and Needles. It’ll help him recover quickly and then some, but damn, does it look painful. I didn’t think the kid would take it before getting back here. "
"We'll take care of him now, Luther. Thanks for helping him get here."
That was the last thing I heard or noticed. I passed out and started to dream.
******
In my dream, I found myself on a train that seemed to stretch endlessly into the distance in front of me. Every other seat was empty, and I didn't see where the next car started, or where the last car ended. I was alone.
Looking out the window, I saw a blurry landscape of green rolling hills that merged with the sides of buildings and streets and reformed back into a rolling landscape again.
The train kept moving, and the sound of the wheelset on the rails was the only thing I could hear.
The train continued to barrel forward, and the scenery began to change again. I caught glimpses of my childhood home, my family gathered around the dinner table, laughing and sharing stories.
My dad.
I hadn't thought of my dad in a long time, not like that. Jax was the only thing I had left of him.
It was a simpler time from before... from before... I struggled to recall what I was supposed to remember. There was something, something big, something important, but whatever it was, it danced just beyond my ability to recall it. The train car seemed to spin around me, making it nearly impossible to catch my bearings.
I knew there was somewhere I was supposed to be, but the memory remained just out of reach, like a word on the tip of my tongue. A sharp, throbbing pain in my leg added to my confusion, and I got up, trying to figure it out, whatever thing I was supposed to remember.
The world turned again.
The walls of the train began to close in around me. The metallic walls bending and contorting. Shadows formed; and within those shadows were nightmarish images that only added to my sense of unease. Shadows moved towards me. I couldn't move, I couldn't breathe. I was stuck sitting on my seat as the world outside turned dark.
As panic threatened to overtake me, I suddenly heard a familiar bark.
My dog, Jax.
Just like that, my panic was gone. I saw him standing at the doorway to the next car, his loyal eyes urging me to follow him. With each step, the pain in my leg seemed to lessen, and I felt some of my confusion go away. Jax's presence was a grounding force, anchoring me in the swirling madness of the dream.
He barked again.
Monstrous shapes loomed outside the window, their distorted forms looking straight at me. Monsters in robes, monsters unmasked. Rows of teeth and leathered skin, among other things that were wholly alien and terrible. The sense of peace that had enveloped me began to fray, tension building within me.
The walls of the train parted. Shadows and claws reached for me. The train kept moving.
Jax barked again.
In that moment, Jax leapt towards me, snarling and bristling at the shapes looming in the coming shadows. His fur stood on end, his lips curled back, exposing sharp fangs. He crouched low between me and the shadows he faced, growling ferociously and radiating a an aura of protectiveness.
The train car, stained with the echoes of violence and death, seemed to shrink, the walls closing in as the masked monsters drew nearer. Amidst the chaos, Jax barked fiercely, challenging the darkness, holding it at bay.
The darkness retreated.
The world around me still swirled and shifted, the train stopped moving, and the car transformed into a labyrinthine maze of twisted metal and shattered glass. It should have been terrifying, but it wasn't.
My attention shifted, and a comforting presence nuzzled my hand. I looked down to see Jax. I ruffled his fur, and for the first time in a long time, I felt like things were going to be ok.
As the train began to move again, the once-menacing shadows now cowered in our wake, I felt a sense of calm wash over me. The rusted metal and cracked leather seats slowly transformed into gleaming steel and plush upholstery. The train car became brighter, the oppressive atmosphere lifting like a heavy fog, chased away by the comforting presence of Jax.
The nightmare landscape dissolved, replaced by a more hopeful vision. Step by step, Jax and I reclaimed the train from the darkness. We moved through the train car, our bond a beacon of hope and comfort amidst the chaos.
As we continued our journey, I began to notice a change in Jax. His fur seemed to shimmer with an ethereal glow, and his eyes held a wisdom and power that went beyond anything a dog should possess. It was as if he were more than just a loyal companion—he was a guardian, a protector, and my best friend.
We reached the end of the train. There was only one monster. One obstacle between the light and dark. Its grotesque mask twisted into a malicious grin, it launched itself at Jax with incredible speed. The nightmare creature's long, sharp claws extended, aiming for Jax's vulnerable body. But Jax, unflinchingly, stood his ground, his fur shimmering with a fierce, protective energy.
With a fury that echoed through the dream world, Jax leaped at the shadow monster, his powerful jaws snapping around the creature's outstretched arm. As he bit down, the monster let out an unearthly scream, and its dark essence began to disintegrate under Jax's unyielding grip.
The room changed. My disorientation went with it completely. Jax walked over and nuzzled against my hand, and then with a final bark, Jax disappeared in a blaze of light.
 
	System Notification: Ability Unlocked: Summon Familiar
Congratulations! You have unlocked the ability to summon the spirit of your faithful companion, Jax, to assist you in battle. As a powerful and loyal ally, Jax's presence will provide you with strength, protection, and unwavering support in the face of adversity.
Ability Details:
Name: Summon Familiar - Jax
Type: Active
Cooldown: 8 hours
Duration: 10 minutes (or until dismissed)
Description: When activated, this ability allows you to summon the spirit of your devoted dog, Jax, to fight by your side. Jax possesses heightened senses, agility, and strength, enabling him to effectively engage in combat against various adversaries. In addition to his combat prowess, Jax's presence also grants you a boost in morale, enhancing your overall performance in battle.
Usage: To summon Jax, concentrate on the bond you share with him and call out his name. He will materialize by your side, ready to fight and protect you against any threat. Once summoned, Jax will remain with you for the ability's duration or until dismissed by you. Note that after the ability has been used, it will enter a cooldown period of 8 hours before it can be activated again.
Strengthen your bond with Jax, and continue to grow as a formidable team, relying on each other to face the challenges that await you.
 








Come Clarity

"Asher! Asher!" Orin banged on the wall of my pod. "Wake up and call off that dog of yours!"
Suddenly I was wide awake and feeling better and more rested than I ever had. My body felt incredible. I scrambled out of the pod. "Dog?"
I looked, and there was Jax. He ran over to me and started licking my face. I threw my arms around him, laughing. "It wasn't just a dream."
My dog looked at me, wagging his tail and disappeared
 
	System Notification – Summon Familiar Timer has Expired
Details: Jax, the dog, has been selected as your summoned familiar. Due to the close bond and emotional connection you share, you unconsciously summoned Jax to your side as you slept. As you grow more accustomed to your new ability, you will be able to improve the summon timer and reduce the cooldown rate. Jax been dismissed and can be resummoned again in 8 hours.
 




"Well, I'll be damned," Orin said, clearly surprised. "That was something you don’t see every day, not even here. That was some dog. It kept blinking in and out of reality and growled anytime anyone got too close. I almost lost a finger."
"You must have done something to upset him, then," I joked thinking about my good fortune, a rare smile plastered on my face.
"So, what are you going to do now, kid? Having a summon like that can be a real advantage, especially for scouting and gathering information."
I shook my head. "I’m not sure. I’m not willing to risk Jax until I know what happens to him. If something happens to him,” I amended. “I don’t want to lose my dog for the sake of a better score in a game."
System Notification: Status Updated - Pins  and Needles
Details: Your status has been adjusted, and your stats have been consolidated. The Pins & Needles potion has purged your body of many lingering imperfections and damages. As a result, your overall physical condition has improved, and bonuses have been applied directly to your main status.
Due to being evacuated from the last challenge, you have not gained a level.
Character Sheet. Your new stats are as follows:
Health Points: 34/34
Dexterity: 36
Strength: 35
Constitution: 29
Will: 35
Intelligence: 31
Perception: 32
System Notification: Dawn of the Twenty-Fourth Day
Attention all players, the challenge portal will open at 10:00 A.M. Please make your way to the portal and prepare for the challenge ahead. Remember, the risks are high, but the rewards are greater. Good luck!
"Alright, kid. That’s my cue. I’m off for the day, I’ll catch up with you soon," Orin took off.
"And that’s the alarm. Now that you're up, and the dog's gone, we should get moving," Lang chimed in. "We've got a mission to prepare for."
When I finally took off, I found that most of the rest of the Pod Barracks was almost completely full of contestants in the hall. Of course, ‘full’ was a relative term since the hall had roomto fit close to 400 people and so few of us were still alive. It was obvious that most of the survivors were too nervous about the train's arrival to be bothered with the game that morning. My robe billowed around me as I strode forward into the compound, where I found a rather motley assortment of individuals waiting for things to get going.
Mitch was nowhere to be seen, nor was his crew. Luther stood a bit shakily in front of the brick wall, while Catherine was off in a corner speaking with some of her followers. Lang lay underneath a park bench, rubbing his head from a hangover. Orin stood tall not far from Luther, and he actually looked less bedraggled than he had since he arrived. As had become the norm, he had a set of breakfast for me, and he handed it to me as I slowly walked up.
"You shaved," I observed, glancing down at Orin's smooth chin.
"You like it?" Orin rubbed the bottom of his rather round jaw. "I'm thinking about keeping it this way. I can't prove it, but I'm pretty sure one of the women was looking at me rather suggestively."
"Maybe she was suggesting you take a bath," I replied, taking a sniff and almost gagging. "Shaving your beard off doesn't change the fact that you still stink."
"It's just my aftershave," Orin protested. "It's a cultured thing. You wouldn't understand."
"Because you came here from the heights of society," I raised an eyebrow sarcastically. "Beverly Hills?"
"Silicone Valley," Orin answered.
I laughed at that. "Yeah, and I'm a cat."
"Be careful what you say around here," Orin warned, pointing at some of the Keepers, though he laughed too. "You don't want them getting any ideas."
"If they turned me into a cat, it honestly might be one of the highlights of my time here," I snorted, then glanced over at Luther. "And speaking of a cat, I see one that finally seems to have come out of hiding."
Luther just smiled, "You don't know what you're talking about, Asher."
"I know enough," I raised an eyebrow. "You know, I'd be worried that you would only use your pending peer mentorship to take advantage of others, except for that clause about you dying if he dies. How does it feel to have a target on your back now? If anyone comes after you--"
"I know the stakes, Kujō," Luther interrupted calmly. "I don't need you rubbing any of this in my face. We're on the same side, remember?"
"We already get along," I admitted. "How many people have you saved in this place? How many Challenge Coins do you have?"
"I have more than you," Luther turned slightly and whispered. "Let me ask you a question. How many people have died because you went off hunting for glory? How many people have died because of your negligence? I would wager a bet that it's even higher than my own count."
"Catherine has--"
"Catherine, nothing," Luther shook his head and turned back toward the portal. "None of you understand anything. None of you will make it out of this alive, and your insolence only makes it harder for me to survive."
He paused for a moment before adding, "You know, I was the one who carried you inside after you passed out. I'm not as terrible as you think."
"Just let him be," Orin put a hand on my arm and turned me away. "He's just trying to poke at you. You know it as well as I do."
I sighed, then nodded. No one else joined us, leaving a small group of ten people to enter the portal. As we waited, I noticed the sounds of footsteps echoing in the distance, and the soft murmur of conversations. When ten o'clock finally rolled around, mist rose and began to swirl. To my surprise, though, it took a good deal longer to form than usual. When it finally did take shape, I felt horror flow through my blood.
It showed the brick entrance to a train station, and overhead blinked a code that I knew all too well.
"Station 18."
"What is this?" I glanced at Orin, my voice barely above a whisper as the tense atmosphere weighed heavily on us. "What's it trying to pull?"
"I imagine there's only one way to find out," Luther chuckled and strode forward. "I'll catch you on the other side, fellows."
He vanished into the mist, and I sighed. I kicked at the concrete, trying to make up my mind.
"There's going to be something in there to help us," Orin whispered, his voice barely audible over the distant hum of machinery. "It took a long time to come together. I bet the area is huge, and I bet it's loaded with loot. For those brave enough to enter, the next part of the saga won't be so hard."
"You're likely right," I said, looking up at those blinking numbers. "Still… I can't shake this uneasy feeling."
I sighed, then squared my shoulders. With a determined head-nod, I started forward, and soon entered the swirling mist. As always, everything else faded away, and I shuddered as the mist pressed in around me. This time, I could see dark, ghoulish forms moving about in the darkness. It was strange, unsettling, and utterly terrifying. Finally, the faint lights of a subway began to glimmer, and I stepped out into a train station.
System notification: Armor item(s) are now automatically toggled on. Paramilitary Vest, Robes of Night and Boots of the Sands are equipped. Garden Gloves of Rest are manually toggled off.  
It wasn't like the station I had left behind, but it was close enough. The asphalt ceiling rumbled as cars squealed overhead, while a set of brick stairs led up to what would presumably be the street. There was a ticket counter nearby, and, of course, the instantly recognizable rails that ran through long grooves off into dark tunnels. As if to prove to the small group that there were, indeed, active trains, one rumbled into view as we stood there.
It was a sleek, electric machine, like something seen in only advanced cities or in future concept designs. The doors all hissed open as it came to a stop. A single Keeper, dressed in an old-time train conductor's garb, slowly climbed off, and the doors of the train all hissed shut behind him. The train then roared away, leaving only brick wall and rusty pipes behind him.
"Welcome to this final round," the Facilitator strode forward, his expressionless mask unnerving me just as much as always. "I don't mean final in any sense of finale, but rather this will be the last time when things will be normal for you. As most of you seem to have guessed, this will be the largest game that you've yet entered. For those who stay on their feet, it will be most rewarding. For those who don't pay attention, it will most certainly be your death."
The Facilitator paused as he approached the ticket booth. There was a flicker, and he seemed to teleport himself behind the pane of glass. With that, he lifted a mic to his mouth and began to speak, his voice echoing throughout the station.
"We now stand in an immense, immersive cityscape, filled with monsters galore. Some will be fast, others slow. Some will take intelligence, some will take strength, some will take willpower. This will test every last nerve and gauge just how well you've paid attention over the course of the last month. The subway will allow you to move around the city faster; however, strictly speaking, it won't be necessary." There was a long pause, followed by a distant squeal. I slowly looked around the area, and I thought I heard a Lion's roar far off in the distance.
The environment was alive, and the sounds of the city were all around us. I could hear the faint hum of traffic and the wind rustling through the trees in a nearby park. The air was heavy with the scent of exhaust fumes and the aroma of food from street vendors.
"If that isn't different enough, there will be one final change," the Facilitator announced. "There will be no time limit. As Station 18 is outside of what you might imagine as the 'standard' space-time continuum; we can manipulate things a good bit. Stay in here five minutes, stay in here five years; it will all be the same, and you will all re-enter the Nexus precisely thirty minutes after you left. There will also be no power creep. Things are as powerful now as they will be in five years. Different areas of the city will be worse, much worse, but those areas will not cycle."
I whistled softly, intrigued by the implications. What was he getting at?
"Please do not misunderstand me. This is no easy challenge. It will not be something that you can just breeze through. I imagine that most of you will stay a day or two, but that will be the extent of it. This is the true test of your mettle. The people who stayed back? We know how they will react under pressure. We want to truly see how the ten of you can excel." There was one final pause before the Facilitator added, "Oh, and one more thing. Since you all have hundreds of Tokens in your account, for this time, we'll simply dispense with the exit fee. Behind me is a broom closet. Open that door, and you'll find yourself back in the Nexus. Train tickets may be purchased from yours truly. You may now begin."
I glanced over at Orin, who had turned slightly pale.
"What do you think of all of this?" Orin whispered softly.
"I think a lot of things," I replied, glancing over at the others, who were excitedly exchanging looks. Two of the Wolves teamed up and jogged up the stairs, while Luther walked over to purchase a train ticket. "They're testing us. I don't know why, but more than anything, this is a test."
"But what's the right answer?" Orin scowled, his voice heavy with concern.
"You're not usually this indecisive," I raised an eyebrow.
"They didn't do this last time," Orin muttered. I caught the words but was unable to process their meaning even remotely, before Orin moved onward. "Alright, Asher. How are we playing this?"
I could only shrug, nodding up the stairs, then drew my sword.
"We need to move," I took a deep breath, feeling the cold air filling my lungs. "Let's take this one fight at a time. Take it slow, since we have all the time in the world. Last time I rushed into things, it didn't go well. We have the opportunity to gain a lot of power, and I think we need to take it."
"You and me both, kid," Orin lumbered forward and drew out his knife. "Let's just hope we're up for all of this."
System Notification: Apocalypse City Survival Challenge
The Apocalypse City Survival Challenge has begun. This is a test of your skills, endurance, and mettle. Please be advised that there is no time limit, and the power level of the city will remain constant for the entire duration of the challenge. You may enter and exit the city as you please, but be warned that different areas of the city will have varying levels of difficulty.
As a special bonus, there will be no exit fee for this challenge, and you may exit through the broom closet behind the Facilitator. Train tickets may be purchased from the Facilitator for entry. You may have to find a re-entry ticket that allows you to reboard the Nexus train in the event you lose your ticket.
Be prepared for the toughest challenge yet. The risks are high, but the rewards are even greater. Good luck, and may the odds be in your favor.
Orin and I exchanged a determined glance before making our way towards the Facilitator. We each purchased a train ticket, the paper feeling oddly heavy in my hand, as if it held a significant weight. We then made our way to the platform, our weapons in hand, and prepared ourselves for the journey ahead.
As we boarded the rickety train, it creaked and groaned under our weight. The interior was a mix of rust and peeling paint, a stark contrast to the sleek exterior we had seen earlier. The air inside was stale and heavy, adding to the overall sense of decay. Despite the worn appearance, the train car seemed to hum with an undercurrent of power. We found our seats and settled in, the nerves in the pit of our stomachs growing with each passing moment.
The train began to move, picking up speed as it hurtled into the darkness. It swayed and rattled, but I felt an odd sense of security within it. Orin gripped the armrest tightly, his knuckles turning white. We exchanged nervous glances, our breaths becoming shallow as the train moved farther and farther away from the familiar environment of the station.
After what felt like an eternity, the train began to slow, finally coming to a stop at another station. This one was different—it was an apocalyptic wasteland. The once-gleaming walls were now charred and blackened, and the platform was cracked and uneven. The air was thick with the scent of smoke and burnt metal. As we stepped off the train, I couldn't help but feel a shiver run down my spine.
Orin and I surveyed the desolate landscape, our eyes scanning the destruction for any signs of life. We knew that danger lurked around every corner, and we needed to be on high alert. The cityscape that had once been vibrant and bustling was now a silent, eerie ghost town.
"Just to be clear, kid," Orin said, taking one look around and pointing in the distance at a group of undead that had gathered around a partially collapsed storefront. "These next couple days are going to be terrible."
 




Parting Ways

A soft cry pierced my sleep, and I woke suddenly. For a moment, I was confused about why I was looking at a concrete wall instead of the plastic walls of the Pod Barracks… And then I remembered. I sat up slowly, rubbing the kinks out of my neck. I still had yet to find a proper pillow, and it had been three days since Orin and I had entered the mysterious event. We were in the guard booth of a parking garage at that moment, and though we had both laid down on the small floor, Orin was now sitting in a small, rusty chair looking out through a dusty window.
"What is it?" I whispered as I sat up. "One of the other players?"
"Nah. Harpy," Orin gave his head a small shake. "It's flying around the carcasses of those things we killed last night. It ought to be gone soon."
I nodded and slid upward, largely out of curiosity. Through the dusty glass, I could see the tiny, human-like figure flying from carcass to carcass, almost like a fairy and a vulture combined. Its wings fluttered with an eerie grace as it picked at the remains. After a moment, it flitted away, and I sighed.
"How long have you been up?" I asked.
"Few hours. Nothing much. Just… thinking," Orin sighed and shrugged. "I'm thinking of packing it in, honestly."
"Really?" I frowned. "We're doing so well, though!"
"And we've already come across the bodies of two of those Wolves," Orin clicked open the door of the guard house, and we slipped out into the parking garage, our footsteps echoing in the dimly lit space. "The scoreboard itself is down to just four names. I don't know if that means that there are only four of us in here or only four left alive, but either way, it doesn't do much good for me. I'd rather get good and in the clear while I'm still alive."
"Yeah, but…" I shrugged. "You haven't found any good gear."
By way of explanation, I gestured down at my new gloves. They were black and made of leather, fitting snugly around my hands. The material was supple and seemed to increase my dexterity by a significant amount. Just by virtue of equipment and raw stats, I had been faster than anything else we'd come across. The shadows cast by the overhead lights accentuated the gloves' sleek design, making them appear almost predatory.
"You let me worry about myself, kid," Orin whispered. "I just… Walk me back to the station, will you?"
I sighed and nodded. As the echoes of our footsteps filled the air, we made our way through the dimly lit parking garage and out onto the street, where I slowly took in our surroundings. I shook my head in amazement, then started down the cracked sidewalk.
The city was colossal. Rusty buildings loomed on all sides, while the sky was covered in drifting clouds. An orange sun peeked through every now and then, but it was so old and worn-down that it was almost better just to have no sun at all. The whole place seemed weary and dismal; that was the only way to explain it. We began walking toward an old donut shop on the corner that always seemed to have food in an ancient vending machine. It had been our anchor, so to speak, as we explored things.
The sounds of the city filled the air, an eerie mixture of distant chatter and the hum of decaying machinery.
"Ahhhhhhhhh!"
A scream echoed from an alley, and both Orin and I spun around. A grotesque beast rose  from a pool of oily sludge. It stood almost ten feet tall, had four legs, and lumbered forward as it opened a huge, gaping mouth on its belly. I didn't see any eyes, but that obviously didn't mean much. In any event, it filled almost the whole of the alley. I braced myself and drew my sword, then raced forward.
My feet flew across the ground, and I dropped into a skid as I approached. The putrid scent of the creature filled my nostrils, only spurring me on further. The great beast snarled and tried to bite me by dropping down to crush me, but I simply slid through the oil and chopped off its back leg.
The creature roared and stumbled, and I leapt up onto the monster's back. I drove the sword deep into its spine, cracking bone, and the creature swayed and collapsed. I felt a rush of adrenaline as I was awarded a Token, and I slid down the front of the monster to land on the concrete in front of Orin.
System Notification: Enemy Slain
Congratulations! You have defeated a Creature of the Abyss and have earned 1 token for your triumph. The token has been added directly to your inventory. Keep up the good work!
The creature's heavy breaths were replaced by an eerie silence as we took a moment to process what had just happened. The tension in the air slowly dissipated as we realized the threat had been vanquished.
"Good work, Asher," Orin said, visibly impressed. "You've gotten even better since the last time we fought together."
I nodded, trying to catch my breath. The city's dangers were ever-present, and we had to stay sharp to survive. But with each victory, I felt more prepared to face whatever challenges lay ahead.
"You enjoy this too much," Orin muttered as we resumed our walk toward the vending machine. Goop dripped down from my outfit onto the concrete, and I sighed. "When the time comes to leave, you're going to struggle to say goodbye."
"Lang said the same thing," I murmured.
"Lang is going to struggle to make it the whole distance. There's a balance you have to find, right there in the middle," Orin replied.
"And you have that balance?" I raised an eyebrow.
"Nah," Orin laughed, his eyes crinkling in amusement. "Then again, I'm not really trying."
I sighed. I had prodded Orin a few times about some of the comments he made, but the man didn't seem inclined to answer a word. Soon enough, we came up to the vending machine, and Orin fed it a few Tokens. He pulled out some crackers and handed one to me. I nodded in thanks and accepted it. As I did so, I glanced into the donut shop nearby, but I didn't see anything new. There was the rotting carcass of a monster in a baker's outfit that had tried to throw the two of us into boiling oil, but otherwise, it was just empty.
The air inside the shop carried the faint scent of old grease and decay. That was an odd thing that I found funny. Monsters didn't respawn here. Once you cleared a building, it stayed cleared, unless a monster came from another part of the city to fill in the new gap. It meant that there was a finite number of monsters to deal with, which meant that you couldn't just stay here indefinitely. You could stay for a long time, certainly, but not forever. It really was a test, a test of nearly ultimate proportions.
As we ate, we walked back to the entrance of the train station. Stairs dropped away into the sidewalk, while the flickering sign, "Station 18" lit the way. I paused at the top, and Orin flashed a small smile at me.
"You're going to be ok, kid. You can finish this round up, get yourself something good. Just… survive this ok? All I'm doing is slowing you down." He turned to walk down into the station, then paused. "I'd better see you when I come walking out, you know that?"
"Got it," I flashed a small smile. "I'll see you on the other side."
"That you will," Orin muttered, then turned and walked down into the station. I took a deep breath, feeling the damp, heavy air on my face, then slowly turned back to face the city. A few seconds later, Orin's name on the scoreboard vanished. Only three names remained projected up in the dying sky. Luther's name was left. A man named Paul was left. I was left. The sound of my own heartbeat filled my ears as I prepared myself for what was to come.
"Here we go," I whispered, my voice barely audible. "Let's peel you back and see what you're hiding."
I kept my sword at the ready as I picked a street and started walking down it. The first several buildings had all been cleared and emptied, but further on down... The tentacles hanging from the apartment building left no illusions about what it might hold.
The sound of my footsteps echoed through the desolate street, and I could feel the air growing heavier with each step I took. I chose that building as my first target and strode confidently toward the main entry. The front door was locked, but it only took a moment for my skeleton key to gain access. The metallic click of the lock echoed in the quiet hallway.
As I walked inside, a number of lumpish ghoul forms rose up from a lounge area, their grotesque shapes casting eerie shadows on the walls. The dim lighting flickered, casting an unsettling atmosphere over the scene.
"Well met," I said, slashing my sword through the first Ghoul. "I'm Asher. Nice to meet you."
I kicked a second Ghoul back from me, then bisected a third from top to bottom. Their deathly moans filled the room as they fell. It took me a mere instant to clear the room, netting myself 10 Tokens. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest, but I didn't let it slow me down.
A receptionist, a humanoid octopus-thing, leapt over the desk and charged headlong at me. I dodged the first swipe of tentacles, then cut off three of them in a single stroke. The sound of the tentacles hitting the floor was accompanied by a wet, sickening sound. With that, I spun and chopped off the thing's head, which rather resembled an eel wearing glasses. The whole thing sagged to the floor with a sickening thump, and with that, several messages appeared.
System Notification: Enemies Slain
Congratulations! You have defeated an assembled group of monsters and have earned 5 Tokens for your triumph. The Tokens have been added directly to your inventory. Keep up the good work!
System Notification: Item Level Up - Robes of the Night
Your Robes of the Night have leveled up!
Rank: C -> B
Progression: 0% to Rank A
Effects:
30% harder to detect by monsters
+2 to all stealth-related skills
+1 Intimidation to all other units, including competitors.
Further effects will be unlocked as clothes are upgraded.




Concrete Tower

"What?" I laughed after the notification prompt went away about my item getting stronger. "I'd forgotten those were about to go up! Nice." I took a deep breath. "Let's see how high we can get you."
I strode into the apartment building, ready to face whatever monsters lurked within. As I stepped through the first doorway, I encountered a small bat-ghoul, or ‘Ghat’. Its wings flapped violently as it tried to attack me. I swiftly evaded its strikes and countered with a powerful slash from my sword, slicing it in half. A system notification popped up, signaling the creature's defeat and my reward, but I ignored it. I had to. I couldn't afford to get distracted.
Moving from room to room, I encountered even more twisted and fearsome creatures. In one room, I stumbled upon a pack of snarling wolf-like beasts, their eyes glowing an eerie red. With careful precision and well-timed strikes, I cut through their ranks. As each one fell, system notifications flashed before my eyes, but I paid them no mind. The Tokens piled up, but my focus remained on the task at hand.
Finally, I reached a room that housed an enormous squid-thing, its tentacles reaching out in a menacing fashion. It was the creature that had initially drawn my attention. I braced myself for the battle ahead, knowing that this would be my toughest challenge yet. As the squid-thing lashed out with its tentacles, I dodged and weaved through its attacks, finding openings to strike back with powerful blows. We exchanged blows, and eventually, I landed a decisive hit, cleaving its body and sending it crashing to the floor. Another system notification appeared, but I continued to ignore it.
I fought my way up the building, reaching the roof and kicking through the final door. I found myself at the top of a conquered summit, my heart pounding from the adrenaline of battle. No monsters were to be seen amidst the air vents or laundry lines, though I cut them all down just to make sure. The satisfaction of victory washed over me as I took a moment to catch my breath.
When I was done, I turned to face the city, the enormous buildings that rose so much higher than myself and squared my shoulders.
"No good loot, though," I muttered in disappointment.
I had checked, too. Digging through the drawers of the apartment building had yielded a little bit of good stuff, but nothing that would change my game all that much. With how long I would likely remain inside the game, even if I only stuck around for a few more days, I couldn't afford to haul back every single pair of gloves I found. For a long moment, I gazed at the surrounding rusty, glass buildings. The sounds of the city drifted around me – distant traffic, the occasional screech of brakes, and the hum of power lines. Suddenly, my eyes caught on something, and I frowned.
At the top of a skyscraper across the street, I could see something shiny. "Reveal," I whispered.
Almost instantly, my world lit up. The skill was useful, but also slightly painful. Yellow lines appeared superimposed across almost everything, as they showed the movements of hundreds of different creatures. The monsters themselves were shown in yellow, while items were flickering red lights, and other competitors were green. At that exact moment, I could see a green figure slowly moving up the said skyscraper, fighting his way through what seemed like an enormous number of monsters. I couldn't tell who it was, of course, but given the high chance of it being Luther--
I quickly ran to the fire escape of the apartment building, feeling the cold metal beneath my hands as I slid down to the ground. Once I reached the bottom, I bolted across the street, my footsteps echoing through the deserted area. The front door of the skyscraper had been smashed open, and I entered the reception area with my heart pounding in my ears. It seemed to be for some sort of import/export business, though there was enough blood and unidentifiable gunk smeared across things that it was hard to know for sure. I took a deep breath, hearing the distant screams and battle cries, and I prepared to bolt toward the stairs. But then I paused.
Luther, or whoever it was, was fighting his way through hordes of creatures. Not that I wanted to let the Tokens pass, but I also knew that there were more than enough to go around in the city. No… I wanted that item, and that meant I needed to be quick to the top, not to the battle. I spent a few moments looking around, my eyes scanning the surroundings for an alternative path. Finally, I settled on the elevator. It was dead, of course, but I was soon able to pry the doors open with a metallic groan to find a long cable rising high up into the sky. I smiled and leapt forward, the adrenaline surging through me as I grabbed hold of the cable and started upward as quickly as I could climb.
The climb was long and arduous, and not one that I could have ever managed back on Earth. But my enhanced abilities allowed me to push through the exhaustion. At the end of it, my arms burned, and I imagined that I must have been climbing for an hour. The upper elevator doors were open, likely to provide an obstacle for people to fall into, and I leapt onto the rooftop with a flourish. As my arms and palms began to cool down, I took a moment to catch my breath and looked around.
The rooftop was fairly simple, consisting only of the elevator shaft, a small doorway that presumably led into the stairwell, and a large mass of goop that began pulling itself up to form an enormous, hulking mass. Arms formed, followed by a giant head with a mouth large enough to swallow me in a single gulp. It reminded me somewhat of swamp monsters from the old, old movies. The thing roared; the sound was loud and rattled me. It began to lumber across the rooftop toward me, and I took a deep breath, steadying myself for the inevitable confrontation.
My hands clenched and curled around my sword, and I prepared myself for the battle ahead.
After the last few days I'd had in the city, I'd grown more used to combat. The figure of the swamp-looking monster grew closer. I decided to take it down as efficiently as possible before other monsters were drawn in.
With a deep breath, I dashed forward, using my advanced dexterity to my advantage. The monster angrily thrashed an elongating arm at me. and I sidestepped the blow and countered it with a switch and precise slash of my sword. That severed one of its arms, causing it to howl in pain. Green and black blood spilled onto the ground.
Seeing red with anger, the monster turned on me and lunged forward with its remaining arm swinging wildly. I ducked and dodged its clumsy attacks, while leading it toward the edge of the rooftop. Gradually, its movements began to slow down as exhaustion set in; this was my chance to take control of the fight.
I seized the opportunity and charged, driving my sword deep into its chest. The monster tried to roar, but I drove my sword deeper; and with a follow-up kick, I knocked it off the roof and the creature's massive form collapsed, disintegrating into to ash as it fell.
System Notification: Monsters Slain
Congratulations! You have defeated a Legacy Monster as well as an assortment of other Monsters. You have earned 54 Tokens for your triumph. The Tokens have been added directly to your inventory. Keep up the good work!
The ashes flew away from the skyscraper, gliding away on the winds. Just like that, it was gone, and I found myself alone. I glanced around the area, and my eyes settled upon what had to be the loot box.
A folding chair sat there on the very top of the roof, with a small pair of binoculars laying just next to it. I walked up and scooped up the binoculars, dropped them into my inventory, then knelt to work on the loot box. It had a combination lock, but before I could decipher the combination, I heard a distinctive click from behind me.
The door had just opened.
I smiled, pocketed the box, then rose and turned. My robe drifted in the wind as Luther stumbled out of the stairwell, dripping in goop. A tentacle shot out of the darkness behind him, and he spun and chopped it off, then launched some kind of caltrops down into the escape route. There was a muffled gurgle, and he turned back to me.
"You got to it first," Luther whispered softly, wiping the goop from his face. "Reveal?"
I nodded as I turned away from Luther, watching the city skyline. A particularly large, ghoul-like griffin leaped from a building that looked like the Empire State Building combined with the Space Needle, and it began flying lazily off into something that looked like an industrial district. The sun cast long shadows across the city, and the wind carried the faint sound of sirens from far below.
"What was it?" Luther asked, his eyes scanning the horizon with a mix of curiosity and wariness.
"I don't know," I shrugged. "Haven't been able to get it open yet."
"You what?" Luther snapped. "Give it to me."
"Ah… No," I shook my head. "I don't know what this is, but I'm keeping it right here, with me."
"You know, if I had known what you were going to be like, I'd have killed you back there in the cave, before you could become… this. Or perhaps I should have left you in that hallway when you passed out," Luther grunted. "I have never in my life met someone I hated more, and I did not grow up with people you could consider good role models. You, though? You’re the worst of all.
I glared at him. "You're a murderer, Luther. I’ve seen what you’re capable of. One act doesn’t undo what you’ve done. "
"Is it a crime to kill someone in self-defense?" Luther countered as he started moving forward. "Is it a crime to kill someone who's already dead?"
"We're not dead, Luther," I raised the tip of my sword as a warning. "Come at me, and I'll show you just how alive I really am."
"You really think this is a life, Asher? We’re dead. Maybe not in body, maybe not in spirit, but we're not getting back to the real world," Luther chuckled darkly. "I don't care what they tell you; there is no escape. Collect 100 Challenge Coins? That's not going to magically send you back. They’ll never let us go. All it will do is let you move to the next level, and the level after that, and the level after that."
"You can't know that," I responded, but I didn’t quite believe my own words.
Luther's eyes narrowed, and for a moment, it seemed like he would charge forward. But instead, he took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and lowered his weapon. "We'll see, Asher," he said, his voice low and even. "We'll see what happens when we reach those 100 coins. I hope I’m wrong, but I don’t think I will be."
I lowered my sword as well, my gaze never leaving his. We both knew that our conflict was far from resolved, but for now, we had reached a temporary ceasefire. We had to work together if we wanted to survive this twisted world, and I was determined to prove Luther wrong. I would find a way to escape, and if I couldn’t escape, I’d find a way to overcome the Nexus.
"If people could escape this place, people would know about it," Luther countered. "People go missing all the time. People vanish from the world without a trace. Mountain climbers in Russia. Boats in the Bermuda Triangle. Planes never arrive at their destinations. Trains... trains vanish from their tracks. The world is full of such mysteries, and it has been ever since the beginning of time." Luther's voice was laced with frustration. "Those people never reappear. Never. Ever."
"But I heard about plenty of people who disappeared and then came back years later," I said, raising a finger.
"Then none of them came to this place," Luther growled. "You certainly didn't show up in the real world, wearing battle armor or wielding a sword. Wherever we are, there is no escape. You're already dead. I'm already dead, one way or another."
"Then why do you care so much?" I shot back. "If you're already dead, go jump off the edge of this building and save the rest of us a lot of trouble."
"You still don't get it," Luther stepped forward until he was only a few inches away from me. His voice dropped to a mere whisper. "You still don't get it. Everyone knows by now that Orin knew about this place before he came. Everyone knows by now that Lang knew about this place before he came. Have you thought maybe they never left? What if they finished one game only to get stuck in the next. What you don't realize... I knew about this place before I came. I came from the real world, I didn’t get ‘recycled’ or whatever their deal is. I willingly walked into my own death; I willingly gave myself as that sacrifice."
"Why?" I snapped. "What would the purpose be? To relish in destruction? To live some sort of twisted fantasy?"
A mad smile spread across Luther's face. "To destroy this place so that no one else ever gets sucked in. The Keepers? They're powerful, but they're not omniscient. They need something from us, and I intend to play their game until I can plunge a dagger into the heart of whichever one is at the top. If I have to kill a few people on the way, I'm doing them a favor, and ending their suffering before they can get wallowed down in the pale, desperate hope of making it out of here."
"You're crazy," I scowled at Luther, even as I tried to process his words.
"No, I'm not," Luther ground his teeth together. "I'm the only sane one here. To willingly come here with any other purpose, to fail to see the writing on the wall in front of you, it's madness. I wish things could have been different. That we could see eye to eye on this."
Luther's hands moved and a sharp pain stabbed through my stomach, and I looked down to see the hilt of a knife sticking out of my belly.
"I'll get it from you when I get downstairs."
Luther surged forward, kicked me in the stomach, hard, and I felt myself falling backward. In that moment, I realized how much of a horrible idea it had been to stand right on the edge of the building. I fought desperately to keep from falling, but in my pain, my limbs didn't obey me. A moment later, I had pitched out into the air, and watched the city swirl around me. Windows, rust, sky, concrete... It all twirled to grey as I plunged downward toward my doom. The cold wind rushed past my ears, drowning out the sounds of the city as I spiraled helplessly toward the unforgiving ground below.




Slayer

As I tumbled downward, I couldn't move even a finger to help myself. A dozen possibilities swirled through my mind, but none seemed possible. My thoughts were interrupted as I crashed into something.
Wham!
With a jarring splat, I landed face-first on a massive monster that had just emerged from the sewer. It exploded into a gooey mess, and I found myself on the ground, covered in its entrails. I groaned in pain, barely able to breathe. I had survived the fall, but I knew I was still in grave danger. My trembling hands reached for the hilt of my knife, but they were too weak to grip it.
Blood covered me, and if not for the protective vest I usually wore, I’d be a goner already.
System Notification: Critical Damage
Details: You have taken critical damage and suffered massive injury. Health remaining 2/30. Consequently, all healing abilities, skills, spells, and potion effectiveness are reduced by 50% and will be applied over time rather than instantly until the critical damage has passed.
The sound of boots on concrete filled my ears, and I looked up through blurred vision to see a cloaked man approaching.
It wasn't Luther. In fact, he wore a mask identical to the ones the Keepers wore. Despite the mask, he wasn't a Keeper. He had a bow and arrows on his back, and as he knelt down, I thought I recognized the way he moved.
"Paul?" I managed to rasp.
"That's me," the man replied as he knelt and pulled out a strip of bandages. "Like it? I got it as a Legendary drop from a sewer-monster up on fifteenth street. I think there are more of them; you can go check them out once you're better."
"Luther, you need to watch out for Luther," I grit through the pain as Paul pulled the knife out, then slapped several bandages over the wound for pressure. "He's heading this way."
"I know. I saw the whole thing," the man nodded. "Don't you worry about a thing. I can manage this much."
"In my inventory," I told him. "I’ve potions. I… I give you permission to…"
System Notification: Tentative Alliance
Details: Paul now has permission to sort through your inventory. Items may be placed inside or taken out.
"Got it." Paul pulled all the potions from my inventory. He popped off a cork and held a potion up to my mouth, and I drank it greedily. As soon as I was done, Paul tossed the bottle to the side, then picked me up. I was lucky I made it a point to stock plenty of potions, just to be on the safe side. As it turned out, it had been a good idea.
"Let's see," Paul mused. "We have probably… thirty more seconds until Luther comes back out. I'm not going to be able to get far with you, so…" He glanced around. "Here we go."
Unable to move, I was taken over to a large dumpster by Paul. The lid was pulled aside, and I was tossed onto a large pile of trash. My body was racked with pain, but I knew I had to trust Paul to handle the situation. He tossed in another potion, and I drank it, too.
"I know it doesn't smell good, but all the monsters in this area have been killed," Paul whispered. "I'm done hunting here anyway, so I'm heading back to the station. I'll escape, and Luther will think that you did, too, as long as I can get him underground before I dive through the portal so he can't see the scoreboard. Catch you on the flip side."
With that, Paul grabbed a bag of trash, slung it over his shoulder, and let the lid of the dumpster fall shut. In a moment, I was enclosed in darkness, left with nothing to do but wait.
I heard Paul's footsteps race away, but that was it. I didn't hear Luther, any sign of pursuit, monsters, or anything else. Occasionally, I heard the distant rumble of a subway train passing through, but nothing more. My body ached, and I had time to think and ponder.
I didn't truly know who Paul was. Only that he’d been one of those who been around since coming in on the first train. Despite that, I had never interacted with him. Why had he risked his life for me? Why put himself in danger? I would have helped if I had seen someone fall off a building, but most people wouldn't have.
I couldn't understand it, and even as the pain subsided and I drifted off to sleep, my confusion persisted. My dreams were haunted by scenes of Luther, the fall from the building, and Paul's unexpected assistance. I tossed and turned, dimly aware that making noise could give away my location, but unable to control myself.
After a long, agonizing night, I awoke. When I poked my head out of the dumpster, the fresh air was overwhelming, and I fell onto the concrete with a sense of relief. Shaking, I stood up and slowly lifted my eyes to the sky.
Two names remained: mine and Luther's.
"Reveal," I whispered. Yellow blotches flooded my vision, and I scanned my surroundings. Almost instantly, I located my target. He was just a few blocks away, standing tall and unmoving.
He wasn't pacing.
He wasn't searching.
He was waiting.
I took a deep breath, nodding to myself as my cloak hung limply around me. The stench of trash clung to me, and my clothes were covered in goop. I stepped out onto the sidewalk, hearing Luther's cry and turning toward the detestable man.
Luther stood just in front of the stairs that led down into the subway. At his feet lay the crumpled body of Paul, several of his own arrows embedded in his body. Luther's face held a mix of triumph and fear as I walked forward, slowly and painfully. My hands clenched into fists, and Luther drew his knife.
"I told you I'd get this when I got downstairs," Luther said, flashing the blade through the air. "I never thought I'd have to take it off the body of someone else, though. I have to admit, it threw me for a loop, at least...until I looted him."
I shook my head. "What are you--"
"You're a hypocrite, Asher!" Luther snatched a bottle of beer off a nearby railing, downed the remaining contents, and hurled it onto the sidewalk where it shattered into countless pieces. "You took all his Challenge Coins. You took all his Tokens. Left the gear that wouldn't benefit you and emptied him out otherwise. You're no better than me. Those should have been mine!"
Taking a deep breath, I pulled up my interface.
System Notification: Tentative Alliance – Inheritance
Contestant Paul has bequeathed all his Tokens, Challenge Coins, and items to you upon his untimely demise. The following items have been added to your inventory:
3 Health Potions
Hunter's Bow
Keeper Mask
Mysterious Sigil
Energy Drink
Please use them wisely.
"Enough with you," Luther sneered, taking a deep breath before striding toward me. "This ends here and now. I should have killed you properly. Steal Weapon."
In an instant, my sword vanished from my grasp and appeared in Luther's hand. Power surged up his arm, and with a snarl, he charged at me.
I blinked in surprise. Suddenly, I was weaponless, and Luther possessed one of the best weapons in the station—or at least, one of the best any of us had managed to acquire.
"Bullet Time," I snapped. Luther's movements slowed to a crawl, and I rushed forward. As I closed in, however, Luther's speed increased as well.
"Come on, Asher. Think for a moment. If I have a skill that lets me steal your weapon, it lets me steal whatever you're using to attack me."
I fought to keep my frustration in check. If Luther's claim was true, anything I tried to use against him would simply be taken. My only options were to outlast the skill, the duration of which was unknown to me, or try something else.
"End Bullet Time," I commanded.
Time returned to normal, and Luther continued his charge. I slowed to a stop, allowing the distance between us to close, and smiled. Quite suddenly, I reached into my inventory and retrieved a copy of Don Quixote.
The moment the book was in my hand, I drew it back, preparing to hurl it at Luther. It dissolved into mist and reappeared in Luther's free left hand, prompting a frown. Without hesitation, I pulled out another book, Ivanhoe. As I readied to throw the thick volume at Luther's head, it vanished, and to my delight, forced the sword from Luther's grip. He was left holding two books, which he hurled at me as he desperately tried to regain control of the sword.
The rope, too, vanished, and as Luther attempted to pick up the sword, his hands were suddenly filled with enormous lengths of rope. They tangled around his feet, causing him to trip and nearly fall.
"How's that feel?" I whipped out my quill pen and charged forward, holding it between my fingers like a dart. When it appeared in Luther's hand, it got trapped between several lengths of rope. Luther slipped and landed on it, the quill spearing through his hand.
"Ahhhh!" Luther screamed, then climbed back to his feet. He pulled out his knife and sneered, "End Steal Weapon. You're still without anything to defend yourself, and I--"
"Bullet Time, Summon Familiar," I commanded simultaneously. As Luther slowed to a crawl, my loyal dog Jax appeared by my side. Sensing my anger, Jax lunged at Luther, biting into his calf and tearing out a chunk of flesh. Luther howled in pain, his face contorted in agony.
Taking advantage of the slowed time, I leapt forward as quickly as possible. Unsure if Luther could use the stealing skill more than once, I wanted to be prepared. Desperate, I scrolled through my inventory and pulled out the Divine Comedy, feeling the weight of the leather-bound volume in my hands.
"Sorry about this. You really were my favorite of the three," I apologized to the book as I slipped past Luther, slamming the book into his face with all my strength. Luther was lifted off his feet, and I followed him all the way to the ground. His head cracked against the concrete, and as I allowed time to speed up, Luther's eyes flickered shut.
As Luther writhed on the ground, I knew it was time to end this. My anger and rage had reached their peak, and there was no turning back. I grabbed my sword high above my head, my grip firm and unwavering.
"Goodbye, Luther," I said coldly, and with a swift downward motion, I executed him. His body went limp, the light fading from his eyes as his life came to an end. A mysterious necklace on Luther's person suddenly glowed and activated. His body disappeared, leaving no trace of the battle that had taken place. I scowled. Jax, sensing the battle was over, looked up at me with loving eyes and waddled over.
System Notification: First Place - Apocalypse City Survival
Congratulations! You have emerged as the winner of the Apocalypse City Survival challenge. Your exceptional skills and resourcefulness have earned you the grand prize. As the winner, you are entitled to the following rewards:
Custom Ability: You have been granted one-time access to the ability-crafting shop within the Nexus to create a custom ability suited to your fighting and survival style.
Training Den - Unlocked Within the Nexus: Access to a state-of-the-art training facility to enhance your physical and mental abilities.
Well done, competitor. Your triumph has not gone unnoticed. Keep up the good work in future challenges.




Afterword

That's a wrap. Thus ends Apocalypse Station Volume 1 of the "System Unbound" series. The next book is well on its way so make sure to hit that follow author button and subscribe for more content. 


If you liked the book, take a minute to review or a rate. Those stars matter a lot and without it an indie author like myself just can't compete. 


For more of my work, check out the Apocalypse Reincarnation series and be on the look out for the release of Rise of the Strongest Sovereign and System Fall. 




For More LitRPG



Come join us at the Council of the Eternal Hiatus! Whether you're looking for feedback on your writing, recommendations for new reads, or just some awesome people to chat with, we've got you covered.  Take your writing and reading to the next level. Join the Council of the Eternas Hiatus today at 


https://discord.gg/KYzV4JnbEx


And join me on my personal discord group 
https://discord.gg/htzB3CW62S


Lastly for other updates check out 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books
&
https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases
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