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Prologue


A young man with raven hair and a pale complexion adjusted the collar of his shirt once again, his fingers fidgeting with the button. His shaking hands did the same to the buttons on his cuffs before unbuckling and rebuckling his belt. A third check of his keys, phone, subway card, and wallet took another minute of his time, before finally a soft  buzz came from his phone. Glancing down at the screen revealed the messenger’s name, ‘Annoying Sister’. 
He let the phone buzz a few more times in his hand before stuffing it back into his pocket. Slow steps carried him to the front door. He undid the bolts, chains, and locks that had protected him from the outside for the last five years. Then let his hand settle onto the door handle. It didn’t open. He thought about taking a pill, something to calm his nerves, or maybe he should make another cup of tea.
Buzz buzz buzz buzz.
Another quick glance down showed him time was running out. He’d planned out his trip precisely. Either he left now, or he’d miss the subway and break his promise. Instead of immediately opening the door, however, he opened a small white container and took out the armor that would keep him safe on this journey, his headphones. A soft, calming voice filled his ears as the next unsolved mystery played into his ears, blocking out the sounds of the world outside.
He was out the door only a moment later, locking and double-checking each lock before power walking onto the sidewalk, his face glued to his cellphone's screen as he followed its GPS to the nearby subway.
The well-dressed young man arrived early enough to see the crowded afternoon platform full of energetic students and weary workers going home for the day. A few ticks up on his volume blocked the increase in noise and, standing with his back to a pillar, solved the issue of space until the subway screeched to a halt at his platform.
Filing into the rickety compact subway car caused statistics of fatalities and accidents to run through his mind. The hard case on his phone kept it safe from his death grip, even as both arms wrapped around a cold metal pole. Oblivious or obnoxious youths and students who had rushed onto the subway took all the seats first. As an elderly lady dragged a suitcase in behind her and glanced around to find a space, he moved away from the pole to stand, wanting her to take it without having to speak.
Instead, a small miracle happened. A dark-haired student glanced up from her tablet long enough to spot the struggling old woman and, without hesitation, gave her spot to the older woman. Then back to staring into the tablet, rapidly clicking and tapping the screen. The young man tilted his head to get a glance at the screen and thought for a moment it might have been some kind of fantasy video game, perhaps something his sister might have liked to play.
As the doors closed, a tall, shaggy-haired man in a dirty leather jacket squeezed through and pushed his way into the cramped subway car. The younger man blinked in surprise, torn from staring at the distant tablet as the shaggy-haired man invaded his space.
Finally, the subway lurched out of the station and picked up speed. A deep breath of relief left the young man, and he tried to focus on nothing, letting his gaze wander towards the empty windows. The perfect meaningless view to let time pass, only a few dark and dirty tunnels, with occasional signs of maintenance or blinking lights.
It was only a few minutes into the ride out of the city that it happened. The man in the grungy leather jacket jerked his head up to stare at the front of the car, the younger man in the dress shirt and slacks twisting his head to follow the sudden movement. He had just turned down the volume of his podcast when the screaming started. Not angry shouts or arrogant yelling. Genuine panicked, wordless screams of terror filled the subway car. 
Simulations and casualty projections played through the young man’s mind once again. Trembling hands left the pole to unlock his phone and check for a service announcement, a delay, or something that would explain the sudden screaming. The brief period of time between his hands leaving the safety of the pole and reaching towards his pocket is when the subway car crashed.










Chapter 1


The screams faded, completely overpowered by the shrieking metal, the crunch and crash of metal impacting stone. A heavy scraping sound came from the right side of the passenger car. Moments later, the entire subway car flipped over, spinning once before impacting the ground with a dull  thud.  
Koji's head spun. Or maybe it was the room spinning. Milky white, thin fingers rubbed at his temples to stop his head from hurting so much. The cries of pain and pained shouts that filled the small passenger car did not help.
By the time Koji had come back to reality, others were already standing. Around him, discussions began the jumble of words making little sense to his scrambled brain, yet Koji could still understand the nervous energy and recognized the frantic note in the raised voices.
Struggling to stand, Koji found a delicate hand thrust in front of his face. Reaching up, his hand took the offered one, and as the helping hand pulled him up, he tried to assist by pushing off the ground. 
It was a bad idea. Almost immediately, he stumbled and swayed. A mop of black hair slid under his arm, and the delicate, warm hand squeezed down on his, demonstrating surprising strength as the young woman it was attached to slung his arm over her shoulder to steady and support him.
"Are you alright?" 
The soft angelic voice that fluttered into his right ear stunned Koji for longer than it should have. His mind still reeled and his body still rebelled, both refusing to stay still despite his best efforts.
The thing that truly delayed his answer, however, was not the beautiful voice. It was the obvious hallucination he was experiencing. 

INITIALIZING… 
#ERROR#
YOU HAVE DIED
ERROR404 ROUTE NOT FOUND, NO PROTOCOL FOR DEATH EN ROUTE
SUBSTITUTING… DEATH IN SAFE ZONE; ANOMALY PROTOCOL;
RE-INITIALIZING…


Text was currently scrolling across his vision left to right. As he turned his head, the words moved with him. The hallucinatory words moved with his vision, almost as if the words were being streamed directly into his eyes.
“Are you alright?” The helpful girl repeated.
"No, I think I'm seeing things," Koji said.
"Alright. You must have hit your head pretty hard when we crashed. Are you bleeding anywhere?"
His fingers worked through his dark curly hair to gingerly probe at his head. Feeling nothing unusual, he shook his head no and immediately the room swam, reminding him that wasn't such a good idea.
Slowly his savior began to half carry, half walk Koji towards an open bench. His insides squirmed at the movement, his body complaining at each step, but he kept silent, his tattered pride demanding he not express his suffering to the black-haired girl.
Despite his valiant efforts, as the young woman eased him down onto the bench, a wave of dizziness passed through Koji’s body and threatened to undo all his focus. His free hand came up to press on his stomach, a futile attempt at quelling his nausea. Around the pair, the chaotic jumble of noises finally sorted itself. Strands of conversations filtered down to Koji.
"Call emergency services!"
"I don’t have a signal!"
"We need to force open the doors!"
"Just wait. They'll make an announcement."
"No one is hurt. Just wait for the authorities."
Competing voices shouted and argued with each other, often fighting to be the loudest, as if that would make their words more important. Eventually the quarreling seemed to settle down and the loudest voices fell silent, an uneasy, informal agreement to wait for the rescue having been created.
Koji glanced up at the girl who had helped him. Her silky raven black hair hung down across her face. Her bangs dangled just above her eyes, the rest of her straight long black hair went down to her shoulders. She was shockingly pale and ‌thin. When was the last time she had eaten?
Koji winced at the direction of his own ungrateful thoughts, realizing the girl, a total stranger, had just been supporting him. His movement must have drawn her attention, because she turned to face him and caught his gaze with hers. Her next words surprised Koji and made him wonder if he was hearing things on top of seeing things.
"We need to get out of here. Now. Something is very wrong." The dark-haired girl said, her soft beautiful voice tugging at Koji's ears.
Prompted by the urgency in her voice, Koji's gaze spun away from her and he looked around. The subway car was packed. Most people were standing in small groups, and the tunnel outside was dark. Everything seemed fine.
He frowned at the sight, trying to figure out what was wrong. Was it just him or were the lights a little dimmer? The normally bright fluorescent subway lights that always seemed to flicker were now dim. The flicker and brightness were gone, replaced with a low hum and dull gray glow that barely gave him enough light to see by.
They were at the rear of the car. Most of the occupants seemed to have crowded the front end and were pressing their faces to the windows. Koji turned his head back towards the dark-haired girl, one eyebrow arching and his lips quirking to the side of his face.
She caught his look almost immediately and imperiously pointed towards the side windows.
"See anything wrong with that?" She said while stepping back, enabling the seated Koji to better see the world outside. 
There were the familiar brown stone walls, same as the maintenance tunnels.  Thick darkness draped over where the wires, boxes, lights, and doors should be. Everything seemed alright…
Something skittered across the stone wall and Koji realized what was wrong with the sight before him. The wall outside the subway car was jagged, filled with cracks and crevices. Nothing like the smooth man made tunnels that should be there. 
He tore his gaze away from the wall long enough to see the girl was now talking with an older man at one door. Slowly and carefully, Koji pushed himself up from the bench. Once he was steady, he slowly wobbled his way over to the pair. Reaching them just as the man and the girl pulled on the sliding doors, forcing them open inch by creaking inch. 
"What are you-" Koji asked just before the screaming started again.
From the front of the subway, people who had been pressed to the windows were recoiling away from their perches and screaming frantically. It was even worse and louder than before. Koji stepped up onto a bench and looked over the crowd, tired of not knowing what was going on.
Surging out of the darkness, a mob of glowing crimson eyes and a swarm of sharp gleaming teeth scurried towards the front of the subway car.




Chapter 2


The flailing of a panicked, surging crowd knocked Koji from his perch. He staggered as several people shoved him aside, fleeing towards the back of the subway car. Koji gripped a metal pole, barely managing to stay upright and not be trampled by the stampede.  
Koji swallowed nervously as he looked back down towards the shredded door, catching glimpses through the crowd. More and more enormous rats streamed in as the gap in the metal was torn wider and wider. Looking around, a deep sinking feeling formed in the pit of his stomach. They were like sardines in a can, just waiting for those foul things to gnaw into them.
The sharp screech of metal being forced to give and the squeak of rubber being twisted in unnatural ways filtered through the cacophony. Koji jerked his head back to his left. The older, shaggy haired man had somehow forced a sliding door partially open and was putting his shoulder through the gap.
The man turned his body and shuffled through the gap. Following just behind him was Koji's dark-haired savior. Glancing at the frightened crowd, Koji opened his mouth to help them, to tell them about the opening. His lips pressed together a moment later, saying nothing. He turned his body and pushed shoulder first through the gap.
He stumbled onto the cold, slick, rocky ground outside the subway. A soft, warm hand settled onto his shoulder, steadying him. 
"This way! Through here!" 
Behind their trio, voices rang out as people pushed through the opening. Koji glanced back to see people standing on the benches and kicking at the windows, while at the other end of the car, sprays of crimson splattered against similar windows.
The soft hand on his shoulder urged Koji. His sneakers slipped and slid as he walked into the center of their makeshift group. He stared at the back of the shaggy-haired man, unable to take in his surroundings or process the world around him while trying to tune out the screams behind them.
Koji was so focused on the set of the shoulders ahead of him that when the man stopped; he walked right into them. He bounced off the solidly built man, recoiling while muttering an apology.
“S-Sorry, I jus-."
A pale hand wrapped over his mouth, muffling his words. The dark-haired young woman leaned forward, pushing into the periphery of his vision. She pressed a finger to her lips in a shushing motion, her soft brown eyes meeting and holding his own before flicking to a point before their trio.
Koji followed her gaze, looking over the man’s right shoulder to see a large rodent directly on the rocky pathway before them. Its beady crimson gaze fixed directly on their group, large whiskers trembling as its nose sniffed the air.
His body shook. He opened his mouth to shout a warning and felt the hand on his mouth squeeze down harder. The young woman’s gaze twisted back to him and she tilted her head while arching her brows, giving him a look that said, ‘really?’
Koji swallowed down his shout and tried to take in a deep breath, just like in therapy. In and out. The process was made more difficult by the hand over his mouth and Koji couldn’t help, but crack a faint smile at the thought of telling his know-it-all therapist how his stupid breathing technique doesn’t work when someone is covering your mouth.
A pinch on his cheek and a tug on shoulder from the dark-haired woman brought Koji back to reality. She gestured back with her head, and Koji nodded in understanding. When her hand came away from his mouth, they both backed away from the massive rat. Koji had expected the shaggy-haired man to back away with them, but to his surprise, he found the man crouching down to pick up a small rock.
Before he could reach out to stop the man, the rodent moved. It lunged its grotesque oversized body off the ground and hurtled through the air directly at the man’s chest. Koji’s head tilted to the side and his eyes partially closed. Through squinting eyes Koji peeked out at the expected carnage. 
The results were different from Koji's expectations though,  at the last second the man’s body arched and bent away. His feet stayed planted on the ground as his waist and upper body bent into the shape of a half-moon, avoiding the blow. Just as the rat was about to sail past, the man’s body sprang forward, his hips twisting as his hand lifted. A moment later, as he brought his elbow down onto the back of the rodent’s neck, his entire body stepped into the blow. So that as the rat was struck to the ground with a thud the man’s body followed just behind, landing directly on the beast's back. 
The rodent’s head came up and Koji saw its sharp, vicious teeth gnash in the air as its hate-filled eyes glared at him. The man’s leg came up and a moment later, his knee came crashing down into the rodent's head, slamming it to the ground and pinning it there with his body weight. 
He drove the sharpest end of a rock into the rat’s right eye. Clear ocular fluid and blood splattered the ground again and again as the rock was driven deeper and deeper into the rodent’s skull. Only stopping once the creature lay completely still.
Koji’s stomach rose at the sight, at the same time as the man stood up from the gory scene to wipe his bloody hands clean on the creature's hide.
“L-Let’s go.”
The soft slightly higher-pitched voice at Koji’s side trembled slightly, but the firm nudge of the young woman’s hand on his shoulder that pushed him forward. The determined gleam in her warm brown eyes as they looked at the corpse and back towards the subway car gave Koji a sense of resolve. 




Chapter 3


Koji felt his jaw clench and his fingers dig into the palm of his hand. Muscles across his body stiffened and flexed as he forced himself to be present in the moment. He looked around to take in the dark surroundings for the first time, tearing himself from the tunnel vision the rush of adrenaline had brought with it.  
They were clearly not in a subway tunnel, the slick rocky ground and the rough natural walls reminding Koji more of a subterranean cave than the blocky utilitarian tunnels of the metropolitan subway line. It was still eerily dark, only a sliver of light projected into the space. It came from a small crevice that had been behind the rat monster.
They had run some distance from the crash site, guided here by the shaggy-haired man who had taken point. The crack was just narrow enough that if they turned their bodies and shuffled through it, they might fit, but the rotund rodents were incredibly bulky and probably couldn’t squeeze through. The only problem now was the three rodents between them and the crack.
The rodents of unusual size seemed determined to solve the problem for Koji, though, as they advanced on their trio. The man looked at the bloodied rock in his hands and back at the pair of them. His steely blue eyes met Koji’s and directed him to the left before doing the same with the dark-haired young woman, but directing her to the right. Then he turned and advanced on the rodents.
Fuck. There’s no way. Does he want us to fight those rats? They literally just ate through metal and turned a subway car into an all-you-can-eat buffet for rats. Despite Koji’s depressing thoughts, the man advanced and just behind him was the girl who had saved his life only a few minutes ago. They were crouched down and creeping up on the trio of rats, so Koji followed suit, trying to hunch his back and awkwardly shuffle his feet to make as little sound as possible.
He was the last to take the position. Thankfully, the leftmost rat was facing away from him, with its fat nose sniffing the air as its beady crimson eyes glared at the light from the crack. Up close, Koji could smell and see just how truly disgusting these monstrous creatures were. Its hide was a dark brown, matted with blood and filth. Just by looking at its yellow pus-covered claws, Koji felt he might catch the plague. He pushed down his revulsion and resolved himself to not get bitten or scratched. 
His fingers searched the ground in front of him as he took his position and waited. Just as the shaggy-haired man streaked forward to attack, Koji found what he was looking for, a thick chunky rock. It wasn’t sharp and didn’t end at a point, but it felt heavy and solid in his hand, comforting him slightly as he crept forward, wanting to sync his attack with the others. 
He hoisted the rock up with both hands and took two staggering steps forward. His hands gripped the top of the rock as he drove it down towards the center of the rodent's body. It must have heard something, or smelled something in the air, because its feet skittered across the ground and it twisted around to face him. His rock missed the center of the rat, striking the rat's side with a dull ‘thud’ and knocking it back a step. The rock hit the ground and the jolt from the two impacts, the rat’s hide and the ground shook his hands and he found the rock slipping from his grip.
Around him, the sound of squealing and shrieking rats filled the tunnel as the others attacked their respective rat. His rat, however, was silent, its hate-filled eyes glaring into his for a moment before it streaked forward and its mouth opened to reveal a set of massive teeth aimed directly at his right leg. Koji tried to move out of the way, but found his sneakers slipping on the slick cave floor and his foot sliding into a stalagmite. His right hand desperately gripped at the rocky pillar, pulling himself up the large rock formation and out of the way of the rat’s toothy lunge.
His fingers slipped a moment after the rat's attack missed, however, and he gave into the fall, sliding down the large rock. He landed feet first on the rat’s back with a ‘crunch’. Beneath him, the monster shrieked and hollered in anger and pain. He jumped off the rat and lashed out awkwardly with his right foot, driving the sole of his shoe into its skull exactly where he had seen the shaggy-haired man use the rock to hit. 
When he pulled his shoe back, he barely noticed the ache in his leg from overextending it, only focusing on the squeaks from the rodent letting him know the monster was still alive. He looked around, ready to back away and rejoin with the others who had finished their own fights and were moving towards the crack of light, when the monster’s mouth opened and its head snapped around to bite at his feet. He barely leaped up once again, landing unsteadily on its back. Koji drove the sole of his shoe down into its skull again and again until the squeaking menace ceased and its threatening mouth went slack. 
With slumped shoulders, Koji examined the rat monster once more. Bits of a t-shirt and bloody remnants of its last meal were now exposed between its sharp teeth. He found his stomach rising at the sight and did the exact thing all his psychologists told him not to do, packaged his feelings of revulsion, guilt, and worthlessness into a small box and suppressed it.
Koji’s face fell into a slack, relaxed position as he repeated the familiar process. His eyes went empty and his lips parted slightly as he emptied his emotions and turned to cold logic. His now bloody sneakers carried him over to where the others waited at the crack.




Chapter 4


The man looked back at the pair of them for a moment, before stepping into the small crack in the wall. Koji scurried forward immediately, once again turning his body so his chest and back scraped against the sides of the crevice as he followed behind the man. The jagged rock walls dug into him, scratching at his arms and clothing as he shuffled through. The glimmer of light illuminating the small crack served as a beacon of hope for the first few minutes of awkward, increasingly painful journey. Just as Koji started to question his impulsive decision, the man before him pushed forward and out of the small crevice. Following just behind, Koji stepped out of the crack and took in his new surroundings.    
They were in a hollowed out cavern. A dome of smooth rock walls surrounded them, with a pair of small tunnels leading into darkness on either side of the dome. The soft blue and gold light that had led them into the crack came from small crystals embedded in the ceiling high above. In the center was a small pond of clear water, perhaps twelve feet across. A pillar rose from the pond marking the middle point of the dome and on that pillar sat a small pedestal.
Koji barely had time to take everything in before a hand shoved him to the side. He twisted around to give them a piece of his mind and realized he had been standing in front of the crack, gawking out at the cave while the girl who had just saved his bacon waited in the cramped crevice. His cheeks flushed as, without the immediate danger, he realized he was now alone with two complete strangers and did not know where he was. 
“Should we rest here for a moment? At the very least, in a survival situation, the manuals all say we should prioritize water. Does anyone have a canteen or waterproof clothing we could use to make a waterskin?” The dark-haired girl said.
Both Koji and the shaggy-haired man turned to look at the young woman with appraising expressions. She lifted her hand to her mouth and took a step back, but seemed to catch herself and stopped the motions. Moving back to her standing position and bringing her hands back down to her sides, she flushed and looked at Koji and then the man.
“We should introduce ourselves, since the immediate threat has passed. Then we can discuss what just happened and what we can do to get out of here.” She spoke calmly, her hands moving in the stiff, formal gestures that they had taught Koji about in speech therapy. They were supposed to make people listen to you more, or was it… like you better? No, that can’t be right. What was it?
“Alright, I’ll go first. I’m Melissa. What are your names?” As she finished speaking, she gestured towards Koji to continue.
“Oh. I’m Kanji! I mean Koji! I’m Koji. It’s nice to meet you, Melissa. Thank you f-for earlier.” Koji spat out his name with only one mistake and minimal stuttering, but realized after the fact that he had somehow frozen his entire body and stood as stiff as a board while talking.
“Oh, it’s no problem! I’m sure you would have done the same!” Melissa flashed Koji a warm smile before turning to the shaggy-haired man with an expectant look. “And your name?”
“James.” 
It was the first time Koji remembered hearing the man speak, and it surprised him by how quiet, yet focused and intense James’s voice sounded. When the shaggy-haired, slightly unkempt, blood-covered James said nothing else, Koji turned his attention back to Melissa. It was pretty clear James wasn’t a huge fan of conversation and Koji… Well, he really didn’t like the stuttering, shaking sound of his own voice.
Melissa seemed to agree with Koji’s thoughts as she nodded her head after a few seconds and looked around the room while muttering her thoughts out loud.
“Water. Some kind of manmade structure. Probably ruins from a previous civilization. It’s been about 5 minutes. The authorities have probably started looking for us by now. We should prepare for short-term survival. Koji, James. Do either of you have any food? Or any way to transport water?”
She fixed the pair of them with a serious gaze as she finished speaking, scrutinizing their pockets and hands.
“I-I-I-” Koji started to say that his caretaker had packed him a small plastic baggy of granola and that he’d be happy to share, but after the third false start he shut his mouth and dug into his pockets to fish out the bag and presented it to Melissa.
“Wow! We really lucked out. Granola is one of the best survival foods! It’s high in energy and it looks like you have some dried raisins in here, too. Perfect! I wish there was more of it, though. We’ll need to ration it out amongst the three of us,” Melissa said, as she plucked the bag from Koji’s outstretched hand and examined its contents.
When the pair looked over towards James to see if the quiet man had anything to share, they found him crouched by the edge of the pool. Koji watched as the man scooped up some of the clear, clean-looking water and sipped at it. A second later, the man’s steely blue eyes grew vacant and distant, staring off at a far wall.
“We don’t know if that water is safe to drink. I think-.” Melissa said upon seeing James’s expression. 
James’s all too serious and intense voice interrupted Melissa as his eyes turned present and focused, his words either a worrying sign of how dangerous the water was, or something far worse. “Drink the water. It’s magical.”




Chapter 5


Koji crouched down beside the man and formed both hands into a small cup. Scooping up some of the water with his makeshift cup, he closed his eyes and drank greedily. The water was chilly and tasted almost sweet. It washed away bits of dust and slaked a deep thirst he had been unconsciously suppressing with all the adrenaline and new things. After gulping down the water, he opened his eyes and was surprised to find a translucent blue screen floating before his face.      
He twisted his head, wanting to see the other's reaction to seeing the blue screen, and the screen moved with his vision bobbing and weaving in front of him as his gaze did. When no reaction came from either Melissa or James, Koji realized it was probably another hallucination. Another much worse, more severe hallucination.
“It’s probably best to not drink any more water for now. We’ll need to wait an hour or two to find out if you both get sick now.” Melissa said with a sigh while crossing her arms and staring at the pair of them like they were idiots.
Koji was too busy to notice, though, distracted by the hallucination's blue panel as the text appeared.

Traveller Entity recognized.
Checking against the current registry.
Check failed.
Accessing second registries.
Check failed.
Accessing tertiary registries.
Check failed.
Launching Assessment Tutorial protocol..
Please wait while the system compiles users' data.
….…..
..….
….
Anomaly detected.
Redirecting…


Koji stared at the stream of text, feeling a sense of dissatisfaction grow within him as his own hallucination filled with lines of ‘failed’ and used terms like ‘Anomaly’ and ‘Assessment’. They were terms he’d read often enough in his own psych evaluations and release reports. He tried to peer around the blue screen, using the periphery of his vision to watch as Melissa walked around the room and surveyed their situation while talking to herself. 
James was crouched beside him, arms draped over his knees. Occasionally, Koji would see him reach out with a finger and probe the air in front of his face. A deep breath left Koji’s chest then, a stress he hadn’t known he had carried evaporating away, as he realized it was probably the water causing the hallucination and not his own troubled mind.
The hallucination chose this moment of relief to reassert itself.

Redirection complete…
Welcome to Agilgeia, Traveller!
You’re a long way from home and you’ll find some of the local eccentricities can be difficult to adapt to.
This Assessment Tutorial #37x4A is designed to help you learn about all the differences between your last life and this one. For example: Foreign Cuisines! New Clothing! Your Death! Strange Languages! Magical Powers! Brand new animals! Dungeons! Untold wonder and an ever expanding uncharted world!
All this and more can be yours for the taking!
Press O if you understand!
Press X if you do not understand!


Koji read the words to himself in the voice of an infomercial announcer: sweet, overly cheery, and definitely about to sell you something that’ll break a day after you receive it. With a resigned sigh, he reached out and pushed his finger through the O button that was currently floating in the center of the screen.
The world blurred around him, the cavern, the pond, Melissa, and James, all gone. In their place, an unending sky-blue sky stretched as far as the eye could see. Beneath Koji was a floor of glass, through which he saw four copies of himself each in their own sectioned off cube inside the building he stood on.
The first Koji was slowly lifting weights in incrementally larger amounts, arms, legs, chest. Every muscle group seemed to get some kind of pressure. The second Koji was surrounded by books and papers, reading through them furiously. When the books and papers vanished into nothing and a single test paper floated down to a table before him, he switched to rapidly scribbling down answers, before the test vanished and a different set of books appeared to begin the cycle of studying and researching anew.
The third Koji had been running on the same stretch of unending land, his basic brand sneakers eating up the ground while he struggled to take in deep breaths and stagger around the occasional obstacle. The fourth version of Koji was in the strangest position of all. He stood in the center of his cube, a small cylinder of light shining down on him from above and casting the rest of the room in darkness. From out of the pitch-black room, foam baseball bats struck at his chest, then rubber, and softer types of wood. The material of the strikes got denser and harder and when a metal bat struck the fake Koji’s stomach, the real Koji turned away, not wanting to watch the violent scene any further.
One by one, the false Kojis failed at their tasks and their cubes turned dim beneath his feet. First was the running Koji. He staggered and stumbled forward, drawing deep gasping breaths of air as he crashed into the ground, unable to get back up. Next was the weight lifting version of himself, he saw him flex and lift on a large bar of weights with his arms, only to hear something inside the distant Koji crack, and cause his body to fold in a horrifying manner as the bar crashed down on top of him.
Not long after that, it struck the Koji in the pillar of light with a metal bat and sent him careening out of the pillar and into the darkness, unconscious and limp. The only fake Koji left standing or, in this case, sitting in the most uncomfortable looking plastic chair, was the version of him endlessly studying and taking tests over and over.
Koji walked over to that cube, staring down and watching the rather dull process play out over and over. Despite the anxiety these new hallucinations were causing him, almost having been eaten by rats, and the feeling of guilt for not helping the people behind them, Koji felt bored watching his own hallucination take tests after tests.
“Is there any way we could speed this up?” He asked into the empty sky, hoping his subconscious projection of these hallucinations would take the hint.
Sure enough, the scene sped up beneath him, running faster and faster until the pages and books flew every which way. The postal mayhem only ceased its papery flurry when a dull thunk sounded out from within. When the papers drifted down to the floor, they revealed a passed out pseudo-Koji with his head against the desk and blood trickling from his nostrils.
The blue screen appeared before his vision once again, blessedly masking the sight of the four dead copies of himself. Reading what it had to say, however, didn’t exactly make him feel better.

Attribute Assessment complete.
Attributes Confirmed.
Checking for survival skills… Failure.
Checking for mercantile skills… Failure.
Checking for heritage skills… Error.
Checking for magical skills… Failure.
Checking for psionic skills… Error.
Checking for combat skills… Failure.
Calculating the best Tutorial for Traveller…
Creation of basic grade “Try not to die” Tutorial complete.






Chapter 6


Once more, the world around Koji blurred, and when his surroundings settled, he got even more worried. He was pretty sure the doctors had said that having both visual and auditory hallucinations was incredibly rare, and that normally there were other signs and warnings. So he was really hoping that water was some crazy strong psychedelic water, because the hallucinations were becoming increasingly complex.  
He was standing just outside an actual log cabin, like the kind you saw in old-timey movies. The rough-hewn wood felt strange and almost too real as he reached out and touched it. His fingers dragged over the large pieces of wood, coming away with bits of wood and a sharp splinter attached to his fingertips. The sharp spike of pain that erupted in his finger as he tugged the splinter free both reassured and made Koji feel worse. Actual pain was supposed to wake up the sleeper, right? That’s how it worked in the books, at least.
A small wooden sign in front of the tiny house cemented the reality that this was, in fact, still a hallucination, because he was pretty sure the words on it were written just for him.

Think "Status Screen" or "Menu" to bring up your personal Traveller screen.


Koji felt his eyes roll slightly at the wooden sign that looked like someone had taken a thin stick, drove it into the ground, slapped a piece of bark and some string together on it and started writing about ‘status screens’. It was rather jarring and incongruous, but still Koji focused on the words and sure enough, the translucent blue screen popped into place just in front of him. This time, however, the words were a little more targeted towards him.

Traveller# A8002738255K 
Koji Athame
———————
Attributes:
Strength: 3*  Agility: 4*
Vitality: 6* Intelligence: 9*
Luck: 5*
Rank: F*
Level: 0
Karma: 0


Was it creepy if your own mind called you out by your last name? And what did those stars mean next to all the values? Just as he thought that while staring at the 3* by Strength a small pop up flared to life in the center of his screen, complete with a little black X mark on the top right-hand corner.

Strength: You’ve been recently assessed by the Traveller system and deemed to have a below-average score of 3.


Great. He was subconsciously calling himself weak now. When he pressed the X to close the window the star besides the number disappeared on the main menu, so immediately he went through all the following explanations if for no other reason than to have everything look the same and not have some kind of pop-up alert hiding on a menu. People who left alerts unread, or those little exclamation marks in menus unchecked, were the true monsters of society.

Agility: You’ve been recently assessed by the Traveller system and deemed to have a below-average score of 4.
Vitality: You’ve been recently assessed by the Traveller system and deemed to have an above-average score of 6.
Intelligence: You’ve been recently assessed by the Traveller system and deemed to have an above-average score of 7. You’ve been awarded a new Traveller reward +2 to your highest attribute (Intelligence).
Luck: You escaped death because of the system’s interference and fortuitous timing. Creation of Luck attribute. Luck +1 You escaped death because of no action of your own, before Tutorial initialization +1 Luck. You created a system anomaly and resolved it in your favor because of no action of your own, before initializing the Tutorial +3 Luck.
Traveller Rank: we have deemed you to have zero applicable skills, no inherent abilities, and zero physical conditioning. Assessment places you in the “F is for Fish" Rank.


Wow. There is a lot to unpack there. If this really is a hallucination, I really need to work on these self-esteem issues with my therapist and maybe I’ll start going daily instead of weekly… Koji couldn’t help but think. What the actual fuck? He didn’t exactly have a stand-out opinion of himself, sure, but he was pretty sure that the system his subconscious was masquerading as just told him that; he hit like a wet noodle, ran like a geriatric old man, was fat enough to take a hit, and needed to go outside and touch grass instead of reading all the time. 
The more he read, the more depressed he became, the bit about death? It was probably because he was nervous about the subway and the people. Even so, it wasn’t that bad, right? Maybe he had been shaking, sweating, and hyperventilating from being in such proximity to so many people, but he didn’t want to die because of it. Also, zero skills applicable to what?
When no more answers came along with his thoughts, Koji let out a sigh, letting his thumb and forefinger work the bridge of his nose as he tried to remember the stupid little mantra the last state-mandated life coach had forced onto him.
“The ground beneath me is firm. I’ve eaten today, I have clothes on my back, I made an impact. I exist, the world around me exists. My mind is calm, and no one is out to get me. I am one with the universe.” He felt stupid every time he said it, but he wanted to get better, and these people were supposed to be experts.
With nothing else to do and nothing new on the screen, he pushed his finger through the air where the X floated and took a moment to admire the scenery, or the lack of it. A small slice of land with green grass and a quaint little cobblestone path leading to the cabin were the only things to break up the endless sky. It was like the developer of his own mind was so lazy that he didn’t even bother to fill in the surroundings. On second thought, that sounded like something he’d do. Fuck, maybe it really was a new form of schizophrenia.
A deep sigh rang out through the empty space before he gave in and did the only thing he could: open the door to the cabin and peer inside.




Chapter 7


The interior of the small wooden cabin was mostly normal, with doors on either side of the room, a large table against the far wall, and right in front of the entrance, yet another bark sign, this one wedged into the floorboards.               

Select a weapon from the table and take the door on the right to learn a combat skill. 
If none of the weapons suit you or you wish to go unarmed, take the door on the left.


When he finished reading, Koji stepped closer to the table and peered over its contents. With a shake of his head and a scoff, he immediately moved to the door on the left. Who was he kidding? He knew nothing about how to use a sword, an axe, or a spear, and was probably more likely to chop his own foot off. Pushing open the left door and stepping inside revealed almost the same room. Another sign, doors on either side, and yet another table bearing various items. 

Select a tool from the table and take the door on the right to learn a crafting skill.
If none of the offered tools suit you or you wish to go without, take the door on the left.


Again once he finished, Koji glanced over the table and found nothing of interest. Several large needles lay across a bundle of thread, a hammer, and a paintbrush weren’t really things he wanted to use. He detected a common thread though, as he walked towards the left door, several memories surfacing in his thoughts, long forgotten, distant happy memories of painting with glue and stuffing macaroni onto a paper while someone sewed an all too familiar patchwork blanket. 
He pushed through the door and slammed it shut behind him, a hand rising to rub at his face before he read the waiting sign.

Select a tool from the table and take the door on the right to learn a harvesting skill.
If none of the offered tools suit you or you wish to go without, take the door on the left.


He barely glanced at the table this time before stepping off to the left. The only item of any interest was a rusted and worn scythe he felt he was more likely to cut himself with than any wheat. Into the next room, he moved. He ignored the sign this time and moved to the table, only to find it bare. Confused by the change, he walked back to the door and read the sign, only to look back at the table and let out a sigh.
“Even in my subconscious on some crazy trip, I can’t be special, huh?” He shrugged and pushed through the door on the left, his face pulling into a stiff neutral mask, only the quiver of his cheek giving any indication of any emotion as he walked away from the sign that read.
Select a magical implement from the table and take the door on the right to learn a magical skill.
If none of the offered tools suit you or you wish to go without, take the door on the left.

He almost took the door on the right just to spite the stupid signs, but in the end, with nothing on the table and no real reason to change, he stepped through the left door.
This room, however, was different and perhaps it was the fact that he was dreaming or on a crazy trip, but it was the first time it occurred to him that the tiny little shack he had stepped into would in no way have the space for so many rooms. Before him was a sign and beyond that, a table waited with three slender tomes resting upon it, but there was a distinct lack of doors on the right and left walls. Perhaps this was the end, Koji thought to himself before stopping to read the sign.

Select a Traveller Tome.
WARNING: Only one Tome can be opened, and the choice is permanent. Choose wisely.


He peered over the table and felt like maybe he shouldn’t be calling these tomes. They were thin books the size of a composition notebook, bound in some kind of leather, and with a single scrawled word across each.

Home

Despair

Ritual


He was tired of trying to psychoanalyze his subconscious’s decisions. They were all depressing and probably designed to make him feel worse, so he caved and took the straightforward choice. After all, he really did just want to be home and not wherever the fuck this was. He pried open the Home cover to read the first page, and the world blurred around him once.
Staggering at the sudden change, he found himself still crouched over the water, hands still raised to his lips. His eyes flicked to the left and saw Melissa still walking in a circle around the pond, muttering to herself. They flicked to the right and saw James still prodding the air before him with a finger. He stared at James bitterly while remembering James saying the water was magical and him being enough of a dumbass to drink it, despite Melissa’s clear disapproval. 
Enough listening to that guy. Just gotta keep your head Koji. Survive down here a few hours, hide from those fat rat bastards and the transit authority will get off their lazy asses and send a rescue crew. Koji continued to mentally reassure himself as he stood back up and stretched. At the peak of the stretch, his eyes widened as he realized what was wrong with what he had just seen.
Had James been wearing leather armor before? And did he always have those axes?




Chapter 8


Definitely not. Right?  Walking over to the only person who hadn’t drunk from the water, Koji waited till there was a break in her nervous muttering before he interjected.             
“Uh, Melissa, this might sound… Well, it’s going to sound nuts, no matter how I say it, but did James always have that outfit on?”
“What? What does that have to do with surviving for a week? I’m sure he’s—” Melissa turned around as she responded, only to stop speaking and let her mouth hang open as she gawked at James.
She marched back around the circle with Koji trailing behind her, a worried expression on his face. Melissa opened her mouth and raised a finger to speak as if she were about to scold James, but froze as he turned around to face her. 
James’s eyes were glowing, and they were now red. Like blood-red, like RED, red. It was like a crimson moon in a horror film kind of red. It was fucked up, but Koji thought, Damn. That’s metal.
“J-James… Your eyes are red?” Melissa stammered out from her frozen position.
“Yeah? Did you not try the water?” James responded calmly, his tone implying Melissa was the one acting strange, and it was completely natural for his eyes to be red.
“Did the magical water make your eyes red?” Melissa scoffed as she spoke.
“No. It triggered the tutorial. My system triggers my eyes to change in color.” James shrugged as he explained, before angling his gaze off into the space just before him.
Koji had a pretty good idea of what James was probably looking at, as his eyes grew distant and seemed to focus on the empty air. It was a blue screen. His lips pursed and his right hand came up to rub at the old scar on his left shoulder while he thought. Melissa caught him like that, staring off into space just like James.
“Koji, you drank the water too. Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?” 
Koji blinked away the surprise at being called on, having enjoyed the brief show of Melissa prying into the taciturn James and then trying to balance what James had said with what he had seen inside the cabin and its tutorial. He must have taken too long to answer, though, because before he could formulate a reply, Melissa tugged on his shirt and spoke again.
“Earth to Koji. I think James might have gone crazy after drinking the water. Don’t space out on me. I need at least one other sane person.”
“Ah…” Koji opened his mouth to respond and made a short affirmative noise as he looked at Melissa and then back at James before he had an idea. “Uh, James? Could you show us some magic?” He said it while meaningfully glancing down at the axe strapped to James’s waist.
“What? Oh, sure, I guess. I haven’t tested any of my skills outside of the tutorial yet.” James agreed once he realized what Koji had asked and withdrew the rusty-looking familiar axe. He took it in both hands and raised it above his head. Then, without warning, he threw the axe at the far wall. It bounced off the rocky surface and fell to the ground with the clatter of metal on stone.
There had been no lights, no fancy glowing energy, or overt magical signs. Koji shared a look with Melissa and raised his foot to take a step back from James, who apparently might be even crazier than him, when it happened.
“RETURN!” James shouted firmly while holding up his right hand.
From across the room, the rusty axe streaked back towards James, and for a moment Koji thought it was going to hit him in the face. The axe twisted in midair, however, so its handle was perfectly lined up with James’s hand and, just before impacting his hand and probably tearing off his arm, it came to a complete halt. James just reached out and grabbed the floating, apparently magical axe, tucked it back into a loop on his leather armor, and turned to face him.
“I have another skill, but it’ll have to wait. So what did you get?” James asked Koji.
“I got nothing. Nothing like that at all.” Koji didn’t know what to say. He definitely hadn't received any skills, weapons, or armor.
“What system did you get?” James asked with a skeptical look spreading across his face.
“System? You mean that book? I picked the one that said Home on the front, but when I opened it, I came back here and, well… I kind of thought I was tripping balls from the water, honestly. Is it supposed to give me some kind of power? How do I use it?” Koji said, perhaps a little too fast. His words came out together at the thought that perhaps it wasn’t a hallucination and he could get some kind of cool, magical power.
“Just focus on your menu and it’ll pop up. Your items and tutorial rewards should be waiting there,” James said with obvious amusement.
Koji immediately focused and thought of pulling up that blue screen and, sure enough, it popped up immediately. This time with some pleasant, if puzzling, surprises attached.

Congratulations Traveller on completing the Assessment Tutorial!
Results for Traveller#  A8002738255K  Koji Athame
Weapon selected: None
Monsters slain: 0
Magical Tool Selected: None
Spells learned: 0
Crafting tool selected: None
Items crafted: 0
Harvesting tool selected: None
Items harvested: 0
Skills gained: 0
System selected: Home
Requirements met for True Random!
Unlocking….
Randomizing boxes…
Congratulations!
You’ve received:
1 x Ritual Dagger (Uncommon)
1 x Skillbook: Slice and Dice (Uncommon)
1 x Alchemist’s Gloves (Rare)
1 x Spellbook: Thunderdome (Rare)
1 x Carving Knife (Common)
1 x Knowledge of Wood (Oak)
1 x Iron Hoe (Common)
1 x Bag of Tulip Seeds


He blinked slightly as the text on the screen faded and was replaced by another panel. Koji leaned around the screen to make eye contact with James, only for the annoying screen to move with him. He ended up talking to James through the screen, rather than dismiss it and have to call it back up.
“James? What do all the designations behind the items mean?” 
“Seems pretty self-explanatory. Common is common and Uncommon is uncommon. Do you always need everything spelled out for you?” James said without taking his eyes from the space in front of him.
“Oh. I mean. I guess that makes sense.” 
Koji felt more than a little stupid for asking, but he was still curious just what the difference meant. He opened his mouth to defend himself, to explain what he meant so that James couldn’t brush him off like that, but he shook his head and closed his mouth instead. Koji’s eyes lingered on James for a moment longer before flicking back to the floating blue screen.

Welcome to the Home system!
We’ve now added a Home tab to the main page of your menu.
Congratulations on being the first Traveller to select the Home system option.
We have awarded you:
1 x Spell: Hearthkey (Unique)
1 x Heart’s Glow Lamp (Rare)
1 x Tome of Guidance (Rare)
1 x Yamantaka Tapestry (Legendary)
2 x Karma Splinters (Uncommon)
Note: Because of the nature of your system, we have placed these rewards and your previous tutorial rewards inside your Home. Please summon the doorway via the Hearthkey spell and enter to claim your rewards.


That was interesting. Was it a good thing to be the first person to select that option? And why did that last note read so much like a scam email? Please sign on the bottom line and we’ll send you 10,000 dollars. Just don’t forget to put all your personal information, banking information, and credit card information down first. 
Koji turned and opened his mouth once again, about to ask James how to cast the spell and if he should, when he noticed James was walking away from their group and toward one tunnel. Melissa, meanwhile, was crouched by the water’s edge, a pensive look upon her face.
Koji shook his head and instead pulled up the menu. Sure enough, there was a tab there labeled “Home” and just beside that there was a tab labeled spells. Pushing his finger through the air where the spells tab hovered brought up a new blue screen pop up with a single spell written in the center.

Hearthkey


With nothing better to do, he pushed his finger through the word Hearthkey and felt the world spin around him. Blinking cleared his vision for a moment and allowed Koji to understand that the world hadn’t spun or vanished. A sense of dizziness had swept over him, almost bringing him to his knees as something was drained and pulled from his body. It was like staying up all night and staggering into class the next day, only to be hit with a gut punch surprise test.
Thankfully, the effect wore off moments later and when it ended, a simple wooden door stood in front of him. It was an unvarnished, unpainted, plain brown oak door with two upper panels, two lower panels, and a matching door frame with a simple worn brass lever for the handle.
Koji checked if anyone else was seeing this. Still not convinced this was all real, Melissa was preoccupied with staring at some water she now held in cupped hands, while James was still walking around the edge of the pond towards one tunnel.
With a sigh and a shrug, Koji pressed down on the handle, opened the door and stepped through before he could second guess his decision.




Chapter 9


Through the door was a small, cramped room, with the door clicking shut behind him. Koji felt a serene sense of safety for the first time since he had left his house that morning. It was the feeling of finishing a long day at school, walking through the front door with heavy tense shoulders, dropping off your bags, and collapsing face first onto the couch, the feeling of home.  
The two piles of clutter were perhaps the only thing that didn’t fit. Koji crouched over the pile closest to the door and found it was the rewards from the tutorial. There was a thin, deadly looking dagger in a soft black leather sheath with a matching wrap for its handle. He tucked the dagger into his pocket while thinking, If I have to see those rats again, anything would be better than using a rock or my sneakers. 
Next was a small, sharp curved knife with a hook on the back end with a rough sheath made of hide. It was presumably the carving knife the blue screen had spoken of. He gingerly slid that into his back pocket, wary of the protruding hook.
A thin pair of white gloves with strange circles and writing in a foreign language went into the other back pocket, as he didn’t want to put the clean-looking gloves on his currently incredibly dirty hands.
A trio of books awaited him next. Interestingly, the first book was a thin dusky manual with the words ‘Slice and Dice’ written in a dark ink on the spine in a zigzag scrawl of letters. The second was a bright blue book with a stormy cloud centered on the front, with text inside the cloud labeling it the ‘Thunderdome.’ The third book seemed to be made of bark and rough, thin sheets of wood. It had a certain heft to it as Koji picked it up to read the boldly written title 'OAK.'
The only items left on the floor were a small bag of what he was pretty sure were tulip seeds, and a rusty-looking hoe. He gently pushed those two items into a corner he promptly designated the 'probably not junk corner' of his new room. Then he examined the second pile. 
It was a little less impressive. The first item was a pair of slender crystals the size of his thumb, which were tossed into the probably not junk corner. Next, a small bronze oil lamp that gave off a soft, warm glow, illuminating the room. There was another book for his growing stack. This one with a deep brown binding and the word ‘Guidance’ scrawled across the cover in gold. 
Last was a large, soft, blue cloth bundle about his arm's length. Unraveling it and laying it on the floor, Koji found it must have been the tapestry that was mentioned. It was incredibly soft and stunningly beautiful. 
Koji stood beside it, looking down into the eyes of a three-eyed deity. His skin was a deep golden color, his eyes a soft burning orange, and the world behind him was displayed in dim colors, as if this being with his many hands was the only source of light.
When he finally tore himself from the vision, Koji glanced around the room, taking it all in now that he had sorted out his rewards. The floor was made of thin, wooden planks that creaked and bowed as he walked. The room was a perfect square, and the walls all being around twelve feet long, with the ceiling being out of Koji’s reach at around eight or nine feet high. It was more spacious than some of the shitholes Koji had lived in before. 
He glanced at the door, idly wondering if the others would knock on the door soon. In the end, though, he took the tapestry and the small stack of books to an empty corner of the room and laid down on the floor. Curling up under the tapestry and finding the softest book to rest his head on weren’t that hard. 
He thought about what Melissa must be going through back in the cavern, about James walking towards an unknown tunnel, and wondered if it would be the right thing to do to go back through the crack and back into the cave system beyond to find any survivors from the crash and rat attack.
Koji stared at the door for a long time, the thoughts swirling inside of his head as his hands gripped the tapestry desperately. Finally, when he could take it no more, he pulled the makeshift blanket over his head and closed his eyes, trying his best to drift off. His exhausted, sore, and battered body with its adrenaline-abused nerves showed their agreement with his decision by almost immediately pulling him down into a deep, blissful sleep.




Chapter 10


Koji woke up sometime later with a stiff back, but feeling better. He glanced over at the closed wooden panel door, surprised no one had come in to bother him or ask what the deal with this random door in the middle of a cave was. He let out a long yawn and shifted under the makeshift blanket, trying to find the optimal position on the wooden floor.   
What felt like hours passed in that sleepy state, eyes half opened as they dreamily gazed at the door, his mind going in and out of lucidity. Finally, he shifted his body into a new position, found he didn’t like it and tried to find that optimal sleepy, warm state once more, only to discover that it was lost for now. With a sigh, he sat up and stretched, while letting out another yawn.
The door was still there, waiting for him. James and Melissa were probably wondering what was going on by now. How would he explain it to them, though? What it felt like to stay inside, safe where nothing could get in. He certainly hadn’t been able to explain it to his foster mom, or anyone else, before. They wouldn’t be any different. His eyes fell and his lips pursed as dark thoughts spiraled out of that line of thinking.
His arms wrapped around his knees and his fingers accidentally brushed against the only distractions he had available. The stack of books he had been using as a makeshift pillow. He reached out and dragged the lamp a little closer, so the light played across the stack of books. His fingers gently traced over the soft, blue book he was the most interested in reading, ‘Thunderdome’. While he wasn’t excited about the sudden changes to his daily routine and he still didn’t want to leave his new room, magic was the ultimate temptation.
Koji’s fingers gently pried open the cover, and he pulled the blanket tighter around him as he read the spellbook.
He woke up sometime later. A faint pressure throbbed against his temples as he pulled himself once more into the waking world and tried to remember what happened. He had been about to read the spellbook and… His head ached at the memory and knowledge floated through his mind as he thought about the spellbook. A vision of crackling electricity settling around him in a small five foot radius dome played out in his mind, and Koji felt innate understanding wash over him. 
A faint smile spread across his lips as he realized he knew how to do magic now. The more he focused on the spell in his mind, the more he came to understand it. 
Looking down at the now blank pages of the spellbook, Koji realized where the information had come from. A stream of knowledge had been poured from the book directly into his brain. He closed his eyes and focused on the idea of the spell, Thunderdome. It took shape in his mind, that small circle of electricity forming a ring around him, then rising and twisting into a dome that encased him. He innately knew that any enemy that stepped within the radius would be assaulted by thunder and struck by lightning again and again. 
It seemed amazing, honestly. Like a personal thunder-enforced bubble of space to keep out all those touchy-feely people who just want hugs all the time. 
Koji scrambled out of his blanket and moved to the center of the small room. He summoned up the blue screen, idly noting there had been some changes to the main page, but ignoring them for now as he tabbed over to the spells screen and pressed down on the Thunderdome button.
Immediately, the smell of ozone took over the room. Heat rose, and the air crackled as electricity shot out from his feet and spun into a ring around him. 
Waving a hand through the air in front of him caused it to buzz and hum. He could feel the difference. The air inside the dome had a distinct, almost burnt taste. The hairs on his arms stood up, drawn towards the lightning that formed the ceiling of the dome. 
He marveled at the dome, walking around inside of it to find out its limitations, even tasting the air with his tongue at one point, and trying to touch the ring of lightning at another. Eventually, after a minute, the electricity subsided, and the air crackled one last time before the spell winked out of existence, leaving only the faint, bitter taste of ozone behind.
Excitedly, he plucked the slender manual titled ‘Slice and Dice’ from the floor and opened it. When he came to a moment later, new knowledge filled his brain, but not an esoteric element bending reality warping knowledge. 
It turned out Slice and Dice was something called a 'passive skill'. It made certain kinds of weapons: knives, daggers, short swords, and their ilk faster in the hands of any who possessed the skill. 
Koji summarized the information as he reached into his pocket and let his fingers caress the black leather wrapped hilt of the Ritual Dagger he had received. His hand slipped away after some time and he closed the now blank book before setting it aside.
Picking up the final tome brought Koji a sense of excitement. Maybe this book would be a way to magically shape wood, probably Oak wood, into cool forms or make some kind of magical tree. Or maybe he could make treants like in the movies. 
Opening the book with high expectations, Koji stared eagerly down into the pages only to be greeted not with a stream of information, but a wall of text. He flicked to the next page and then the next page, trying to trigger the absorption of knowledge once more, only to fail each time.
After closing and opening the book several times to no avail, Koji tried to read the book only to find it was, in fact, a book about oak trees, oak wood, oak saplings, and really oak everything. 
It was perhaps the most densely written, compact, and mind-numbing textbook he had ever even heard of. They filled each portion of page space with tiny handwritten characters as if the writer had wanted to cram as much information as possible onto each page. He tried flipping through the book to find something interesting to read, only to give up after the third reference to optimal growth temperatures in relation to a regional moisture index at the back of the book.
Setting the book aside, Koji sighed and laid back down on the tapestry he was using as a blanket. There was still the Tome of Guidance, but since the system hadn’t called that a skillbook or a spellbook, Koji had a sneaking suspicion it would be equally disappointing as the Knowledge of Oak book. 
Letting his head rest against the now partially blank stack of books, Koji stared up at the ceiling, once more trying to fall into the pattern of breathing in and out. He had just centered himself to pull away some of the gathered anxiety of today’s events, and to reassure himself that he could just wait in here for help to come when he was forcefully ejected from the room.




Chapter 11


Koji landed on the ground where the door had been with a  ‘thump’.  The impact of landing on his back driving all the air out of his lungs and causing him to let out an ‘oomph’.  
With a groan he sat up, pushing against the hard stone floor of the cavern, the cool moisture in the air and the starry ceiling of the dome letting him know he was back in the cavern with the pool of magical water.
As he dusted himself off, Koji felt the familiar feeling of eyes watching him. Hiding a sigh and controlling his face into a neutral expression to mask his frown. Koji prepared an excuse for why he had been gone so long. Yet when he lifted his head, things were not as he expected. 
Melissa sat crouched by the pool, water trickling from her hands as she stared at him curiously. Across the water, James was walking towards the far tunnel entrance.
A thought ran through Koji’s mind as he brushed himself off and stood. Melissa gave him a slight disapproving shake of her head before returning her attention to the clear water currently trickling out of her cupped hands.
“Uh… M-Melissa? So, did you get any crazy magic powers or anything?” Koji asked as he walked over to where she crouched at the water’s edge.
“I… Don’t rush me! I just… I don’t know if I can set aside all we know about the world, science, physics, chemistry, biology and just go… drink this water. You can summon a door, and James can exert his own electro-magnetic field on an axe. What was with that door, anyway? Did it do anything besides dump you on your ass? It popped into existence, you opened it and vanished, then appeared like a second later on your rear,” Melissa said in a nervous, quick voice without tearing her eyes from the water. 
Koji was thankful for how intensely she was staring into the pool and the water in her cupped hands, so she missed the visible relief that washed over his face as she mentioned nothing about him being gone for what had been to Koji’s mind a minimum of ten hours. When he ran her questions through his mind again, he opened his mouth to reply, but found her still so focused on the water in her cupped hands he let his lips shut without responding.
He watched and waited, figuring she wouldn’t mind, as she slowly brought the water to her lips and sipped just the tiniest amount. Melissa’s eyes closed and an audible ‘swish swish’ sound came from her mouth before Koji saw her throat contract and she swallowed down the water. Upon opening her eyes again, Koji recognized the now familiar vacant stare of someone who is staring at a screen only they can see.
She went through a familiar but ‌quick set of actions. Her finger pushed through the air in front of her, once and then twice, she froze for a second or two, and there was a faint pulse of light. Before the light receded and even a second passed, Melissa's appearance shifted. She was now wearing a set of thick brown linen trousers, a padded white cloth chest plate, and had a pair of swords sheathed on her right side. He blinked and tugged out his cellphone, checking the time and wondering if it had been so quick for him, while also wishing he had measured how long the entire process had taken from his point of view.
“How long have I been gone? It must have been hours. Did you wait for me the whole time, Koji?” Melissa’s firm voice broke Koji out of his trance of staring at his phone and its lack of signal.
“Uh no. I mean, yes, I waited, but you didn’t go anywhere and it took like five seconds.” Koji answered while risking a glance at her waist, curious about her new swords and armor.
“Ah. That makes sense.” Melissa nodded while replying.
“What? How does any of this make sense?” Koji said, while he tore his gaze from her swords to stare into her eyes.
Was this the same woman who only a second ago had been talking about science, while nervous about physics and textbooks? The one who had been so cautious about drinking the water and planning their survival? How did any of what had just happened in the apparently last thirty minutes make ANY sense? He felt the mother of all headaches coming as these angry thoughts built up inside of him, yet he swallowed them down, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath.
When he opened his eyes to the world once more, it surprised him to see Melissa had walked away from him toward James, without bothering to answer.
“Where are you going?” Koji said, while feeling torn between happy to be alone again and worried about the monstrous rats returning.
“To farm monsters, of course. I need more Karma, so I can level up my system. Are you coming?” Melissa said, her tone implying that was completely natural.
Koji rubbed the top of his nose, just between his eyes, and slowly counted to three before jogging over to catch up with Melissa. Why did it feel like he had received completely different treatment from the system? 
Melissa had changed a lot in ‌seconds, while James had stayed the same. Quiet, dark, and brooding. The guy still hadn’t bothered cleaning the dried blood from his hands. It was gross.
Upon reaching Melissa’s side, Koji found her suddenly looking at him suspiciously.
“What system did you get? Did you find out what system James has?” she whispered to him softly while shielding her mouth with her hand, her gaze darting towards the tunnel James had entered.
“I don’t think so? I’m not sure he shared what system he has.” Koji said with a grimace.
“Oh, that's a pity. And you? What system did you pick?”
“Home, I guess.”




Chapter 12


“Home? What’s that supposed to be? What kind of Traveller system is home?” Melissa asked, her brow furrowing and lips pursing as she regarded Koji’s clothing and the dagger handle sticking out of his pocket.  
“I mean. I don’t know if it's… That’s what I got. Why? Did you get a system?” Koji tried not to show how nervous he was at her question. He knew exactly why he had selected the Home system and he had a pretty good guess why it had been one of his options.
“Yeah. I’ve got the Surgery system, apparently I’m only the third person to ever receive such a system. I got an extra spell because of it.” Melissa turned back towards him and pressed a finger to her lips as she mentioned the spell.
Koji wasn’t sure why she wanted him to be quiet or who she thought he was to tell about her new spell, but he still gave her a nod and asked his more pressing question.
“So, why are we hunting monsters now?”
“Karma.” Melissa said, as though that explained everything.
“Yes, but what does that mean? Karma, like the stuff religions preach about doing good unto others to have good happen to you?” Koji responded, unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice.
Silence followed for the next few steps as Koji followed Melissa and she followed the path a barely discernible James was taking. The only sounds were their footfalls and echoing steps. 
As they reached a fork in the tunnel, Koji saw James was already headed down the right tunnel and expected Melissa to follow behind him. Instead, she whirled around and stared into his eyes with a serious expression.
“How many waves did you survive in the tutorial?” Melissa questioned him while placing both her hands on her hips and squinting at him, as if she was just now seeing him for the first time.
“Waves? I don’t know what you are talking about.” Koji shook his head while he admitted to being completely clueless about what was going on.
“What exactly happened in your tutorial, Koji?”
Seeing no reason to lie and tired of feeling in the dark, he explained. He told her about watching the assessment of the fake Koji’s performing until they collapsed and she nodded, seeming to agree, then he explained about the log cabin. About how he had gone inside, found a bunch of weapons, read the sign and took the door on the left to leave. Melissa held up her hand and called for him to stop.
“Wait, Wait, Wait. You get transported to a magical tutorial, offered a super cool weapon skill, plus a starter weapon, and opted out?” Melissa said, the pitch of her voice growing higher as she spoke.
“I kind of thought it was like a bad acid trip. Or that I had finally developed hallucinations.” Koji said while trying to mask his instinctual wince at the mention of his own deteriorating mind.
“I guess that makes sense. It explains why you didn’t get any armor either and don’t have a starter weapon. Alright. Follow me and I’ll give you a quick tutorial. I can’t have one of my team members die on the first day.” Melissa said before stepping into the dark tunnel on the left, gesturing with a hand for Koji to follow behind.
“Okay?” Koji still had a lot of questions and Melissa’s words seemed to hint at something more than just surviving till the rescue team came, but he swallowed them down and followed behind her‌.
They didn’t have to walk long before they encountered their first monster. Koji didn’t know how else to describe it, and a single glance at Melissa’s face told him she had expected this, or something like it. 
Crawling on all fours, its too-long arms, and the dirty, matted fur across its body were the biggest indicators it wasn’t quite a human. It sniffed the air as they approached and immediately turned to face them, displaying perhaps the biggest difference between it and them. Rows of sharp teeth filled the creature's mouth, and a long, winding tongue with a needle on the end sent shivers down Koji’s spine.
Looking over at Melissa for reassurance, Koji caught her swallowing down disgust as she drew her swords from her sheath and awkwardly shuffled her feet into what seemed to be a stiff position. Just as he was drifting off on thoughts about where she had learned that and what she was doing, the creature attacked. It leapt through the air directly at the weakest target: him.
Koji scrambled back, barely staying on his feet. His arms flew up in front of him to block the creature’s oncoming claws. He braced for pain, for his arms to be shredded. Thoughts of what life would be like without the use of his hands flashed through his mind for a moment. Trying to pick up a toothbrush, or use his cellphone, or even eating would become almost impossible.
Just as fear gripped Koji’s heart, and he prepared himself for the worst, a pair of blades slashed down onto the man-thing's side, tearing through its brown hide. Melissa’s body glowed a soft blue for a moment, and streams of wind poured off her body as she stood between him and the creature. 
“Watch out for its tongue. It looks venomous. Be careful.” Melissa said as she charged forward.
This time, however, the creature parried her blows. Sparks flew through the dim cave as her short swords impacted the claws again and again. As they exchanged more and more strikes, Koji realized Melissa was on the losing side. The creature's claws perfectly blocked her swords, while she had no answer for the thing's darting tongue. It’s sharp needle-like tip darted between her guard and threatened to pierce her armor again and again, causing her to falter and step back.
Koji started running forward before he knew what he was doing. He tugged free both of his blades, the small carving knife and the ritual dagger. Neither felt particularly suited to this fight. He got within ten feet before the thing noticed him and lashed out towards him with his tongue. Koji flung both blades forward. One bounced handle first off its tough hide while the other sunk into the creature down to its hilt.
The hiss of pain and momentary distraction were just enough for Melissa to step forward and sweep her blades down on the creature's head in an X shape. The first blade battered away its guard, while the second blade landed onto the back of his head and severing its spine. Only when the creature slid off Melissa’s blade and dropped to the floor dead did both of them let out a deep sigh of relief and the adrenaline faded.




Chapter 13


Laughter rang out through the cave and, to Koji’s surprise, it was coming from him. He stood over the dead half-beast, half-human body, and stared down at it while he laughed. It smelled of death and decay, of the sweet rot and bitter earth. He gagged suddenly, not at the sight or smell, but at the realization he had just killed something. Meanwhile, Melissa knelt by the monster’s side and plucked Koji’s dagger from the creature's body.         
She tossed the dagger over to him and then repeated the process with his fallen knife as she gave him a considering look.
“Good throw. You played that perfectly. We should consider tactics like that for future fights.” Melissa paused there, glanced down at the corpse and then back up to Koji before continuing. “I have a skill that will let me gain permanent bonuses if I dissect a creature. Do you want to watch or stand guard?”
Apparently, not cutting up the dead half-human creature wasn’t an option to her. Koji just backed away, shook his head, and brought both hands to cover his mouth and nose as he went to stand guard at a spot where he could see both the entrance and the rest of the cave.
It thankfully didn’t take long for Melissa to finish her dissection, but the squelching and splattering sounds Koji heard during his watch and the gory scene he had accidentally seen when she had told him she was ready to go would haunt him for the rest of his life, he was sure of it.
They took the leftmost tunnel out of the cave, Melissa insisting on marking the tunnel they had come from and having a method of knowing which way they had gone. Koji just kept silent and kept his lips shut, not wanting to open his mouth and accidentally unleash his nausea onto the tunnel floor. It was only about a minute later, down another tunnel, barely lit by occasional glowing mushrooms or faint minerals emanating soft starry light, that Melissa broke the amicable silence.
“So, how much Karma did you get for the fight?”
“Uh… I still don’t know what that is?” Koji asked, confusion plain both on his face and in his voice.
“It’s how you level up your stats and one requirement of leveling my system. We need to figure out how the system works, if it rewards damage done, participation, or only the killing blow. I got six Karma for the kill and I can tell you about the bonus from the dissection if it makes you feel better. So how much Karma did you get?” Melissa said with just a touch of the kind of pushy, not quite understanding why he didn’t get what she was talking about tone.
“H-How do I? H-How do I check?” Koji stammered out the words, trying not to slow down or stop walking as he felt Melissa’s stare boring into him while waiting for an answer.
“Just pull up the menu. Once you’ve earned some Karma it should show up next to your level on the main screen. You must have really eff’ed up the Tutorial if you didn’t level up or receive any Karma. It tells you about these things between the monster waves.” Melissa said with another glance at Koji’s pair of daggers and now rather dirty clothes.
He tried his best to ignore her tone and her scrutinizing gaze while he focused on opening the main menu. Sure enough, the contents of the screen had changed, but a few points of Karma weren’t the only changes.

Traveller#  A8002738255K 
Koji Athame
———————
Attributes:
Strength: 3  Agility: 4
Vitality: 6 Intelligence: 10*
Luck: 8*
Health 22/22*
Mana 30/30*
Rank: F
Level: 0
Karma: 4*


He had noticed it just before he had used the Hearthkey spell, but he had gained a point in luck. Upon checking again, not only did he now have health and mana values, but he had gained a point in Intelligence and four points in Karma. For the life of him, though, how did any of his actions in the last thirty minutes; following an obviously crazy person to hunt monsters, for example, result in an additional point of intelligence was beyond him. He had gained four points in Karma though, so he nodded to Melissa. Upon not receiving any response because they were in a dimly lit cave, opened his big, fat, stupid mouth to respond.
“I got four points.”
“Great! So, it considers participation and shares the rewards. I bet that last monster was worth ten points. I got six, and you got four. Seems about right.” Melissa said before she resumed walking down the tunnel once more.
Koji started walking behind her as he tried his best to multitask, clicking the small stars above the changes and reading the results while trying to monitor where he was going.

Intelligence: 9 +1 Intelligence for a successful cast of the first spell.
Luck: 5 +3 Luck for choosing the True Random start.
Health: +10 Human base +0 Level bonus +12 because of Vitality.
Mana: +10 Human base +0 Level bonus +20 because of Intelligence.
Karma: 0 +4 Karma for helping to rid the world of a Ratghoul.


It was at this point that three things happened at the same time. First, he noticed he still had an unopened tab labeled ‘Home’ and a new tab marked as ‘Skills.’ Second, he heard a growl from behind him that caused the hairs on his arm to raise. Third, he stopped paying attention to where he was walking and slipped on a rock.




Chapter 14


The ground greeted Koji’s face for what felt like the umpteenth time today. Yet, as he lay there kissing the cold, hard, stony floor, he felt a rush of air above him just where he had been standing. When he shoved himself back up onto his feet, he made out what had been growling and, worse, what had just tried to take a bite out of him.       
A large rat was currently glaring up at him. Its yellow eyes were the first clue Koji made out that it differed from the swarm of monstrous rats he had encountered on the subway. As he backed up and away from the rodent, his mind took in the rest of the missing details. Its legs were too long, its hide looked thick, its tail was hairy, and its ears were furry and large. It almost looked more like a wolf than a rat, but as it opened its mouth to show off those sharp carnivorous teeth, Koji stopped thinking about what it was and started thinking about how he was going to survive the next few seconds.
Further down the tunnel, sparks illuminated the dim cave and the clang of swords meeting claws rang out. Koji felt his body stiffen and time seemed to slow as he watched the rat thing's legs bunch up, ready to spring on him. It was midair only a moment later, soaring towards him and he did the only thing he could think of. He still had the blue screen open, having never closed it. His fingers stabbed through the air at the Spells tab, and then he shoved his entire hand into the center of the screen, hoping to cast a spell, any spell.
Lightning spun out from his feet, spreading along the ground and twisting into a circle around him in the blink of an eye. As the rat-wolf creature streaked through the air and passed above the circle, it responded instantly. Strike after strike of lightning slammed down onto the head of the rat and sent it crashing down to the ground. Moments later, the thunder boomed onto the body of the rat and pounded it down into the ground again and again.
The smoke faded from the rat’s head and the sizzling noise receded, so Koji crept a few inches forward to stare down into the rat shaped imprint on the ground in front of him. That was when the ‘crack’ sounded out from behind him. He jumped and twirled around just in time to see the lightning followed by the booms of thunder pounding a second and third rat into the ground, turning them into charred husks.
Koji stood still for the next minute. The Thunderdome spell brightly illuminated his surroundings, but made it much harder to see into the darkness beyond. Only once it subsided, the lighting dissipating into nothingness, and he got a good look around, did he let out a sigh of relief and jog towards where he had seen signs of Melissa fighting. 
He reached the battlefield only ten seconds later and immediately wished he hadn’t. Melissa was fine. In fact, she seemed quite happy, muttering to herself as her blades slashed and cut away pieces of the two rat-wolves she had apparently fought. Koji turned away from the grizzly sight, finding a cool cave wall to rest against while he examined the changes on his main screen.

Luck: 8 + 1 narrowly avoiding death through no choice of your own.
Mana 9/30
Karma: 4 +5 for slaying a Ratverine. +5 for slaying a Ratverine. +5 for slaying a Ratverine.


He was getting a little more accustomed to having the screen open now, so he could glance over at Melissa, wondering if she could tell him how to use Karma points. He was pretty sure he understood everything else, though. Again, the system was calling him falling face-first into the ground Luck, and his Mana score had reduced because he had cast a spell. He considered timing his regeneration to better understand how long it took for his mana to recharge, but thought better of it when he remembered he still had two unopened tabs waiting for him.
Pushing on the tab labeled Skills was a little disappointing, as only Slice and Dice were listed. Opening the Home tab and reading its contents, however, caused Koji’s left eye to twitch, and he suddenly wondered if the system could deduct points from Intelligence for being especially stupid.

Home Level: 1
Duration: 10 Hours
Rooms unlocked: 1
Bedroom: Empty
Biomass: 0
Building materials: 0
Upgrades: 0
Hearthkey is available in 08:30:31
System note: It’s recommended that Travellers access their Tome of Guidance or Spirit of Guidance to answer any system related questions as quickly as possible!


So, all he had to do was open the Tome of Guidance and he could stop acting like a dumbass in front of everyone? How had he opened all the other books, but skipped the single most important one? Maybe because one was called Thunderdome? It was kind of a badass name, after all. 
Melissa’s surprised voice echoing down the chamber interrupted Koji's internal monologue.
“You killed these?”
“What?” Koji said as he dismissed the floating blue screen.
“You killed all of these Ratverines.” Melissa said the name the system had assigned the creatures with obvious distaste.
“Uh yeah. They were worth five Karma each, if that's what you wanted to know.”
“What I want to know is how you killed them. I saw a bit of a light show going on over here, but I was a little too preoccupied with my own troubles to worry about it,” Melissa said while arching an eyebrow.
“Oh… Uhm… Melissa? First, could you tell me about how to use Karma points?” Koji spoke while trying his damnedest to not stutter or stammer. His question still sounded soft and like he was pleading with her rather than the frustrated push for information he had wanted, though.
“Sure. We can make it an exchange of information. First, tell me how you did this.” She said while gesturing to the charred husks of what had once been Ratverines.
“It’s a spell I got from the Tutorial called Thunderdome. It creates a circle of lightning around me and strikes enemies that enter the circle.” Koji tried to give the briefest of explanations, eager to know how to spend his newfound wealth of Karma.
“Interesting. A limited range AOE spell, centered on the caster. Weak to ranged assault, or possibly sneak attacks. I wonder how it detects who is an enemy. It should probably be called Lightning Dome judging from the state of these corpses, but then again, whatever mad woman named these things Ratverines, clearly isn’t a fan of classical nomenclature.” 




Chapter 15


Koji didn’t like the way Melissa said things like "limited" and "weak to ranged assault", regarding his spell. It felt like her muttering was more about breaking down a way to bypass his spell and attack him, rather than focusing on what she should talk about: Karma.             
“Melissa? You said you would tell me about Karma.” Koji had been feeling a sense of forced politeness towards Melissa since she’d literally saved his life, yet the more time he spent with her, the more confused and irritated by her he became.
“Oh, yes. I can use my Karma to upgrade my personal level, by pushing on the level and then the level up button. For me, Karma is used for my personal levels and it's one of the resources the Surgery System wants for improvement. Pressing on the title of the system showed me the Surgery System's requirements.” Melissa replied quickly as she prodded at one of the charred husks with the tip of a sword.
“Thanks.” Koji said while pulling the status screen back up and pushing on where Level: 0 floated.

Traveller has acquired enough Karma to level up.
Would you like to spend 10 Karma to increase your level?
Yes/No


Ten Karma was a little over half of what Koji had earned in the last hour. It would still leave him with nine Karma to spend on enhancing his Home system. Hopefully, that would be enough. Koji hit the Yes button and braced himself. When nothing immediately happened, he peered at the floating screen, looking for answers.

Traveller# A8002738255K 
Koji Athame
———————
Attributes
Strength: 3+  Agility: 4+
Vitality: 6+ Intelligence: 10+
Luck: 9
Health 23/24*
Mana 15/32*
Rank: F
Level: 1
Karma: 9


His mouth opened and a soft noise of understanding left his lips as he saw the new plus sign beside four of his five attributes. Apparently he couldn’t increase luck, and right now, standing in a dark tunnel next to a muttering woman with a deteriorating mental state and monsters ahead of them, was not the time to theorize about it. Instead, Koji pressed on the only stat that seemed to have any direct application, Intelligence.
Instantly, he watched his maximum mana value shoot up to thirty-four. He wanted to keep exploring the tabs when he noticed Melissa had continued into the cave system. He rapidly pushed on the Health and Mana values ‌just to clear the star symbols away from them before closing the screen and chasing after her.
It was another slow walk, made worse because Melissa now insisted on stopping every few minutes to make sure they weren’t being followed or about to be ambushed. Koji took these moments to check the countdown on the Hearthkey spell, wanting to be warm under his blanket once more rather than trudging through cold, hard tunnels. The considering looks Melissa continued to throw his way while they explored weren’t exactly helping either.
So, when they found themselves on the threshold of a small cavern, overlooking a small nest of half a dozen Ratverines, Koji was almost excited to have something else be Melissa’s focus. She insisted on doing recon, sneaking up to make sure there weren't any hidden dangers. Upon her return, she pulled Koji’s shoulder and brought him back into the darkness of the tunnel.
“We need to come up with a plan. I might take two, at most three, not six. So, we’ll need to use that spell of yours again, lightning dome.” Melissa spoke while gesturing and counting with her hands.
“Thunderdome.” Koji corrected automatically, not caring if he was being rude, as his patience had worn thin.
“Ah yes, that’s what I said. So, I’ll sneak in, I’ll try to maim one or two of them and then kite them back to the tunnel entrance. When I get behind you, I’ll shout ‘now’ and you cast the Thunderdome to fry them.” Melissa had an excited smile on her face but spoke in a calm, professional tone, like she was planning a class presentation rather than plotting to kill half a dozen mammals.
Koji thought about Melissa’s plan, wanting to give some kind of feedback or help to construct their battle plan, but before he could say anything, Melissa crouched and crept back down into the cavern. Unsure of what else to do besides wait, he pressed himself against the tunnel wall and drew his Ritual Dagger from its sheath while he watched Melissa.
She moved in a crouched, quick, shuffling step, making almost no sound. One hand would brace against the ground, rocks or stalagmites, while the other stayed on the hilt of a sword as she moved. Finally she came to just within striking distance of a Ratverine, and Koji waited with bated breath, expecting her to attack immediately, only to blink in surprise when she waited for the creature to sniff the air, turn, and screech a warning into the air before she drove the tip of her blade directly into the space between its eyes.
She abandoned stealth. Then, in a fluid motion, she turned, sprinted back up to the tunnel entrance, and leapt to the top of the slope. Once there, she slowed and began to slowly jog towards Koji while monitoring the pack of rats charging up the slope. When Melissa reached Koji, she lightly patted him on the shoulder as she stepped behind him and said.
“Go for it.”
The blue screen already floated in front of Koji, opened to the spells tab. He trudged to the tunnel's exit and waited for the final rat to scurry into the radius of his spell. With a deep breath, he pushed his hand through the spell screen and triggered the circle of lightning.
When the booming peals of thunder ceased and the constant strikes of lightning faded, five very dead, very burnt rat corpses were smeared on the threshold of the cave before him. Flicking over to his main screen, Koji read the listings under Karma, a strange sense of satisfaction filling him as he watched the numbers go up.
Karma: 29*
Karma: 9 +4 Karma for slaying a Ratverine. +4 Karma for slaying a Ratverine. +4 Karma for slaying a Ratverine. +4 Karma for slaying a Ratverine. +4 Karma for slaying a Ratverine.
Better yet, he now knew how much mana it cost to cast Thunderdome.
Mana: 10/34
Twenty-four mana felt like a lot, but the smell of ashes and ozone around him did kind of prove how worth it the cost was. He wanted to wait till he saw his mana go up, then count to know when he could cast next, but Melissa was already striding past him and back into the cavern. 




Chapter 16


Koji had expected Melissa to dissect the Ratverine she had slain at the start of the ambush, but she searched the small cavern while continuing her constant nervous murmurs.    
“Has to be here somewhere… Received only full points for the first… Need to find it.” 
After two laps around the small area, Melissa turned to look at Koji and squinted at him suspiciously.
“Did you find it already?” She asked in an accusatory tone.
“Uh? Find what?” Koji said as he moved over to examine the Ratverine whose brain Melissa had stabbed.
“The loot. You know, the treasure? This is like a video game, right? There’s got to be some kind of treasure after we fight a group of enemies or a powerful monster.” Melissa said excitedly.
Koji froze at her words. Is that what she thought this was? Not some hallucination or crazy trip, but a video game? Right as his imagination whirred to life, and he imagined being on life support while strapped to some new life extending video game, a glint caught his eye.
Pushing the Ratverine corpse aside, he crouched down and brushed loose rocks and gravel off the top of a small chest the size of his head. The only part not covered in dirt and dust was the latch, which seemed to gleam and glimmer beneath the sparse light of the glowing stones set into the ceiling.
“Kind of like this?” Koji said while pointing at the half-buried chest.
“Yes, exactly like that. If you had already found it, why didn’t you tell me?” Melissa said as she stomped over to Koji and pried up the chest.
He didn’t respond and just moved out of the way. How do you tell someone you have no idea what they are talking about without telling them how crazy they sound? He winced as he imagined his psychologists must have had the same experience of staring at him, listening to his weirdness, not understanding, and just trying to find some way to manipulate him into being ‘healthy.’
Melissa, in the meantime, started hammering on the chest with the pommel of her rustier sword, ding‌ ding ding, until the lock finally gave in and she forced the lid open.
Koji wasn’t sure what he expected, but a vial of a red liquid that looked a lot like blood, a small glowing diamond, two small shards of crystal that he recognized as Karma Splinters, and a small hand-sized blue book. Melissa turned to look up at him. Her eyes narrowed, she tilted her head to the side, and even her muttering ceased as she appraised him.
“I’d like the diamond and the two crystals. I’m willing to give you the spellbook and the health potion in exchange.” Melissa said after a moment.
Koji frowned as he played through what Melissa just said. Why did it seem like he was getting the better end of the deal, and why had she only said what the last two items were?
“I appreciate you telling me about the monsters having treasure, but could you tell me what everything does first?” He said while nodding to the diamond Melissa was death gripping in her left hand.
“Yeah, I guess that’s fair.” Melissa said haltingly, hesitation clear on her face as she squeezed the diamond. Then slowly she explained each of the items in the chest. “The two small crystals are Karma Splinters, the tutorial said we can use a drop of blood on them to absorb them for ten points of Karma, but my Surgery system has Karma points and Karma Splinters as part of the requirements to level up, so I’ve theorized that there are other uses too, and that just converting it to Karma points is inefficient.”
“I see,” Koji said with a nod for Melissa to continue, when she stopped to make sure he understood.
“The spellbook is pretty much useless to me. If I were to stay in one place long enough to use it, I’d probably get skewered or be a rat’s meal almost instantly.”
Koji interrupted Melissa, ‌raising a hand and asking, “How do you know what the spell does without reading the book?”
Melissa flipped the spellbook over and showed Koji the back cover. An audible groan escaped his lips at the realization that he had missed something so incredibly simple.

Nature’s Grace: (Rare)
Caster and any friendly creatures they are touching gain +1 Health regeneration per second.
Requirements 15 Mana, caster must be touching the ground, and movement away from the spell location will end the spell. 
Lasts up to 30 seconds.


Koji read and re-read the back of the spellbook, understanding why Melissa couldn’t use the spell effectively and would give it up. A healing spell felt like something that would be incredibly useful if they kept throwing themselves into monsters like this, though. Eventually, someone would get hurt.
“And the other items?” Koji said after some time, gesturing towards the vial and the diamond.
“A vial of weak health restoration. I used one in the combat tutorial. It restored ten HP when I used it before.” Melissa responded quickly with the details of the vial, holding it and the book out towards Koji as if wanting him to accept her offer.
“HP?” Koji asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Health Points.”
“Ah. I guess that makes sense. So, what about the last item, the diamond?” Koji finally pointed directly to the item Melissa obviously wanted.
“I… Alright. It’s not that I didn’t want to tell you, it’s just... I was going to tell you after I used it. There was a rare reward for defeating wave five in the assessment. It looked the same as this and gave me a blank attribute point. I’m pretty sure this is an attribute crystal.” Melissa explained with a grimace on her face.
Koji nodded in understanding. A permanent attribute point seemed useful, but there was only a single diamond for now. Looking at the small group of items, Koji gave Melissa a reassuring smile and made a counteroffer.
“How about I get one Karma splinter and the spellbook? You get the vial, a Karma splinter, and the attribute diamond.” When Melissa opened her mouth to speak, Koji raised a hand to cut her off so he could complete his offer. “Next time an attribute crystal pops up though, I get it. We’ll switch back and forth. Also, it makes little sense for me to take the healing spell and the vial.”
“Alright!” Melissa said happily while pushing Koji’s share into his arms.
He stood, unsure of what to do, watching as Melissa tucked away the vial before she pricked her finger with her sword and squeezed out a drop of blood onto the attribute crystal and then the Karma Splinter. Both items briefly flared with a soft, white light before dissipating into nothingness. The vacant, empty stare Melissa gave the air then told Koji she was using her status screen. 
Looking down at his new items and at the empty cave around them, Koji shrugged and opened the spellbook. This time he didn’t blank out and could watch as the letters peeled away from the rapidly turning pages and streamed up into his forehead, disappearing from sight there. When the last word of text floated up, the book closed and he could feel the spell in his mind, ready to be cast. It gave off a soft, cozy feeling, like laying on warm, freshly-vacuumed carpet and taking a short, midday nap.
Making sure Melissa was still busy, Koji took out his Ritual Dagger and pricked his finger, letting a drop of blood fall onto the Splinter. Just like with Melissa’s, the crystal flared before fuzzing out into nothingness. Then he began flicking through the tabs to find what had changed with the addition.




Chapter 17


He found the answer on the Home tab near the end of the list.          
         
Upgrades: 1*


Pressing on the small star symbol hovering over the one, pulled up a straightforward series of prompts and a list.

Upgrades: 1 point available
Would you like to see a list of currently available Upgrades?
Yes/No
Available Upgrades:
Recycler: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. Home Owner can spend 10 mana to open a recycling portal (Only non-living material can enter). It will automatically convert anything placed inside the portal into biomass or basic building materials. (Cost 1 upgrade point)
Bed Padding: Sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite. It will create thin bed paddings in the room. An hour of rest will cure some status ailments and fully regenerate the Home Owner’s health and mana. (Cost 1 upgrade point)
Watering Hole: Drink, Rinse, Wash, Repeat. It will create a small hole in the floor. This watering hole will connect to a source of clean water that spawns 2 liters of water per Hearthkey activation. (Cost 1 upgrade point)
Door to ???: The angle of entry always matters. It will create a door to another room. It does not create a new room, only the connecting door. (Cost 1 upgrade point)
System note: Level up your Home or gather more biomass, building materials, or upgrade points to unlock more options.


Pressing "Yes" had pulled up a litany of options, but with just over six hours to go until he could cast Hearthkey again, only one option had any current use. Pressing on the Recycler option, he was once again greeted with a Yes or No and after confirmation, a small option beneath upgrades appeared.

Recycler: Level 1


Koji looked over at the Ratverine Melissa had slain and, after some consideration, he instead walked up the slope to the tunnel they had come from, where the charred husks he had electrocuted lay. Walking up to the first corpse, he pressed the word Recycler, only to have nothing happen. After several more failed pushes, he checked the main tab and then the spells tab.

Recycler 10
Thunderdome 24
Nature’s Grace 15
Hearthkey 06:02:21


A single press of where the spell Recycler floated in the air opened a portal on the far wall. Another failed attempt where he opened the portal on the top of a stalagmite and, going down to single digits in his mana, caused Koji to realize that the portal opened wherever he was looking when he pressed on the window.
Behind him in the cavern proper, squelching and splattering sounds began. Koji started to turn at the noise, but caught himself mid-motion. He knew what those sounds were. Melissa had started her dissection. Controlling his nausea and keeping a hand on his stomach, he waited until his mana had regenerated enough and cast the Recycler spell directly on one of the dead Ratverines.
The gaping black void opened directly beneath the dead creature, and Koji watched as the corpse contacted the surface of the portal, only to immediately vanish. Stepping closer, he peered down at the portal. It was maybe four feet across, circular and pitch black. He was half tempted to put his head in it, but something, maybe the extra points of Intelligence he had earned today, told him that wasn’t a good idea.
Rather than wait for his mana to regenerate, he kicked, shove, and rolled the remaining husks into the hole. Once all five Ratverine corpses were disposed of, the small tunnel smelled a lot less like burnt hair and more like greasy charcoal. It was a small blessing, since the rather sickening sounds coming from the center of the cavern made him loath to return. Instead, he opened his screen and tabbed over to Home to check the results.

Biomass: 5
Building materials: 5


Just as he was about to press the upgrades option and see if anything had changed, he realized the sounds had stopped and Melissa was trekking back up to him. He gave her a wave and glanced over her shoulder, wondering if he should use his new Recycler spell on her dissected Ratverine. A sickening shudder ran down his sight at the mutilated mess of flesh and organs, causing him to promptly decide it was definitely not worth the trauma.
“So, are you ready to go? We can rinse and repeat that plan over and over. I got a Karma point for each kill and full credit for the first one, with the loot that makes it not a bad haul and fast. Can you cast that lightning dome again?” Melissa asked while surveying the distant exit.
“Thunderdome. Yeah, I can cast it again in a few minutes.” Koji said as he checked his mana.
“Perfect, let's go. We only have a single exit here, and the fights have been getting harder. Judging by the curve of the tunnel and our angle of descent, we’ve been going down and inwards for some time now. I bet most of the tunnels down here connect to a central chamber. It’s like…” Melissa’s voice trailed off as she walked away and she dragged a thumb across her pale jaw in a pensive motion while her brow furrowed.
Koji just shrugged and followed behind, carefully trying to avoid looking at the gory center of the cave as they left.  




Chapter 18


Once safely ensconced inside a dim, cramped tunnel, Koji and Melissa fell back into their routine of mostly silent walking. "Mostly silent," meaning Koji stayed completely quiet and Melissa muttered to herself in such a low voice that he could only hear one word out of every ten. They were making even slower progress than before, with Melissa being so distracted. Still, she insisted on stopping every few minutes to bunker down and make sure they weren’t being followed or stepping into an ambush.  
So, when after two hours of this tortuously awkward march, the tunnel let out into a bright, well-lit cave teeming with monsters, Koji was almost thankful.
This cave was nearly twice the size of the previous one, and Melissa’s predictions had once again proved true. In the center of the cave was a monstrous, hulking rat the size of a compact car. Ratverines and even a few Ratghouls roamed the cavern floor. The only small blessing was that, with plenty of large boulders and even a few small plants, there was plenty of cover.
Melissa and Koji hid in the relative darkness and safety of the tunnel. Koji slumped against the cold stone wall and looked out over the wildlife, finding a strange beauty in the blue stone, brown dirt, and purple flora that decorated the basketball-court-sized cavern floor. Melissa‌ was muttering something about ‘zerging’ and ‘chokepoints’. He really was wondering what had happened to the serious, straight-laced, young woman from just a few hours ago.
Maybe his therapist, the older one with the long blonde hair almost going gray, would say something like, ‘A rapid personality shift such as yours is almost certainly the result of an unspeakable trauma.’ Koji let out a faint smile at the memory of the doctor saying the same thing to him. He pulled himself out of the funk that accompanied that early session with the PTSD therapist, and tried to find something to distract himself.
Deciding it was best to help Melissa come up with a plan, Koji looked out into the cave below and, to his surprise, saw a shaggy-haired man step away from the wall to the left and swing into their tunnel.
“Hi James.” Koji said as he waved while silently reminding himself to never let the oblivious Melissa be any sort of lookout.
“James? Oh, James! You’re here. Perfect. That makes things much easier. We were just discussing how to efficiently wipe out this cave’s monster population. Would you be interested in cooperation? I can offer you a third of the loot, but Koji currently has priority on the next attribute crystal.” Koji found it rather impressive how rapidly she had moved from being surprised to trying to rope in the quiet stranger.
James looked from Melissa to Koji and then back. His blood-red eyes were even more unsettling in the near-darkness of the tunnel, and Koji glanced at the man’s hands. They were still covered in a viscous red. A shudder ran down Koji’s spine, and he rubbed his own hands together, trying to clean them as he thought of what the sensation of dried, flaking blood must feel like on James’s fingers. Neither Melissa, nor James seemed to notice his moment of tactile disgust, however, as Melissa took James’s silence as agreement and narrated a plan.
“It’s a threefold plan. You are going to pull some Ratverines with an ax throw. We’ll repeat that until you can kite them between those two rocks.” Melissa paused here and pointed to two large bluestone boulders a few feet into the cavern. “You’ll hold here and when the Ratghouls separate from the pack and charge you, I’ll sneak attack from above while you attack from the front. It’ll be a perfect two-part pincer. Then, whether or not we get them all, we retreat here and let Koji fry the wave once it’s built up. In most games like this, a tank-type boss like that will have a serious health pool or magic resistance, so once the adds are taken care of we’ll need to wear it down slowly with DOTs if possible.”
Koji had absolutely no idea what on earth Melissa was talking about. Pincer? Like on a crab? Pull on what? Where did a kite come into play? Was she even speaking the same language anymore? 
He folded his arms into what he knew from that damned therapist telling him all the time was a defensive posture, and waited for James to say something. Surely he wouldn’t accept the plan without complaint. Melissa needed to explain all the crazy words and terms she had just used.
He was exhausted from being wrong all the time. James just gave Melissa a nod and started walking into the cave asking nothing. The brighter light on James revealed the fact that not only were the man’s hands still covered in blood, most of his once brown leather armor was now stained a deep rust-red color. Koji moved to stand beside Melissa at the mouth of the tunnel and whispered softly to her.
“What exactly am I supposed to do down there while you kite and pincer them?”
“Nothing. We can’t let the squishy get in the line of fire. Glass cannons need to be in the back, after all. Don’t worry about the first phase of the fight. Just stay here and wait until James and I come running back. When the monsters following us get in range, cast lightning dome.” Melissa said as she sheathed and unsheathed her swords, checking and testing them before giving him a last nod and sliding down into the cavern below.
Koji just stood there, stunned. Did she just call him squishy? Was that… a weird sex thing? And what did glass cannon mean? That sounded horribly impractical.




Chapter 19


Koji had a front-row seat to the mayhem that promptly ensued and experienced firsthand a saying his foster dad had repeated at least once a week. ‘No plan ever survives first contact, son. Always have a backup.’ A bitter half-smile spread across his face at the memory.  
James chose this moment to strike at a Ratghoul. So caught up in the past, Koji almost missed the flash of gray as the axe streaked through the air, but there was no way he could miss the explosion of crimson and black blood that came from the man-shaped rat’s body upon impact. The edge of the axe bit perfectly into a Ratghoul’s skull and almost immediately flew back across the room to settle into James’s hand.
Again and again, he threw the axe, targeting almost exclusively the larger, deadlier Ratghouls. On the fourth monster, however, the axe bit into its shoulder, rather than its skull, and the resulting shriek of pain filled the cavern and alerted its occupants to the intruder's presence. A horde of beady red and yellow eyes suddenly fixed onto the offending noisy ghoul, just in time to trace the axe as it ripped from the monster's shoulder and flew back into James’s hand.
The shaggy-haired, red-eyed man just calmly walked backwards as a literal wave of rat monsters streamed towards him. Melissa’s plan held true though, as the faster rat ghouls led the charge and piled in between the boulders to get at the waiting James. When half a dozen of the gangly, dirty, hide-covered creatures with their needle-like tongues crossed halfway through the boulders, Melissa slid down from above into their midst.
Her body twisted and her blades spun, chopping at throats, elbows, and knees as she twirled twice once high and then once low. Melissa turned into a whirlwind of death that seemed to strike only at the Ratghouls' weak spots. Just as the confusion of the sudden attack faded and the trio of battered ghouls that were still standing readied a counterattack, the charge from James came.
It was the first time Koji had seen James actually swing the large axe, and it was rather impressive. A single strike cleaved the frontmost Ratghoul in half, and the continued forward momentum brought James sliding forward into the next ghoul. He bowled into it, lowering his head and driving his shoulder into its back, knocking it to the ground where a downward chop severed its head from its body. There was a certain beauty to the brutality of the clean cuts and chops of James’s axe that Koji admired.
As the pair of humans came shoulder to shoulder, James’s body tensed, and it seemed he was about to charge at the final rat ghoul when Melissa shouted for a retreat.
“Back to the tunnel!”
Koji sighed as he heard those words, even over the hissing and shrieking rat horde. He pushed off the tunnel wall and slowly moved to stand at the entrance of the tunnel, walking a few steps into the cave as the pair sprinted across the rocky terrain towards him. Just as he thought Melissa’s plan would prove to be the exception to his foster father’s words, the unexpected happened.
From across the room, a large boulder came soaring through the air and landed on the ground just in front of Melissa. With a ‘thud’ and a ‘crunch’ it sank into the stone floor and sent shrapnel flying everywhere. Even though she hadn’t been crushed, Melissa’s arms and chest now had small shards of rock embedded into them. Blood dripped out from the wounds as she continued to sprint forward, only to immediately stumble and then attempt to hobble forward. Her eyes half shut and her jaw clenched as her legs moved stiffly.
Koji didn’t know when he had started running, but upon reaching Melissa at the same time as the horde of large carnivorous rodents. He briefly wondered once again if the system deducted Intelligence for stupid decisions, right before he shoved his hand through the blue screen where the word Thunderdome floated.
The resulting cacophony of booms and flashing lights immediately grew so loud and so bright that Koji had to shut his eyes and slap his hands over his ears to keep from going blind and deaf. He still felt the claps of thunder and the vibrations of the lightning as they struck the over-sized rats into the ground. Unable to move or open his eyes, he had nothing to block the vile scent of charred, sweaty rodent and ozone. His face and nose scrunched up and he recoiled, trying to bend his upper body away from the stench.
When no more booms of thunder rang out, he figured there were no more rats in the area, or he had finally gone deaf. Either way, he needed to know what was going on around him. He opened his eyes to a mountain of burnt and crispy monster rodents in the center of the cavern. James and the hulking rat that looked more like a grizzly were dancing. Alright, James was dancing around the rat behemoth while his axe took chunks of fur and flesh from its back legs, while the rat-bear just kind of shuffled around in a circle like an awkward teen on the dance floor.
The most important thing in the cave to Koji, however, was the bleeding, prone form of Melissa who lay at his feet.




Chapter 20


Immediately, Koji knelt down and pressed a hand to Melissa’s back, while his other hand slapped at the Nature’s Grace spell on his screen. A gentle green light flowed out from where his hand had touched the screen and wrapped around his body before streaming down his hand to encompass Melissa’s prone form. It felt warm and faintly like being in a greenhouse, cozy, clean, and just a little flora. 
Koji watched as it ejected the stone shrapnel from Melissa’s body, rolling off her body and dropping to the ground with little ping noises. It was only when her wounds closed and the glow receded from their bodies that he relaxed enough to check in on James’s fight. 
It was a gory, brutal battle. The massive rat-bear and James were both now standing in place and trading blows. The massive paw with sharp claws crashed down onto James’s bloody chest, shredding through the reddish-brown leather armor. In exchange, James chopped down with his axe in both hands, chopping off the offending rat-bear's arm. Then the strangest thing happened. Blood streamed from the open wound on the rat-bear's stump and floated across the space between the two combatants directly into James’s chest, and Koji could see new pink flesh rapidly growing over where the claws had just attacked.
Looking closer, Koji saw multiple tiny streams of red mist floating out of the myriad wounds of the bear and into James’s body. The gory scene repeated as the monster traded a deadly blow with James, only to have the blade of James’s axe bury itself in the rat-bear's chest on the counterattack, ending the fight. 
The massive body crashed to the ground with a thud and James raised an open hand into the air. Each of the minor cuts on the bear widened further, and blood gushed from the monster’s corpse. A small pool's worth of blood, it seemed to Koji, condensed down into a tiny little red bead that rolled around on the palm of James’s hand.
Frozen in place by the display, Koji could not avert his curious gaze as James turned and stared directly at him. 
“Is she going to be okay?” James asked in that same quiet, calm tone he always had, although, like some fictitious Transylvanian bloodsucker, he had just drained away all the blood of a living being less than a second ago.
“Uh… Yeah. I think so. It’s the first time I cast that spell, but it’s… Wait. How did I cast that spell?” Koji trailed off as he tried to perform the mental mathematics and failed. Silently, he cursed himself for never attending math classes and flicked over to the main menu, not sure what he was expecting to see.

Traveller# A8002738255K 
Koji Athame
———————
Attributes
Strength: 3  Agility: 4
Vitality: 6 Intelligence: 11
Wisdom: 5* Luck: 10*
Health 24/24
Mana 11/49*
Rank: F
Level: 1
Karma: 364*


Seeing several new stars, an entirely new attribute and an absurd amount of Karma, Koji quickly pressed all the buttons and watched the prompts stream across his screen.

Wisdom: 0 +5 Wisdom awarded for Magical Mayhem Achievement
Luck: 9 +1 Luck for narrowly avoiding death through no action of your own
Mana: 34 + 15 because of Wisdom
Karma: 9 +4 for slaying Ratverine x 87 +7 for helping to rid the world of a Ratghoul


Okay, so the system was mocking him again. Luck was probably just the system’s way of messing with him at this point. That was a ton of Karma though, and what were Achievements? At the top of his screen, he realized there was something else he had missed. To the far right of the screen, a small tab had been added, currently labeled ‘Achievements*.’ Before he could tab over to it, though, a sputtering, wracking cough came from down by his feet.
Bits of phlegm, clots of blood, and several other unmentionable substances sputtered out of Melissa’s mouth as coughs racked her body. Koji winced at the obviously painful coughs as the now awake Melissa slowly forced herself to stand. When she started wobbling and looked ready to fall, he extended a hand to her shoulder and helped to keep her steady. She gave him an irritated scowl and went to brush off his hand with her right hand, only to pause when she caught sight of the pool of blood and shrapnel beneath her feet.
“Th-Thanks.” Melissa muttered in a raspy, worn out voice.
“Not a problem. We are just lucky we found that spell; otherwise I don’t know what I could have done.” Koji said with a thoughtful expression.
“You have a healing spell?” James said, while giving Koji the same considering, skeptical look that Melissa had been giving him all day. Eyes narrowed, lips pursed, cheeks slightly puckered, as if considering something of great importance while staring him down.
“Uh… Y-Yeah. We just got it in the last fight.” Koji said while shrugging, his shoulders slumping as he withered beneath the attention. Out of what was becoming a growing habit, he pressed on the Spells tab and checked the timer for Hearthkey. Three hours left until he could go back in.
“It looks like you cleared the boss, while Koji took care of the adds. I’m glad it worked out. I definitely wasn’t expecting it to use an improvisational tool to impact my escape. Apologies. I’ll incorporate an increase in cunningness on all future boss-monster related plans.” Melissa said as she surveyed the room. 
Koji repeated her words back to himself, trying to figure out what each one meant and why she had to use such convoluted language, as James and Melissa had a conversation about what could have gone better. If a conversation was Melissa explaining things and James just nodding or occasionally grunting.
After several minutes of that, when they collectively, aka Melissa, decided it was time to search for the treasure and dissect the bodies, it was James’s turn to give them a surprise.




Chapter 21


“So you just need the blood? That’s so… illogical.” Melissa asked with astonishment when James explained what he needed.           
Koji‌ had seen it firsthand. It was that wave of blood that came out of the boss monster and poured into a tiny little red bead. Rather than listen to James once again explain to Melissa that he needed to drain the blood out of the corpses, presumably for his system, Koji interjected while pointing towards the small mountain, or large hill of charred corpses.
“Uh, James, can you use your drain on those bodies?”
A single head shake came from James and so Koji turned towards Melissa to ask if she wanted them.
“Can’t use them. They are far too disfigured to be of any use for my dissection. I really wish you could go just a little easier with that lightning dome spell Koji. I’m losing permanent gains each time we use that spell. Well, I suppose the pace at which we are gaining Karma and hopefully some wonderful treasure will outweigh any lost benefits. I can always find another Ratverine to dissect.” Melissa replied before Koji could even ask, her arms crossing as she scowled at the pile of ruined rat corpses.
This time, Koji checked his mana first. Once he was certain he had over ten mana, he cast Recycler while pointing at the enormous pile of rats that had formed in front of where he had cast Thunderdome. A hole quickly formed in the small mound of corpses and Koji kicked, pushed, and shoved the rats into the hole. By the time he was done, Melissa and James had divvied up the remaining corpses, with Melissa experimenting on the boss to find her dissection did, in fact, work after James’s blood drain. Perhaps because of the extraction of most of the monster’s bodily fluids by James, the splattering and squelching sounds that normally accompanied Melissa’s post-battle routine were almost non-existent.
Once the pair were finished with their respective debauchery, Koji cast Recycler beneath the hulking rat-bear, only to find it wouldn’t fit. After recruiting James’s help, Koji could get the monster into the Recycler portal piece by piece and then dragged the rotten smelling rat ghouls into the hole as well. 
As he was finishing with the monster cleanup, Melissa and James began their search of the cave. Both of them headed directly to a large purple and green plant where the rat-bear had made its nest and began dragging out the items they considered ‘loot’.
Several small white stones, six Karma Splinters, an attribute crystal, a pair of light blue books, a dark velvet red book, a pair of gray boots that definitely were not going to fit the larger James, a pair of hide gloves that looked suspiciously similar in color to the dark brown fur of the rodents they had just slain, and last, an onyx silver trimmed earring. Koji knew exactly what he wanted, the small stack of books invoking both his curiosity and a glint of greed that colored his expression.
Melissa and James immediately went over each item and separated them into three piles. At the sight of the books being tossed around and the attribute crystal ending up in a small pile directly in front of him, Koji opened his mouth and tried to calmly, but firmly, convey that he wanted to know what the books did before any decisions were made.
“EXPLAIN THE BOOK FIRST!”
The inarticulate shout that left his mouth was not exactly his best or most nuanced moment of communication, but he hadn’t stuttered, and they had stopped sorting out the loot in order to stare at him. The longer they just stood there looking at him, the redder his cheeks grew until finally, he could bear it no longer, and he snatched up a light blue book and twisted it around to read the summary on the back, coincidentally bringing it up high enough to cover his face at the same time.

Loria’s Misty Strike: (Uncommon)
Weapons the caster wields inflict a Dazed debuff to enemies.
Debuff lasts 5 seconds.
Requirements: 10 mana 
Lasts 5 minutes.


Koji read the spellbook summary aloud and, as he finished, quirked an eyebrow in confusion. This spell seemed… Not that useful. A dazed debuff? What did that even mean? And you had to hit them with a weapon. He dropped the book back into the small pile and picked up the other spellbook, oblivious to the hungry gazes that followed the discarded book's trajectory.

Pulse of Friga: (Uncommon)
A ring of frost erupts from the caster at knee height, binding and inflicting minor cold damage over time to any hostile it touches.
Bind lasts 10 seconds.
Requirements: 20 mana


Melissa was nodding and James was frowning as Koji set the book gently back down onto the stack and retrieved the final dark velvet red book to read.

Ves’ienn’s Approval: (Rare)
Reduces the caster’s maximum mana and increases their Strength and Vitality attributes.
+1 Strength and +1 Vitality for every 10 mana reduced.
Requirements: Takes 1 second to activate and 30 seconds to deactivate.


Koji set the last book down with a disappointed look. He had been hoping for something better. Perhaps in this case, the unknown, the possibility of the books being anything, had been better than reading them and finding out how lackluster they truly were.
“I suggest each of us select a book that we are most interested in and if there are no complaints, start the division of the treasure from there.” Melissa suggested as she looked between the two. Once finished, she placed her hand down on the cover of Loria’s Misty Strike.
James immediately followed suit and placed his hand on the red book, Ves’ienn’s Approval. Koji just shrugged and picked up the last book. Taking their silence and actions as agreement, Melissa opened her book and Koji got to witness firsthand the process of someone else absorbing arcane knowledge.
Streams of faintly glowing text that matched the color of the cover, a soft blue, floated up to touch Melissa’s soft brown eyes and forehead, disappearing upon contact with her body. The entire process took about ten seconds, after which Melissa staggered backwards and the now blank book tumbled from her hands to the floor. Koji stepped forward, placing a hand on Melissa’s upper back to keep her from walking into the rather sticky looking purple plant behind her.
“Thanks Koji.” Melissa gave him a lukewarm smile and lightly pushed away his hand, taking a step away from him and James before her eyes went vacant.
Familiar with the sight of someone interacting with their menu now, Koji just nodded in return, silently mouthing the words, ‘You’re welcome’ before opening his own spellbook.




Chapter 22


Information on the Pulse of Friga settled into Koji’s mind, and he realized he might never use this spell. With less than half of the range of Thunderdome and dealing far less damage, the spell seemed worse in almost every way. For five more mana, he could just cast Thunderdome again. A slight feeling of disappointment colored Koji’s outlook as he stared down at the small pile of loot Melissa had placed in front of him while he was learning the spell.                 
Glancing around, he found the other piles were roughly equal; each pile had three of the small white stones, two Karma Splinters, and an item. His item was apparently the earring. Picking it up, Koji examined the thin silver wires that wrapped around the small piece of roughly cut onyx. Setting it back down for now, he resolved to ask Melissa to help him with the earring later. 
Koji reached down to the only item that was unique to his item pile, the attribute crystal. Pricking his finger with the Ritual Dagger he let a drop of blood fall onto the crystal and the Splinters. Once they had dissipated into nothingness, he flicked open his main menu to check on the results.

Attributes
Strength: 3+  Agility: 4+
Vitality: 6+ Intelligence: 11+
Wisdom: 5+ Luck: 10


The only difference on the main screen was the addition of plus signs beside each attribute, except Luck. Koji didn’t think about it too much and just put another point into Intelligence. He needed to stock up on that attribute in case his fears of the system deducting points proved true. On the Home tab, only a few things had changed, namely the Biomass and Basic Materials. The upgrade section of the Home tab, however, now had an enormous variety of options, though.

Biomass: 108
Building Materials: 102
Bed Padding: Sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite. It will create thin bed paddings in the bedroom. An hour of rest will cure some status ailments and fully regenerate the Home Owner’s health and mana. (Cost 1 upgrade point)
Watering Hole: Drink, Rinse, Wash, Repeat. It will create a small hole in the floor. This watering hole will connect to a source of clean water that spawns 2 liters of water per Hearthkey activation. (Cost 1 upgrade point)
Door to ???: The angle of entry always matters. It will create a door to another room. It does not create a room, only a connecting door. (Cost 1 upgrade point) 
Recycler Level 2: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. Recycler portal now has a tiny chance to harvest uncommon resources. (Cost 2 upgrade points, 10 Biomass, and 10 building materials.)
Training Room: Train like your life's on the line. Creates a new room visitable once per rest. Survive waves of enemies in the room, to unlock upgrades and rewards. (Costs 1 upgrade point, 50 Biomass, and 50 building materials.)
Shoddy Bookcase: Ten-penny Dreadfuls to make a masterpiece. Creates a small flimsy bookcase in the Home bedroom. Placing many empty spellbooks on the bookcase generates a complete spellbook. Placing many empty skillbooks on the bookcase generates a complete skillbook. (Costs 1 upgrade point and 30 building materials.)
Wall Mount: Ordinary mount for your extraordinary taste in decorations. (Costs 3 building materials.)
Dread Bread Box: Don’t ask where it came from. Creates a small wooden bread box. It will create a single piece of inferior quality bread per Hearthkey activation. (Cost 30 Biomass and 5 building materials.)
Elf on a Shelf: Currently missing 1 Elf. Creates a small wooden shelf. (Costs 5 building materials.)
System note: Level up your Home or gather more biomass, building materials, or upgrade points to unlock more options.


That was a lot. Also, apparently the upgrades could be upgraded, who knew? Koji rolled his eyes at his poor joke as he rubbed at his face out of habit. The rough texture of his unwashed, grimy, dirt-covered hands made the first decision for him. Those same fingers pushed through the Watering Hole option, followed by the Dread Bread Box.
After some further consideration, he closed the screen and saved the last point. Only, a few hours left till he could go back inside, rest and clean himself. He still needed to check the Tome of Guidance for any useful information he had missed now that he had the necessities taken care of.
When he pulled himself out of the menus and screens, Koji noticed for the first time how drained and tired Melissa looked. Her eyes had deep bags beneath them, her cheeks were taut, and she constantly licked her lips to keep them dry. James wasn’t much better, as Koji caught him with his eyes closed and deep circles beneath his eyes as well.
“Should we go back to the pond for a rest?” Koji asked as everyone got ready.
Both heads turned back towards him, but only Melissa responded.
“If we continue, we’ll probably encounter a stronger monster, but it’ll be more difficult to reap the other passage’s rewards the deeper we go. It makes sense to rest and consolidate our strength for the moment. We still have three days left, after all.”
With that said, and without waiting for anyone else’s response, Melissa set off back into the tunnels toward the starting cave. James just shrugged, stifled a yawn and, without a word of complaint, followed Melissa, leaving Koji alone in the large cave. He quickly turned and hurried after them while wondering how he could ask why it would only be three more days.




Chapter 23


They had only been walking for around twenty minutes, according to Koji’s Hearthkey countdown, when he finally asked the question.            
“How do you know there are only three days left? Is that when the rescue team is coming? I thought… I guess I thought this was something else.”
“What? Ohhhh, you didn’t finish the tutorial, so you never got the introduction.” Melissa said before sharing a look at James, letting out a soft sigh, and continuing. “I guess I can summarize it. This is a trial area, created by the gods of this new world we are in. I think it’s called Agilgeia? The first five people who clear the dungeon, or if no one has cleared the dungeon, the five highest level people who are left remaining after four days will be transported to a final trial before being allowed to enter the world. It’s like… a transit or testing zone. We are just getting our magical passports before we are allowed in.”
Only Melissa could compare what apparently was a brand new magical world to something tedious as getting identification documents. Still, her words had left something unsaid.
“What would have happened if more than five people survived the crash and the monsters?” Koji asked.
“Dead.” James supplied.
“Any Travellers who don’t make the cut are rejected and don’t finish their transition to Agilgeia. At least that's what the last text box of the tutorial said. I’m around 75% sure it was just saying that to psychologically manipulate us into performing well. Although the reasons for why it would do so remain unclear.”
Koji listened to Melissa ramble about possible reasons for over ten minutes before he tuned her out and checked the countdown timer on his Hearthkey spell. After realizing he’d have to listen to this for another two hours on the walk back before he could summon his door, Koji opened the menu and began to distribute his Karma to his level. 

Rank: F
Level: 1
Karma: 364
Traveller has acquired enough Karma to level up.
Would you like to spend 20 Karma to increase your level?
Yes/No
Would you like to spend 30 Karma to increase your level?
Would you like to spend 40 Karma to increase your level?
Would you like to spend 50 Karma to increase your level?



Koji kept hitting yes repeatedly until something new happened, suddenly a new window popped up covering the screen beneath it and preventing him from leveling further until he read the system's spam message.

Congratulations on reaching level 5 Traveller!
As a reward for your hard work
You've been awarded a one time bonus of 3 Attribute points!
Continue to grow and become powerful your destiny awaits!

After dismissing the pop up window, Koji internally warred between being annoyed about receiving spam from the system and being grateful that he'd received three Attribute points. Eventually he just shrugged and continued to press the level up button.

Would you like to spend 60 Karma to increase your level?
Would you like to spend 70 Karma to increase your level?
Would you like to spend 80 Karma to increase your level?


When he hit the level up button and nothing happened, Koji winced at seeing the now double-digit number beside Karma, the feeling of being flush with points to suddenly having almost none, causing his stomach to twist and his mind to whirl as he hoped he had made the correct decision.


Rank: F
Level: 8
Karma: 14


With ten new attribute points to distribute, Koji wasted no time and slammed five of them into Intelligence, four into Wisdom, and almost as an afterthought put a single point into Vitality. When he was done, he took a last glance at his new stats before closing the screens and moving to walk beside James in silence as Melissa yammered on.

Intelligence: 12 > 17
Wisdom: 5 > 9
Vitality: 6 > 7
Health: 24 > 40
Mana: 49 > 77


He now had double his starting health and over three times his starting mana. The rest of the walk back to their starting cave was spent in quiet contemplation by Koji, wondering about what he would become after‌ more time down here and pushing down the small voice in the back of his head that told him none of this was real.
Every few minutes, he would open the screen and check either the Home tab or the Spells tab to see the timer tick down on Hearthkey. When it finally hit 00:00:00 and the numbers vanished, it was incredibly difficult to not immediately cast the spell and bolt. His jaw muscles clenched, and his fingers worked against his palm over and over, becoming clammy and sweaty as he resolved to wait until they reached the starting cave and the others went to rest. 
Koji glanced at James and Melissa. With the Home system, he could be normal. They didn’t need to know how much being out here, around people, around them, made his skin crawl and his irrational anxiety spike each time they looked at him or asked him a question.
When they finally reached the brightly lit cavern with the pond and its pedestal centered within, what they found waiting for them threw a wrench into Koji’s plan to escape into his Home.




Chapter 24


Gathered around the edge of the pool was a small group of seven people. As their trio pushed out of one of the side tunnels and back into the light of starry stones set in the cavern’s ceiling, a hush fell across the room as all the occupants turned to look at their group in shock. Koji tried to imagine what their group looked like to these clean-faced strangers.   
Even before the system's changes, the magical pond water gifting him crimson eyes, and the bulky leather armor James had been intimidating. Yet now covered in blood and with his armor permanently dyed a rust-red, he looked more like a serial killer going on a massacre than a normal person. Melissa’s armor had been shredded. Even with Koji’s healing, she now had scars running up and down her arms, shoulders and side. Her brown eyes definitely had moments of softness. Koji had seen them, but now, like most times since they had their first battle, they held a calculating, distant gleam, as if she was appraising the cost of your life. 
Koji knew he wasn’t exactly immune to this phenomenon of looking terrifying, transporting charred monster husks and being the center of a constant lightning storm in battles, had left him covered in a thin layer of soot, with his dark hair standing up at ends, and the dirt building up on his clothing and hands giving his skin an unwashed, greasy feeling. In contrast, the group sitting around the edge of the pool had some familiar rusty weapons and even a few pieces of armor or unfamiliar trinkets, but looked much cleaner and only a few people laying down on jackets in the back of the cave sported any sign of injuries. 
“Melissa? Melissa Sato?” A clear masculine voice broke the silence that had settled in the gap between the two groups. A young man with dark hair and a pale almond complexion separated from the pack. His gray-blue eyes fixed firmly on Melissa as he walked towards them.
“Jake?”
If the note of astonishment held within Melissa’s voice made Koji blink in surprise, the young man rushing across the distance and wrapping Melissa into a massive hug, nearly sent him into shock. 
When they disentangled after a few long moments, several of the other group members had approached, their faces now a little friendlier, despite the distance they kept. Koji gave the two men and two women what he thought was a respectful nod of acknowledgement before turning his focus on Melissa’s conversation.
“I’m so glad you made it. When I didn’t see you amongst the survivors, I was really worried.” Jake said as he clutched at Melissa’s shoulders and shook her.
“Worried you? How could you be worried about anything?” Melissa said with a playful, teasing voice as she gently pushed away Jake’s hands.
“Are you kidding? This isn’t some uni exam or raid. Of course I’d care if you went missing, Melissa! We are friends.” Jake ended his speech with a bitter smile and a moment of hesitation as he stared into Melissa’s eyes.
“Did you drink the water?” Melissa said after a long pause in the conversation.
“Yeah.” Jake said as he lifted the rusty sword the tutorial provided with one hand while gesturing towards their battered trio with the other hand. “I can see you guys all drank the water. So, what did you get, Mel? Did you go the classic full heals with wheels?”
At the mention of the name Mel, Koji saw the hairs on the back of Melissa’s neck stand up, and as Jake continued to talk about heals and wheels, Koji noticed Melissa’s posture stiffening. So he was unsurprised when she snapped back at Jake.
“No! I did not pick a healer class. You know there wasn’t one presented in the tutorial. There aren’t even classes!” Melissa hissed out the last few words before turning back to James and Koji. She gave them a nod and pointed out a small unoccupied space on nearly the opposite side of the pond. “Let’s get some rest before we go.”
James nodded and started walking almost immediately, oblivious to the mounting drama before them. Koji gave Melissa a worried look, which she promptly ignored, and turned back to face Jake.
“It was good to see you. I’m glad you made it. Talk to you later.” Melissa squeezed out the final few words of her goodbye and immediately broke away from the group, leaving Koji standing there awkwardly.
“Well… That wasn’t what I expected. Sorry about that. Name's Jake, Jake Long.” Jake grimaced as he looked at the retreating Melissa before turning to Koji and extending a hand.
Koji winced as he realized he should have followed behind James and escaped with him. The other four strangers had now moved closer and were giving the retreating James and Melissa strange looks. What do you even say to someone in this situation? Was it a ‘Hi I’m Jake too?’ Or ‘Hello, it’s nice to meet you.’ Maybe he should just leave and follow James and Melissa. Did it really matter if he answered? Worse, the longer Koji thought about what to say in response, the longer Jake’s hand hung in the air.
Finally, Koji reached his hand out to shake Jake’s just as Jake retracted his hand, leaving Koji stiffly shaking his hand in the air in front of him as he stammered out a greeting.
“H-Hi. I’m Ko-Koji.”
“Nice to meet you, Ko Koji. This is Sam, Andy, Trish, and Quinn.” Jake gestured to each member of the approaching group and supplied their name.
Koji gave each person a nod and tried his best to force his face into a smile as he glanced at them. 
“So, could you tell us about your system? We are trying to get a feel for everyone’s capabilities, so we can better understand how to group people as we explore the Trial.” Jake said to Koji, despite his gaze still lingering on the distant Melissa.
“Uh…” Koji frowned at Jake’s words. There was something wrong with what he had said, but Koji couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Perhaps he was just over thinking things and shouldn’t rock the boat. They were probably just trying to be resourceful after the crash and the rat attack. It made sense to know everyone’s system. At this point in his thought process, Koji realized everyone, even Jake, was looking at him strangely as he had just been standing there in silence not responding for some time. 
“Look, I get that it’s probably odd to make that first thing to ask. How about I tell you about myself first?” Jake said.
Dude, nobody wants to hear you talk about yourself. Koji came up with his response immediately, but held back from saying anything, merely continuing to stare silently ahead as Jake continued on, unfortunately taking his silence as consent.




Chapter 25


Over the next ten minutes of Jake talking about himself, Koji learned ‌little. He was twenty-three years old, one year older than ‘Mel’, he had graduated from university with a degree in biochemistry and was an ‘entrepreneur’, and Jake proudly proclaimed he had the Duel system right before he gave a demonstration.  
“Watch this!” Jake said before taking a step back and producing a brown and gold playing card with a flick of his fingers. 
“I summon the Rodent’s Predator: Kramithus!” Jake shouted the words loud enough that Koji was sure both Melissa and James could hear it. The loud noise made Koji squint and shy away from the loud man, so he almost missed what happened next as a massive, five-foot tall projection of the card appeared in front of Jake and a set of massive panther paws swept out from the card, the claws left deep marks on the stone floor before both the floating image of the card and the giant panther paws vanished back into the card.
“Pretty cool, right? I have a chance to find cards on monster bodies if I loot them.” Jake said with a smile while flicking his fingers and making the card disappear while stepping a little closer before continuing. “So what about you, Ko-Koji? What system did you get?”
“The Home system.” Koji said simply, after ten whole minutes of listening to this guy talk, it felt like it had drained the life from him. People like this were one of the many reasons why he never left his house.
“Home? Like back to Earth!? You have a way back?” A shout came from the previously silent audience.
Koji turned towards the speaker, who Jake had previously introduced as Sam. Sam was a slender man a little taller than Koji’s own six-foot height, with close-cut dark hair and a mocha complexion. He strapped a slightly battered and rusty spear to the back of a blue and yellow electronics store polo. Koji responded with a shake of his head at the man’s question, and, at the crestfallen expression that denial brought, he explained.
“Sorry. It’s just a place to rest and maybe store stuff. Nothing cool like a portal back to Earth.” Koji tried his best to contort his face into an apologetic smile and soften his expression as he spoke, but from the deadpan looks coming from the others and the still distraught facial features of Sam, it wasn’t working.
“That’s okay. Sam just… I think a lot of us just want to go home. It’s a little difficult to believe everything is real, you know? Magical powers. A new world. They created a whole trial for us to grow in. It’s crazy.” Jake said with a slightly softer voice while raising his hands in a placating gesture.
“O-Oh okay.” Koji felt like he needed to say something to the man and apologize for triggering something. But in the end, like with so much before, he held his tongue and watched as the others of the group consoled the now crying adult man.
“So, ah Koji, it looks like you guys have been out exploring a lot. I know you must be exhausted and need to rest, but we have a lot of questions. Like what's out there in the tunnels, what monsters did you guys face, what loot did you guys get, how high your levels are… But that can wait for the morning, I’m sure. Right now, if you don’t mind, I just have one question.” Jake’s words implied it was a question, but the way his hands and body stopped moving, and his tone dropped as he reached his request made it clear it was not a request.
Koji, unsure of what else to do and not wanting to give into the rising anger he felt at Jake’s tone of voice and actions, gave Jake a nod to continue, eager to get this whole thing over with.
Jake closed the gap between Koji and himself before he softly whispered his question down to Koji. “What system did Melissa Sato get?”
Koji immediately took several steps back, the sudden closeness of a stranger even more stifling and somehow worse here out in the open than it had been on the cramped subway surrounded by people. He looked at Jake’s furrowed brows and set jaw. The man was clearly expecting an answer from him. A quick glance across the pond showed Melissa and James had both settled in against the far cave and were well out of earshot. Koji opened his mouth to answer and paused. He swallowed the bitter taste of regret and his fears down for a moment in order to change his answer, then he spoke.
“Ask her yourself.”
Koji turned away from the group of strangers and tried his best not to stomp away indignantly like a child would. He unfortunately found himself focusing on how to walk slowly and calmly away so much that the natural mechanics of walking became difficult and foreign to his conscious mind and each motion became increasingly stiff as he crossed the cavern to stand by Melissa and James.
James had his eyes closed when Koji waddled up to them, but Melissa turned to face him, merely raising an eyebrow in question to his noisy entrance. Koji just shook his head and then on a second thought gave her a faint smile to reassure her.
Rather than slump to the ground and rest with them, though, Koji finally did what he had been itching and craving to do for nearly an hour now. He activated the Hearthkey spell and stepped through his door. 




Chapter 26


Koji had so many things to do. He still had Karma points to spend. He still had Biomass and Building Materials to use, and piles of stuff to go through. The tapestry he was using as a blanket lay on the floor.         
Koji still had to open the Tome of Guidance and see what it said about upgrading his Home system and all the craziness that had been going on. Yet, the first thing he did upon entering the small bedroom was drag himself to a corner, slump to the floor, and pull the tapestry over his shoulders before closing his eyes to pass out.
When Koji woke up, he felt better. The struggle of having to stand there and listen to that type of person talk about themselves had worn him down more than all the fights against the monsters so far. The only thing wrong was the greasy, dirty film that had coated him after not washing for nearly two days, if he counted the time inside his new Home. 
It didn’t take long for him to find the Watering Hole he had purchased. The system had set the small hole in the ground into the center of the room and thankfully it came with a cup. After several long drinks, he stripped, and, after rinsing his clothes on the floor, wiped most of the filth off of himselk.
The Dread Bread Box was next. It was near the entrance sitting on the floor, a rickety, little wooden box with a small round handle on it. Tugging on the handle caused a drawer to slide out and reveal several hard, blackened slices of dense, dark bread. Koji, in his hunger, devoured the first two slices without tasting them. Upon reaching the third and final piece, he tucked it into his now mostly clean pocket.
Then he laid out on the hardwood floor and stared at the ceiling, watching as the faint light of the Heart’s Glow Lamp fluttered across the wooden beams. Fuck, today had been a lot. Closing his eyes, Koji drew in deep breaths and then released. Inhale fresh air and exhale your worry with the next breath. In and out, just like that old fool had taught him.
“Mom. Dad. I’m sorry I couldn’t make it yesterday, but I tried. I really tried this time.” Koji spoke into the empty air of his new Home, the hot tears that spilled down his cheeks forcing his eyes to open just enough to cry as he let everything that he had been holding inside out into the world. He let everything that had happened over the last day and a half wash over him as he sobbed.
Some time later, he sat back up and rubbed the inside of his shirt against his puffy eyes before grabbing at the Tome of Guidance. Opening it caused a brief flare of brilliant light and when Koji could see again, a stream of text was pouring down the first page already.

Welcome to your very own Tome of Guidance! I am Guidance #203A204B, but feel free to assign me a name! I have received specialized training regarding the Home Traveller system and Traveller integration to Agilgeia. I should be able to answer any of the questions you have left after your Tutorial.
GREAT SOLFATHER TRUE RANDOM!? WHY?
Oh, Nightmother, no! Level 8? How? Why are you just now opening me?
What have you been doing for the last day?
Answer me Traveller!
GIVE ME AN EXPLANATION!
System, I want an answer from you too!


As Koji reached the book talking to the System, the scrawling script of the page continued, but it was blocked as, for the second time in his short existence here, text streamed across his vision.

Guidance #203A204B requesting System examination.
Performing cursory examination.
Anomalies detected.
Performing secondary examination.
Traveller’s Trial > Check
True Random > Check
Anomaly > Check
Level 5+ > Check
Requirements met for full evaluation.
Please wait…


The words ‘Please wait’ turned out to be mere politeness because almost as soon as they appeared on-screen, the world around Koji froze in place and he felt everything. It was like a rainbow of colors had suddenly wrapped around him. Each light brought its own unique emotion or desire and inflicted it upon him. Just as he thought he might cry, he grew enraged. Just as he thought he might laugh, he grew depressed. Over and over again the lights brushed against his skin and slowly his already tenuous hold on reality snapped.
When he came too, Koji turned his head so his face was no longer grinding into the floorboards and wiped the drool from his face before turning to glare at the Tome of Guidance. Only to find it was gone. 
In its place stood a small marble statue of a woman. The proportions of the woman were exaggerated beyond belief, despite being nearly completely hidden by a brown and blue robe that was held together by golden clasps with a sparkling orange topaz adorning each. The longer Koji stared at the statue, the more he thought it looked more like an action figure or an incredibly expensive figurine.
Slumping back down to the ground, Koji couldn’t help but despair and overthink. Trading a book that apparently had necessary information in it for an admittedly pretty-looking figurine wasn’t exactly an exchange that favored his survival.
“Aw, you think I’m pretty looking? What an innocent way of putting it.” 
The sultry, husky voice that invaded the silence of Koji’s room was filled with mirth and jolted him upright. Hands scrambled to find the dagger and knife that had been discarded while he slept. He needed something to defend himself from the intruder. By the time he realized he had magical powers, he was already crouched in a corner with the knife brandished straight out in the air as he glared at the… still closed door?
Movement on the floor caught Koji’s attention, and he turned to gawk at the foot-tall statue that was currently striding across the floor. 
“You really need to get some furniture in here, but I suppose that’s the price of being a bachelor. No one tells you that sleeping on the floor while using the tapestry of a god as a blanket is silly.”
The sweet voice came again, and this time, Koji saw the source. The statue was talking. Fuck! He knew this whole magic thing was too good to be true. Wait. Maybe he went crazy and he could just stay in this magical world. His internal monologue ran in circles as his mind struggled to rationalize what he was seeing and hearing as the statue spoke again.
“My, you are a paranoid one, aren’t you? I suppose that’s to be expected, given your history.”
The note of pity that the voice held soured Koji’s mood, and his face fell as he snapped back at the small statue.
“Shut up! You don’t know me!”
“On the contrary, my dear. I know you very well. From the moment they wrenched you out of your universe and into mine, you’ve been my believer.”
“Believer? I don’t believe in anything. Dust to dust, ashes to ashes.” Koji’s annoyance faded some as confusion filled his voice at her response.
“Ah, I suppose I should introduce myself. I am Goddess Kyeltha. You may call me Kyeltha.”




Chapter 27


“Goddess? You’re a deity?” Koji exclaimed with surprise as he examined the foot-tall statue skeptically.   
“Indeed, the Traveller system evaluated you to be a Traveller most closely associated with my domain, and so they asked me to give you some guidance.”
It was incredibly unnerving to watch a marble statue smile. Koji felt his skin crawl as he thought of the physics of it, but marveled at the sight of the beautiful statue’s movements even as he registered her words with a frown.
“So, you are the deity of death?”
“It’s rather telling that you think death is the domain you are most closely associated with dear, but no, I am not the deity of death. Perhaps you should consider what is most important to you, Koji, because I assure you it is not death.”
The statue lady’s words brought a hint of dread to him, and the more he thought of it, the redder his face grew and the lower his head drooped.
“Ah. I can see you’ve figured it out. Allow me to reintroduce myself. I am Kyeltha, Goddess of Hearth and Home,” she said with a playful smile.
“I-It’s nice to meet you, K-Kyeltha. C-Can you leave?”
“I see. I suppose I should have expected that. Would you mind if I used the door next time I came for a visit?”
“N-No.”
“Perfect. I can just move this avatar next to the door and-”
“No. Please don’t come back.” Koji said firmly as he brought his head back up and stared down at the statue.
“You know, if I was any other deity, I might take offense to that. Don’t you want answers? You seemed pretty eager to open that Tome of Guidance. You have an actual Goddess here to guide you and provide answers. Yet, you are more interested in sending her away?” Kyeltha said in a playful voice.
Koji stopped himself from his immediate rejection. It was true that he wanted answers. It hadn’t been fun, constantly bothering Melissa for answers to what she regarded as basic knowledge. His eyes narrowed with suspicion the more he thought about it. There were plenty of tales and even a song about making deals with supernatural entities on Earth and almost all of them ended with the mortal tricked.
“How do I know what you’ll tell me is the truth? And what’s in it for you?” Koji asked, biting nervously into his inner cheek as he watched the small statue for any signs of deception.
“See! These are the types of questions you need me for. Perhaps when the situation isn’t so urgent and you aren’t running out of time or fighting for your survival, I could give you a detailed breakdown of the current pantheons and inner workings of godhood. Since you are aligned with my domain, any achievements you make will reflect positively upon me and slightly strengthen me, especially as you grow in power and level. That would be true for any deity and well-aligned mortal, typically. However, your circumstances make you especially well suited to my domain and your Home system’s growth will be extremely beneficial to me in the future.” 
The skeptical look on Koji’s face must have told the miniature goddess how he felt about all the fancy things she had just said. So, with a soft sigh, she continued.
“Not only that, but the System itself will actively intervene if I intentionally try to harm you or maliciously lie to you. You’ll most likely gain a significant benefit if that should happen. Errors or Anomalies in the system are commonly judged in the favor of the Travellers rather than the Divine.”
Koji just shrugged and glanced at the door, his intent clear. Answers were nice, but the peace, the sanctity of being alone in his own home, was better. 
“Fine! Fine! Fine! How about this? I’ll come visit once per activation. I’ll knock on the door and if you let me in, I’ll answer any questions you have and then leave right after. You don’t have to open the door if you don’t want to! Fair?”
When did this become a negotiation? Koji shook his head and started walking towards the door.
“If you make it out of the Trial, I will… help you visit your parents. That’s what caused this, after all. Yesterday was their anniversary, so you made yourself go out to visit them. I can help you with that.”
Koji paused mid-step and his anger flared at her words. His rage vanished almost as soon as it had come, though, as he realized this might be the last time he could visit them. He looked the tiny marble statue up and down slowly, doing his best to mimic Melissa’s appraising gaze as he asked.
“You’ll help me visit them?”
“Yes. Yes! All you have to do is complete the Trial. I can grant you a boon the moment you step foot on Agilgeia and let you teleport to your Earth briefly, just to say goodbye.”
“How do I clear the Trial?”
“Ah! Getting to business now. I’d be happy to help, but perhaps we should put your home in order first?”
“How do I clear the Trial?” Koji repeated.
“I mean, just look at this, everything’s on the floor and you don't have any furniture. I’ve seen worse, but not by much. Some goblin hearths are more impressive than this honestly.”
“How. Do. I. Clear. The. Trial?”
“Ugh, so single-minded. Fine. Fine. Have it your way. Simple answer is to defeat the last boss. The actual answer is more complicated, though. You can either wait till the timer ends and they teleport the five highest level people to the Desolate Zone to fight the last boss. The dungeon trial area and any you leave behind will cease to exist. Or you could defeat the guardian of the dungeon and go through the portal it guards as a group. This will grant you an advantage of numbers during the last fight, and will save the lives of your fellow humans.”
“So just level up? Alright. Next question, how do I level up my system?”




Chapter 28


“In order to explain how to level up a Traveller system, you need to understand a little more about Traveller systems. Their archetypes were designed by the ancient Kal'meri and are customized by the System for each Traveller. Each person from your Earth receives a unique version, however. So no two Travellers will ever have the same abilities, even if they both had the same System. Are you understanding so far?” Kyeltha explained in a soft, patient voice.      
Koji arched an eyebrow and glanced towards the door. His unwelcome guest did not take the hint, however.
“Good. So, for example, your friend Melissa has the Surgery archetype. A few others over the years have had that system, but none would have the exact version that she possesses. Now, let me ask you a question: how in your world would one get better at surgery?” 
Koji was feeling resigned to the fact that this ‘goddess’ wasn’t going anywhere, anytime soon. That didn’t mean he had to answer her obviously leading questions, though.
“Yes, exactly that, by going to school and practicing surgery. There are other things true, but experience, knowledge, equipment, and even sometimes awards let us and others know how good we are at something. So the Surgery system most likely requires her to perform a set number of dissections, to gain enough Karma, and perhaps harvest a few rare ingredients for the first level.”
Koji wondered idly if he just left and came back in twelve hours when the cooldown was finished, if she would still be here. Maybe he could fashion some earplugs, that might help.
“So open your screen, please. Now go to where it says Home at the top and now hit where it says '1' for the level of your Home. That should bring up the prerequisites.” Kyeltha’s marble lips pulled into a smug smile as she revealed all he needed to do was press the right button.
With a long sigh, Koji discarded his thoughts of makeshift earplugs and followed Kyeltha’s instructions, easily bringing up the Home tab and, upon pressing the 1, a list of requirements spread across his screen.

Home Level 1
Level up requirements:
Install 2 permanent upgrades - True
Invest 1,000 Karma - False
Invest 100 building materials - False
Invest 10 Biomass - False
Create a new room - False
Would you like to invest?
Karma+
Building materials+
Biomass+
Yes/No


When Koji finished reading the screen, he dismissed the panel and fixed Kyeltha with an icy stare.
“You could have just said I needed to press the button. Do you really like the sound of your own voice that much?” An irritated Koji snapped at Kyeltha.
The outrage that played across the statue’s face at his words almost made listening to her monologue worth it, almost.
“It’s important to understand the structure and reasons for things. It will help you grow in the future and enable you to avoid mistakes in the present!” Koji didn’t know how a statue made of stone made its voice sound so shrill and flat. That was a little impressive.
“Why does everything you and ‌the System do remind me of a bad infomercial trying to sell me something that’s going to cost way too much money and break almost immediately? I hope you guys have a good return policy.”
The statue’s expression fluttered between outrage, shock, and confusion at Koji’s retort. When it opened its mouth to complain about mistreatment, Koji raised a hand to cut her off.
“Don’t answer that. I don’t want to know. Explain attributes to me.”
Silence came in response as the goddess possessing the statue closed its mouth and stomped around the room. Watching the small statue climb the tower of mostly blank books that Koji had been using as a pillow brought a rather surreal viewing experience to the entire room. Finally, after she was perched on top of the books and had pretended to smooth out her robe, Kyeltha began to explain.
“Strength is how strong you are. It measures the physical force you can exert upon the world, your damage. Agility is how fast you are. It measures how you move and react, along with helping with accuracy. Vitality is how healthy you are. It measures your life-force, your resiliency to damage and lifespan. They directly related your health points to this attribute. Intelligence is how much information you can retain. It measures the mental force you can exert upon the world. It will increase your spell potency and mana. Those are the basic attributes for every human. Earthlings start with relatively low scores across the board, but have a high growth potential. You scored well above average with a nine Intelligence to start.”
“Stop. Flattery will get you nowhere. Stick to the facts.”
“I was just-”
“Please explain Luck and Wisdom.”
It was almost comical, seeing the tiny action figure of marble cross its arms and glare up at him, but Koji restrained his mirth and just nodded for her to continue.
“Hmph. I was getting to that. Other stats can be obtained through certain actions, like completing dungeons or certain life changing encounters, or by achieving something notable. I recommend you check your Achievements tab and try to brainstorm anyway to gain more Achievements as soon as possible. It could be quite the-.”
“Wisdom and Luck.” Koji said dryly as the goddess of hearth and home in statue form rambled.
“Wisdom is how mentally adaptable you are. It measures not your mental force, but its depth and width. It directly affects your mana pool, mana regeneration, and has some positive mental resistance side effects. Luck is… debatable, the World's System: your personal level abilities and all that, did not originally have a Luck attribute. It was only when the Divines and the Kal'meri forged a contract to create the Traveller’s system that-.”
“Enough. I think it’s time for you to leave.” Koji said as he picked up the book the goddess statue was perched upon and carried it to the door.
“Oh. So soon? But we need to talk about so much more, and just look at this place. This isn’t a proper Home yet. Come now, there are so many things to talk about.”
Koji reached the door as the goddess babbled on, finally, as he reached for the handle, the goddess grew nervous. As he opened the door and tilted the book to let her slide off onto the empty void beyond the door, she began to rapidly speak before she drifted out of hearing range.
“When you reach level ten, you’ll have a choice. Don’t accept it! Oh! And make the training room first, since you can earn achievements there!”
Koji slammed the door shut as soon as she was gone and slumped to the floor of his room. He felt like he needed another nap after dealing with that ‘goddess’.




Chapter 29


After closing his eyes for a few long moments and sucking down several deep breaths, a sense of calm filled Koji again. The invader was gone, and he was alone again, with his desired peace and quiet.                 
Her promise had resonated with him, however. The thought of his parents back home waiting for him had been the perfect motivation. He scowled at that thought. She had known that and used his desire to manipulate him. Did it matter, though?
Discarding his worries, Koji finally opened up the Achievement tab. He did it not because the goddess had told him too, but because that damn star symbol was still beside it. 

Magical Mayhem*


Only a single line of text awaited him on the screen, and Koji quickly pressed it for an explanation.

Magical Mayhem: This achievement is earned when the caster has killed 10 or more hostiles with a single spell cast. +5 Wisdom. Know when to hold ‘em, know when to fold ‘em, know when to blow ‘em up.


Koji’s eye twitched at the very clear poker reference appearing on a magical floating screen. He quickly tabbed back over to his Home tab, not bothering to read any of the text and navigating directly to where the Training Room upgrade waited.

Training Room: Train like your life's on the line. Creates a new room visitable once per rest. Survive waves of enemies in the room, to unlock upgrades and rewards. (Costs 1 upgrade point, 50 Biomass, and 50 building materials.)


He quickly purchased it, and as an afterthought, purchased an additional upgrade option.

Wall Mount: Ordinary mount for your extraordinary taste in decorations. (Costs 3 building materials.)


A small fizzing sound came from a wall, and a small wooden hook slowly grew out of the wood. Once shaped and settled, it shed a skin of wood to reveal a smaller hook of brass. When no further transformations or oddities occurred, Koji hung the tapestry of Yamantaka on the wall hook and gave it a slight nod.
“Thank you for keeping me warm.” Koji mumbled softly to the yellow-blue, multi-limbed, dragon-headed man who sat in the center of the artwork.
With that hung, he considered getting a few shelves to put his books and clutter on, but waited for now and tried the new room with his remaining time. It was at this point Koji realized he had forgotten something. He did not know how he was supposed to get into the Training Room. Immediately he opened his Home tab and pressed on the upgrade. That had been the answer to almost everything else, only to be greeted by an annoying prompt.

The Training Room is currently under construction.
Time till completion 01:21:37


With a huff, he went back to the Home tab and bought several shelves.

Elf on a Shelf: Currently missing 1 Elf. Creates a small wooden shelf. (Costs 5 building materials.)


When the shelves finished appearing on the surrounding walls, he piled all the books onto one, then the iron hoe and bag of seeds on another. Koji found a set of items he had forgotten about. He hadn’t known what to do with them before, but now Koji knew exactly how valuable the pair of crystals were. He picked up the two Karma Splinters and promptly dropped a drop of blood on each. Once they had dissipated, he opened the Home tab once more and scanned through the options, picking the most immediately useful one that he could afford.

Recycler Level 2: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. Recycler portal now has a tiny chance to harvest uncommon resources. (Cost 2 upgrade points, 10 Biomass, and 10 building materials.)


With the discovery of the forgotten Splinters taken care of, Koji searched through his small room to make sure there was nothing else he had missed. Once he had double-checked the entire room, he let out a contented sigh at the now much cleaner and organized room. His hands slid into his pockets and he stood there awkwardly. Koji was wondering what would be the next thing he bought when he felt the soft fabric of the white gloves he had received as part of his True Random reward.
Tugging out the Alchemist’s Gloves, Koji realized he had placed them in his pockets, not wanting to get them dirty. He completely forgot about an item that was supposed to have the same rarity as his Thunderdome spell. He squinted down at the gloves, turning them over and even checking for a tag or writing on the interior only to find nothing. With a resigned shrug and hoping that a reward from the System wouldn’t actively harm him, he slid the gloves onto his hands and waited… and waited… and waited…
Then he did his best impression of a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat, followed by a flourish of his fingers, and a wave of his hands. Koji even tried fluttering his fingers in a poor imitation of jazz hands, to no avail. After nearly twenty minutes of looking like an idiot and even trying to say abracadabra and other magicky words, Koji gave up and opened the only book he had left to read, ‘Knowledge of Wood: Oak Edition.’




Chapter 30


Koji read until he felt a tremor run through the floor beneath him. Setting the book back down on the shelf, he watched and waited. Gentle tremors shook the floor, each coming faster than the previous till, finally, with a  snap he was pulled to the door and tossed out. He barely landed on his feet this time. His arms windmilled desperately to not fall onto the blood-soaked James. 
After staggering backwards and finding his balance, Koji turned towards Melissa and dropped the piece of bread he had been saving in her lap. He hesitated for a moment while staring down at her sleeping form.
“Thanks for saving me. If you hadn’t picked me up or pulled me along, I’d probably be rat food.”
Koji turned away after speaking and glanced across the pond to check on the other group. He missed the twitching muscles on Melissa’s face that pulled her lips into a gentle smile. Across the pond, the group of strangers were still consoling Sam and beginning to drift apart. When Koji had previously used the Hearthkey and came back out, no time had passed in the outside world, and it seemed that today's trip into his Home had been no different.
The goddess’s manipulation had been more effective on Koji than he cared to admit. He trudged away from his sleeping companions and around the lip of the pool. He ended up in front of the left tunnel, peering into the dimly-lit stony passageway as he contemplated whether he was really about to do this.
He had only just decided and set off into the tunnel when a clear, high-pitched voice called out to him.
“Excuse me?”
Koji turned back around to see one person from Jake’s entourage at the tunnel’s entrance. His lips pursed, and an eyebrow arched quizzically, trying his best to use his body language to ask what she wanted. The silence in the short tunnel had just stretched for an awkward amount of time when Koji realized that, in the cave's darkness, she couldn’t properly see his expression.
“Do you mind if I come with you?” The woman, Quinn, asked as she took a few steps into the tunnel.
“Are you a home intruder?” Koji regretted his response almost as soon as it left his mouth.
“Uh… no? I don’t think so?”
“A-Ah. It’s f-fine then.” Koji said while spinning away from Quinn and suddenly happy that the dim tunnel hid his now red, embarrassed cheeks.
“Thanks!” Quinn said in a cheerful tone as she jogged to his side.
Together, they traveled deeper into the tunnel in blessed silence. Just as Koji grew comfortable and able to ignore the fact that he had company with him, the tunnel split in two. He rifled through his pockets to find a coin and was just about to flip it when Quinn spoke.
“The left passage leads to what the system calls a Malformed Drider. Some kind of spider-human thing gone wrong, and not the friendly neighborhood kind. The right leads to a jumping rat. That's just my name for it, though. Jake didn’t see what name the system gave it.”
“How do you know that?” Koji asked with a note of skepticism.
“We grouped up earlier and fought through the enormous caverns on each side. That’s how Jamie and Alex got hurt. Sam scouted the next caverns further down the tunnel and so we retreated. We’ve been coming back to farm the first rooms for experience on the regular before your group arrived.”
“Farm?”
“Yeah, we tested it a few times. When there are no humans in the tunnel system, the monsters respawn in around half an hour. If your group hasn’t been farming monsters… What have you guys been doing?” Quinn asked as she tilted her head to the side and gave him a puzzled look.
“Uh, well, James went off on his own. Melissa and I cleared the next few rooms by ourselves until we met up with James later for a pretty hard fight before coming back.” Koji shrugged, half distracted as he spoke by the thought of all the monsters they had just killed being alive again.
“Wow. That’s pretty hardcore! So, what are you fighting with?” Quinn said as she pulled her auburn hair up into a bun before unslinging a slender short bow from across her shoulders and beginning to string it.
It was only now that Koji noticed the rusty sword loosely tied to her waist and the rough leather quiver at the hip. He opened his mouth to tell her he didn’t really use a weapon, but then remembered his blades. Koji tugged both the carving knife and the Ritual Dagger from his back pockets to show her.
“Oh? So, you’re going with a whole dual wielding rogue type build then? What happened to your starter weapon?” 
“Uh, I just have these.” Koji shrugged and stepped down the left tunnel without considering what awaited them. He immediately tried to flee Quinn’s question and not admit that he had never picked one.
“Oh. Alright. So, um, we are going to fight the drider?” Quinn said, which reminded Koji of the tunnel he had chosen and also of him not knowing what a ‘malformed drider’ was.
“Yeah… about that. What exactly is a drider?” 
“It’s a half-spider, half-human. Didn’t you hear the superhero joke I made earlier?”
“No, no. I heard it, but… which parts are spiders and which are human? And how big are we talking?” Koji said, as he slowed down.
“Oh. Well, normal driders have spider torsos with a human upper body where its face should be, but these are malformed, so they each have a spider body, a human torso and then a spider head.”
Koji stopped walking completely, while Quinn continued forward. She was oblivious to the wide-eyed, terror-stricken expression his face had morphed into.
“And they are about the size of a normal human, maybe a little shorter? Sooo like five feet tall.”
At Quinn’s explanation of its size, Koji immediately turned around and walked back towards the split in the tunnel.
“I think we’ll start with the leaping rat.”




Chapter 31


Koji was still clutching the hilts of his weapons as he crept to the edge of the rightmost tunnel. He was proud of the fact that he had only looked behind him half a dozen times in the last few minutes. After all, he was just making sure that A GIANT MAN-SIZED SPIDER didn’t come up from behind to eat him and Quinn.  
In the center of this small cavern that the tunnel had led them to, an enormous rat sat gnashing its large oversized teeth together and shifting around slowly. Koji was unimpressed, however. This rodent was barely the size of the first few he’d seen when at the subway crash site, this one being only around the size of his torso. The only notable thing was the overdeveloped hind legs that looked more like a kangaroo’s than a rat.
“So, how do you want to go about this? I could pull it from here if you wanna set up with a sneak attack.” Quinn whispered softly in Koji’s ear.
Koji’s body shuddered reflexively at the sudden closeness, and he flinched away from the young woman. Her sudden proximity overwhelmed and surprised him. He nodded mutely at her suggestion and ambled off to the side of the tunnel where the bright lights of the cavern didn’t quite reach. 
He slumped against the icy wall and waited. He was more than a little curious about what Quinn meant by ‘pull’. It felt like the longer he spent down here, the more unfamiliar terminology people kept using.
Quinn shuffled forward and nocked her arrow as she stared across the nearly 50 feet gap between her and the resting rat. Koji held his breath, excited to see what the arrow would do. Maybe the arrow would split into two and impale the rat, or maybe a rope would trail behind the arrow and she would reel the rat in. Was that what she meant by pull?
What actually happened was far less impressive. Quinn fired her arrow at the rat, only to have it dip low and strike the ground nearly ten feet from the monster. The arrow skipped across the rocky ground, eventually sliding to a halt only a few feet from the leaping rat. Koji tried to gauge the rat’s reaction, but honestly, the thing just looked ugly and hairy. Its beady, red eyes tracked the arrow, and as it lifted its head to see where it came from, it spotted Quinn.
Koji tightened his grip on his weapons, working his fingers nervously against the wrapped hilts as he waited for something to happen. Maybe the arrow would explode, or it was just a distraction for Quinn’s true strike. The rat’s hind legs bunching up and propelling it nearly twenty feet across the room in a single leap were not what he expected, however.
Its second leap came just as Koji pulled away from the wall. The large not-quite-flying rodent streaked past him and towards the entrance of the tunnel, landing just in front of a trembling Quinn, who was struggling to nock a second arrow. Koji turned, kicked off the wall with a foot, and propelled himself towards Quinn as he saw the hindquarters of the rodent bunch again. Quinn stumbled backwards as the rodent opened its enormous mouth and displayed its sharp teeth before it sprung towards her.
Koji’s lunge, combined with Quinn’s stumble and the rat’s leap put him directly into the path of the toothy monster. His arms flailed for a moment, unsure of what to do before the rat’s teeth bit through where his plain white dress shirt covered his chest and directly into his pale flesh beneath. The sudden searing pain brought clarity, and Koji slammed his knife and dagger down into the rat’s head. Several dull ‘thud‌’ noises rang out as his blades barely impacted the creature's skull, only serving to rattle its brain with each impact. After a series of frenzied strikes directly down onto the monster, Koji’s Ritual Dagger slipped from his hand, skittered off the rat’s head, and with a squelch slid directly into one of the rat’s beady red eyes.
The monster immediately stopped struggling and fell away from Koji, with its jaw going slack. The teeth shredded Koji’s chest further as they were pulled down and out by the weighty rat. With a groan, he tried to think about what he could do. There were no emergency rooms here, no doctors. Could he get some bandages? What if its teeth had punctured something inside him? Could he be bleeding internally? 
Koji turned around to face Quinn in a daze. The wide eyes and hands covering her mouth as she saw his injury told him enough. It had to be bad, really bad. He risked a glance down and then had to endure more pain as his body tried to retch. His mind worked overtime as he tried to figure out how to get proper medical care. Only after a considerable pool of blood had formed at his feet and he had grown dizzy did he remember his spell, Nature’s Grace.
It was a quick and increasingly familiar series of gestures to tab over to Spells and select the proper block of text. A moment later, a faint green light flared around him and the overwhelming pain faded from his mind.
When the pain fully receded, Koji slumped to the ground with a groan. His eyes closed as he took in deep breaths and let his body relax. The overwhelming stench of rodent, wet fur, and blood ruined the atmosphere. However, the feeling of being pain free as the spell ended was more than enough to cause Koji to take a moment to savor his survival and life.




Chapter 32


“Wow. Do you have some kind of regeneration system or something? That’s awesome!” Quinn’s excited voice broke Koji’s concentration.        
With a deep sigh, he pushed up off the ground and examined the damage done to his shirt. It was the nicest dress shirt he had owned, the key word there being: had. The rodent had shredded the entire bottom half of the front of his shirt into ribbons that hung like red streamers over his thin stomach. Beneath the tatters of his shirt, new pink flesh had spread in a terrifying pattern across his torso, showing just how wide that monster’s jaw had stretched.
“Uhhh, thanks for saving me. Is there anything I can do to help?” Quinn asked as she nervously shifted from foot to foot beside him.
Koji didn’t want to respond. He wanted to keep ignoring her, but the almost puppy-dog look on her freckled face and the sincere note in her voice made him feel incredibly guilty.
“Do you need anything from the corpse? And does the ‘loot’ respawn with the monsters?” Koji caved and responded, even using the terminology everyone here seemed so fond of.
“Uh. No, I've already maxed on rat fangs for my Piercer system, sadly. I’d really like to get a spider sometime though, like a big tarantula would be great.” Quinn said excitedly, once again oblivious to the increasing distress Koji’s mind was under as he imagined the giant spiders.
“The loot?” Koji reminded Quinn before she could continue.
“Oh. No, sadly, the good stuff drops on the first kill.”
“Alright. Well, let's get going then,” Koji said as he stood and clicked on the Recycler spell.
“Holy shit, what was that? Did you just open up a portal?”
“Uh yeah. It recycles dead stuff to upgrade my system.”
“Oh. So like a recycling bin that you just carry around? That sounds kind of lame. Try… Portal to nowhere! Yeah, that sounds better.”
Koji just shrugged, wiped his daggers clean, and headed to the exit of the cave.
“Uh, where are you going?” Quinn asked back from the entrance.
“The next cave? You said Sam scouted a second one, right?” Koji cocked his head to the side and turned back to regard Quinn as he answered, with a look of confusion on his face. Why didn’t she want to go further?
“Well, the SEVEN of us decided it was too dangerous. I don’t think the TWO of us are going to find the next cavern any safer.” Quinn clutched at her bow and gestured frantically while she tried to convince Koji to stay. “We can just go back and farm the drider room, then leave and wait for it to reset.”
“Sorry?” Koji didn’t know what to say. Quinn’s distraught face and high-pitched, shaking voice implied that she didn’t want him to go further, but… This wasn’t enough. Koji wanted to explain to Quinn why he had to go deeper, but the words didn’t come out. He couldn’t find the right way to say it and ended up just staring at her freckled face from across the cavern.
“Sorry.” He apologized a final time after he failed to come up with anything, turned, and left both Quinn and the cavern, walking deeper into the winding tunnel system.
It wasn’t long before he grew tired of the self-pity and guilt that his inability and lack of desire to communicate with Quinn caused, so Koji opened his menu. Perhaps it wasn’t the safest thing, but he was curious about what had changed.

Traveller# A8002738255K
Koji Athame
———————
Attributes
Strength: 3  Agility: 4
Vitality: 7 Intelligence: 17
Wisdom: 9 Luck: 11*
Health 40/40
Mana 82/87*
Rank: F
Level: 8
Karma: 22*


Another point of Luck? Was the system trying to call him stupid again? How had his mana gone up by ten points? Koji frowned and checked his surroundings as he continued to walk, before pressing on each small star sign for the explanations.

Luck: 10 + 1 Luck for surviving through no direct action of your own.
Mana: 77 + 10 Mana due to equipment changes.
Karma: 14 + 8 for killing a Spring Rat.


Magical equipment? The gloves! Koji quickly lifted his hands to inspect the gloves. They were spotless, eerily clean, as if they had just come back from a dry cleaner. The sparkling white gloves had shimmering silver and glinting gold designs drawn across the fingertips and backs. Despite the bloody mess that Koji had just been a part of, not a drop of either his own blood or the monster's had stained the gloves. Where the gloves ended, his wrists were coated in sticky, dried blood, though.
Ahead of him, Koji could make out a subtle shift in the lighting that seemed to always come with a cave. He quickly reached down to wipe his gloves against his dirty pants, only to watch them come away spotless once again. 
“Self-cleaning gloves that give mana? I mean… that’s pretty cool. Doing laundry sucks anyway.” Koji muttered softly as he dismissed the screens and crept to the edge of the tunnel to survey what monsters waited for him.




Chapter 33


What Koji found in the cave made him rethink his choice to go down these tunnels at all. He watched the scurrying rat-spider things before him. There were only six of the monstrosities, thankfully, but each one had a slender rat torso and tail. An array of spider pupils had replaced their sharp teeth and beady eyes, and they had disgusting mandibles that constantly jittered. The worst part of the entire sight was the limbs, thin, spidery legs protruded from almost every angle of the creatures.      
Koji considered the best way to ‘pull’ these monsters to him. In the end, with no fancy sneak attack or long-range bow, he sheathed his blades. He chose a rather small rock from the floor. Pulling up his spell screen, Koji slowly strode into the cavern, swallowing down his fear with a false smile, and the thought that he was about to turn into a bug zapper.
Clack Clack Clack.
A flick of his wrist had sent the stone skipping across the ground and into the center of the cavern. The sudden noise caused all of those disgusting spider eyes to turn towards Koji. The spider rats charged at him in a frenzy, each of them rushing forward to be the first to devour him. 
Koji shivered for a moment at the terrifying sight and pressed the text for his spell a few moments too early. The ring of lightning snapping into place around him as the spiders surged across the ground. It was almost cathartic to watch as each time one of those wretched, spindly legs crossed the almost invisible line of electricity.
Three of the spider-rats scurried into the spell's range, and Koji got to watch as punishment rained down on the abominations. A trio of lightning bolts answered their intrusion in unison, the crackling bolts of power stunning and searing the bulky rat bodies. The claps of thunder that came next were almost visible as they compacted the dust and dirt in the air and slammed it down on top of the spider-rats' bodies. Those spindly legs snapped under the sudden force, and each of the monsters was left dead in a small hole in the ground.
“Thunderdome. Definitely Thunderdome.” Koji muttered to himself as he watched the process.
The final three monsters continued forward while Koji anxiously watched. He  wondered what they would do now that they knew about the ring of death that awaited them. Nothing, apparently, as the creatures even tried to scuttle over their own comrades' dead bodies to get to him. Soon enough, three more crispy spider-rat carcasses lay on the ground before him.
Koji let go of the hilt he had gripped during the second wave of spiders. He stared down at the cooling monster corpses. His worries hadn’t come true today, but what if they had just waited for the spell to end or… worse? A shudder ran through his body as he thought of the spiders flinging webs across the distance to wrap him up as a snack for later.
The cleanup only took a moment, as once Thunderdome's duration finished, he cast Recycler into the center of the pile of monster bodies. He helped a few that didn’t quite make it to the portal with a kick from his sneakers. What took the most time was scouring the cave for loot. Even when Koji found a small chest that had been half-obscured by a boulder, he was still worried he had missed something. After nearly half an hour, he decided it would just be faster to open the chest and continue into the caves. He would rather not waste any more time looking for loot that might or might not be there.
Flipping open the chest lid revealed a few instantly recognizable and desirable items. A small diamond and a pair of Karma Splinters, which Koji absorbed immediately, and a small, light blue book, only the size of his hand. The title was embossed in silver and read, ‘Sinking Fallow’. Flipping the small tome over, Koji read the back, curious what the title meant and what the spell would actually do.

Sinking Fallow: (Common)
A small field of dirt expands from the caster’s feet. It will drag any entity other than the caster down into the fallow field.
Dependent upon entity weight.
Maximum depth four feet.
Requirements: 20 mana


That was the worst spell Koji had seen yet. Twenty mana for a spell that didn’t do any damage? What were all those conditions, too? Dependent upon entity weight? Maximum depth? Why in the world would anyone want this spell? Koji thought about just tossing the book aside, but a certain upgrade in his Home system tab reminded him that perhaps he could get something useful.
“What the hell. I’d have killed to have a magical quicksand ability just a day ago.” Koji said as he opened the spellbook and let the arcane knowledge pour into his mind.
While tucking the now-blank book into the waistband of his pants, Koji surveyed the cavern one last time. Satisfied he would find nothing else, he looked over his Spell tab, intent on trying out his new spell. He realized a second unknown spell had appeared on the list at some point.

Recycler 10
Thunderdome 24
Nature’s Grace 15
Final Breath of Yama 30
Sinking Fallow 20
Hearthkey 10:02:21


How had he gotten Final Breath of Yama? What did that even do? Without thinking too much, he pressed the spell name and braced himself for an awesome display of power worth thirty mana. A chill ran down from his head, over his shoulders and down his spine, spreading slowly throughout his limbs. When it stopped, it felt as if someone had taken drops of ice-cold water and let them trickle down his back and over his extremities. 
That was it, however. No grand explosion, skeleton hands floating in the air, or a wave of deathly, shrieking heads. It was more than a little anticlimactic. With an annoyed shrug at the Mana intensive spell turning out to be such a dud, Koji walked down towards the exit of the cavern. A faint smile split his face as he thought about the possibility of another spellbook waiting for him.
“Gotta learn ‘em all.” He murmured as he stepped out of the light and into the dim tunnel.




Chapter 34


It was about five minutes later, as Koji was walking down the tunnel and reading through the notifications of Karma gain for the ‘Spidrats’ he had just killed, that he noticed something was wrong with his mana.        

Mana: 57/57*


He instantly pressed the small symbol to receive the waiting prompt.

Mana: 87 -30 mana for Final Breath of Yama’s activation.


What the actual fuck does that mean? The spell reduces my maximum mana! Was it permanent? What was the effect? Koji tabbed over to the Spell section, only to freeze before hitting the spell again. Maybe he could toggle it on and off if he pressed the button, or maybe he would permanently lose another thirty mana. 
Ultimately, he just let out a sigh, returned to the main screen and distributed his new free attribute point to Wisdom to make up for the loss. He’d ask the nosy home intruder what to do later, no reason to give the system another reason to make fun of him. 

Wisdom: 9 > 10
Mana: 57 > 60


It still wasn’t enough mana to make him feel comfortable testing the spell again, though, and he didn’t have enough Karma to level up yet. So, Koji spent the rest of the walk to the next cavern flicking through his screens. The Skills tab was still nearly empty, the Spells tab was growing longer in a satisfying sort of way, and the Home tab was becoming increasingly complex. The only things that Koji could do on his screens at the moment revolved around his two new upgrade points. He saved them until he could check out his new training room.
Closing down the translucent blue screen and walking in the dim tunnel, Koji relaxed. He was finally alone and unworried that someone would come over to talk with him or that he’d say something stupid. People just brought with them so much pressure. There were so many terms they changed the meaning of, or words that meant something completely different depending on who you talked to. People were exhausting. His shoulders had just lost the tension that had built up over the last day, and his slightly slumped posture straightened when he reached his destination.
It was similar in size to the final cavern the group had cleared earlier, around the size of a basketball court. A little darker though, with the plants here mostly being blue instead of purple and the hard bluestone replaced with a dark dirt. Koji saw two other connecting tunnels in the distance and a tunnel to his right. The monsters, thankfully, congregated near the center of the cavern. As Koji lurked in the tunnel’s darkness, amid all the monsters, he could see a large tarantula nearly the same size as a bear.
A stronger monster meant better loot, right? What had Melissa called it before? A boss monster? She had also compared the rat-bear to a tank, though. Surely a big, furry spider wouldn’t be as bad as a metallic death machine on treads, though. Maybe it would only be mini-coop levels of bad? Koji shrugged, unsure of the specific terminology, opened up his screen to the Spells tab, picked up a rock, and stepped into the cavern.
Clack clack clack.
Watching the small stone skip across the ground, Koji was feeling like he had a knack for this whole pulling thing. After the third or fourth bounce, it occurred to him he was turning into some kind of magician. It would be way cooler to cast a fireball or badass spell at monsters to attract them instead of a rock. He had a sudden vision of Melissa and James accompanying him. They were expecting to see him pull the monsters with some kind of laser beam or ice ray, only to watch him throw rocks. His cheeks grew red in embarrassment at the thought. His momentary distraction shattered as hissing cries and skittering movement filled the cavern.
A flood of monsters streamed towards him then. Unlike before, where Melissa and James had fought to cause the rat monsters to bunch up, these creatures turned and from all over the cavern rushed towards him. The immediate fastest were the Springrats. They leapt ahead of the Spidrats and the boss monster almost immediately and were within twenty feet of Koji after only a few seconds. As they leaped forward and crossed into what he thought the range would be, he pressed the Thunderdome spell. He watched as the bolts of lightning and peals of thunder hammered into the annoying monsters. His other hand lightly touched his chest where pink flesh still showed beneath a shredded shirt.
There was a great deal of satisfaction to be had in becoming a human-sized bug zapper. Koji even let out a rare smile at the scent of ozone as the last Springrat fell and the horde of Spidrats swarmed across the boundary of his spell. His eyes snapped shut as over two dozen lightning bolts fell in unison a second later as the claps of thunder rained down. Koji staggered and clapped his hands over his ears as the wave of sound washed over him.
Even with his eyelids closed, Koji still saw flashes of light. A ringing played through his head and over his covered ears as more monsters entered the dome just to die. It only ended after what felt like an eternity, both darkness and silence settling on Koji. Soft thuds and vibrations reached Koji’s body, different from the booms of thunder. Carefully, he let one eye partially open just in time to see a leg from the massive tarantula ‘thud’ into the ground just outside of the circle of electricity.
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Several large fuzzy spider legs made it into the spell's area of effect. The lightning crashed down upon the leading appendages, searing them and leaving the bitter smell of burnt, wet fur behind. Thunder smashed down onto the same legs, and there were several sickening  snap snap snap sounds, but the massive tarantula continued forward.                  
Its bulky body crept closer and closer, most of its eyes focused directly on where Koji stood. Strike after strike of lightning landed on the giant spider's body, clearly damaging it, yet it persisted, only slowly, slightly, after half a dozen blasts of thunder impacted its thorax. Its mandibles opened to reveal dripping vile green fluids and sharp teeth that should not be there as the tarantula staggered to only a few feet from him.
Its hind legs bunched, and its body tensed whether it intended to leap and crush him, or leap and devour him. Koji didn’t want to find out as he triggered the Pulse of Friga. A wave of frost swept out from him, the ethereal light blue ring expanded out and spread across the spider's underbelly and its legs. Ice wrapped around the legs and coated the ground, freezing not only the giant tarantula but also transforming ten feet of the cavern floor around him into an ice rink.
The boss monster struggled and lurched for a moment, but the spell held it in place, allowing Koji to let out a sigh of relief. It was short-lived, however, as lightning continued to pound down onto the spider.
‘Boom Boom Boom.’
The explosions that came from where the tarantula boss had been standing rocked the cavern and sent Koji flying backwards. He slammed down onto his butt nearly ten feet away from the impact zone, skidding across the ice as pieces of dead spider rained down from above. He sat there on the ice, spinning slowly in a circle. Koji gawked at the destroyed tarantula boss. Where the ice had been covering its legs was now gone. The spindly nubs left had deep burned marks on them and were warped beyond belief. The explosions had pressed the head and body into a sheet of cracked ice and coated it in a thick layer of soot and ash.
Koji didn’t approach. The ice covered the area surrounding the gigantic spider in debris. It was slick and smelled terrible. Slowly, the ice began to melt and drain into the floor of the cavern. Wanting to know if it was truly dead, Koji opened his menu and scrolled down to where the system would tell him.

Karma: 837*
Karma: 52 +300 Karma for killing an Elite Ratantula +5 for killing a Spidrat x 81 +10 for killing a Springrat x 8


Just below the notifications, a prompt floated, waiting to be acknowledged. With a worried glance at his severely depleted mana, Koji glanced around the cavern while slowly backing into the darkness of the tunnel as he accepted the level up.

Traveller has acquired enough Karma to level up.
Would you like to spend 90 Karma to increase your level?
Would you like to spend 100 Karma to increase your level?
Yes/No


He leveled up twice before the prompt changed and he hesitated, remembering the goddess’s words.

Traveller has reached level 10 and can rank up.
Would you like to rank up?
Yes/No


After some thought he pressed no, for now at least, he’d choose to believe in the home intruder’s words. She had answered his questions and left him alone in the end. He hadn’t exactly been at his most hospitable then, either.

Traveller has acquired enough Karma to level up.
Would you like to spend 110 Karma to increase your level?
Yes/No


Koji ended his next level-up spree at level 14. With a glance at his mana, he quickly distributed his attribute points. He only stopped once he’d spent all his points, and his status screen looked a little more rounded.

Traveller# A8002738255K 
Koji Athame
———————
Attributes
Strength: 4  Agility: 4
Vitality: 7 Intelligence: 18
Wisdom: 14 Luck: 11
Health 47/52
Mana 22/86
Rank: F
Level: 14
Karma: 147


With everything done, Koji searched the room for treasure while monitoring his mana. It was regenerating faster than before. Kyeltha had been honest about that at least. Wisdom had something to do with mana regeneration. By the time his health was full and his mana was almost up to the halfway mark, Koji had scoured the room twice over and was pretty sure he’d found all the loot he was gonna find.
Some of the blue foliage had hidden a large chest in the center of the room. Koji pursed his lips while he tried to remember if Melissa and James really had to search the other boss monster room for so long when everything was just conveniently in one spot. Flipping out the chest, Koji smiled happily at the sight of his favorite items: books. One light blue spell book and one deep red skillbook sat at the bottom of the chest. They were just visible beneath a small pile of Karma Splinters, two attribute crystals, and a pair of comfortable-looking tan leather boots.
Brushing the other objects to the side, Koji hoisted up the two books and immediately turned them over to read their summaries.

Heavy Rain: (Uncommon)
Drops of unusually heavy water fall in a large area around the caster. This spell deals minor bludgeoning damage and increases the weight of entities the drops come into contact with.
Rainfall lasts for 1 minute.
Heavy effect of water lasts for 2 minutes.
Requirements: 15 mana


Koji didn’t hesitate once he’d read the summary of the spell, cracking open the cover and letting the arcane knowledge pour into his mind immediately. Only once the spell appeared on his screen did he turn to the red book.

Godrick’s Wraith: (Rare)
Each physical blow dealt by the wielder has a chance to echo, causing an ethereal strike to fall upon the targeted enemy.
Requirements: Takes 1 second to activate and 10 seconds to deactivate.
10 health and 10 mana to keep active.


Koji tucked the blank spell book into his growing waistband while wishing for a backpack, or smaller books. The red book he set aside for now, unsure of how best to use such a skill. Instead, he looked at the other items inside the chest.
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The two attribute crystals were easy. He dropped a point into Wisdom and Intelligence, respectively.    
  
Wisdom: 14 > 15
Intelligence: 18 > 19
Mana: 86 > 91


With that done and double-checked, Koji pocketed the Splinters for later and picked up the tan boots. The insides were soft and padded, while the exterior felt hard and sturdy beneath his fingertips. Undoing his laces and tugging off his sneakers, Koji held his nose as he put his feet into the new boots while glancing up at the main screen. Nothing happened until Koji had put on both boots and tied up the laces.

Strength: 4 > 5
Agility: 4 > 5


After a few waves of his hand to waft away the lingering, ripe odor from his shoes, Koji pondered the change in stats. He’d gained both strength and agility on this adventure, but didn’t feel any different. He rolled up the sleeve of his shirt to inspect his arm, trying to find any new muscle definition, only to be disappointed. Once he picked up the skillbook and cast Recycler around him, Koji tried running to one of the next tunnels. 
A short jog later and he was pretty sure, maybe, at least he thought, he was in better shape than before. He slowed as he reached the dimly-lit tunnel on the right because he didn’t want to trip again, not because of how much he was huffing and puffing after such a brief run. 
The soft light of the tunnel and the cool sensation that it brought gave Koji a sense of relaxation and calm. His mind sunk into a peaceful rest as for once he didn’t focus on his screen, nor on the carnage he had just inflicted, or that giant spiders existed in this world. Instead, he tried to focus on breathing and what he’d need to say when Melissa and James woke up in… 
He had just taken his phone out of his pocket to check the time when the sound came.
Click click click.
The disgusting noise made Koji’s hair stand on end and he crouched, trying to see through the dim light of the tunnel to find the source. Out of the darkness, the most disgusting creature he had ever seen slithered into view, a scaled rat nearly two feet wide and ten feet long. Its mouth opened to reveal insect-like mandibles that continued to make the eerie clicking sounds. A viscous, green liquid dripped from its serpent-like fangs.
“Nope. Fuck that.” Koji said as he flicked to the spells tab and cast both Pulse of Frigga and Thunderdome immediately.
The resulting explosion left an enormous snake-shaped burn mark on the ground. It threw Koji back nearly ten feet and obliterated the rat-insect-snake monster so thoroughly that there wasn’t a large enough piece left to use Recycler on.
Koji finished emptying his stomach onto the floor and gave up on trying to erase the trauma seeing that monster hybrid had caused. Then he tiptoed around the scorch mark and continued down the tunnel. If he suddenly became religious, maybe there would be a bug-killer deity in this world. He’d have to ask Kyeltha the next time she invaded his bedroom.
The rest of the walk was made in a constant state of paranoia. Koji kept a lookout for more of those unspeakable creatures and repeatedly failed at his breathing exercises each time he saw a shadow. The brightness of the cavern ahead after nearly an hour of walking at a downward angle brought with it a sense of relief. At the very least, no monstrous fusion would leap out from the darkness here.
Koji’s tunnel let out almost five feet above the cavern floor. From his elevated vantage, Koji had a wide view of the enormous cavern. The cave below was nearly the size of a football field and nearly as green. Grass and foliage covered the ground in place of gravel and dirt. Blue and purple plants all faced towards the vibrant light above, and Koji even saw several small trees surrounding a small pond at the far end of the cavern.
The one thing that worried Koji, however, was the monsters. At the far-left edge of the cavern was an area filled with webs and Spidrats. In the deeper shadows, he saw several large shapes as well. At the far right edge of the cave, a group of rat-bears roamed, their hefty furred forms rubbing against rocks and roaring at each other. The small clear blue pond sat in between the two monster areas, undisturbed by either side.
Koji slid down the steep incline to the cave floor beneath him. He started heading to his right while wondering if he fought the monsters on one side, if the monsters on the other side would involve themselves. He wondered if he could somehow skip visiting the left side. 
Screen pulled up, rock in his hand, and doing his best to ignore the spider-infested area, Koji stepped into the rat-bear area ready for battle.




Chapter 37


Nothing charged at him, attacked him, or even noticed him until he was nearly twenty feet away from the bear's lair. When they lifted their pointy rat-like noses into the air and sniffed, he knew he’d been found out and chucked the rock at the center-most rat-bear while triggering Sinking Fallow.    
The surrounding greenery faded, replaced by a field of brown and gray moments before the rat-bears bellowed and turned to charge towards him. Their large clawed feet pounding into the ground as they closed the distance. Upon reaching the edge of the field, Koji activated Thunderdome. He smiled as the familiar scent of ozone and the sound of crackling electricity filled the surrounding area.
The rat-bear hybrid monsters were hulking masses of fur that immediately sunk into the soft earth. The thunder pounded each monster deeper and deeper into the ground as they went from charging at him, to trudging through the dirt, to sinking like a stone in no time flat. Koji gulped as several rat-bears made it within striking range, weathering strike after strike from the lightning above. They even survived the blasts of thunder before dying just as they reached their goal. 
It became harder for the rat-bears after the first few deaths, though. More and more of their charred carcasses fell before Koji and formed a barrier, preventing the other rat-bears from charging at him directly. It forced them to go around the bodies to reach him, which caused them to spend more time taking damage from the Thunderdome. 
A half-moon of dead monsters surrounded Koji as the spell finished and the electricity faded away. He quickly checked his surroundings for other enemies. His fingers hovered above the Thunderdome spell as he tried to make sure there would be no eight-legged surprises. Satisfied with the distinct lack of monsters charging at him, he cast Recycler and began shoving all the bodies into the portal.
Once finished, he found a rock to park his rear on where he could monitor the spider section of the room while going through his newfound wealth of Karma.

Karma: 147 +150 for killing an Usrarat x 31
Karma: 4797
Traveller has acquired enough Karma to level up.
Would you like to spend 150 Karma to increase your level?
Yes/No


Koji glanced at his rapidly refilling mana before hitting the 'Yes' button three times, bringing him to level 17. He added two more points to Intelligence and an additional point to Vitality, just in case. He then switched back to the spell screen, satisfied now that his maximum mana score had gone over one hundred.
After a session of deep breathing and flicking through the tabs of his system to check for anything interesting or new, Koji found his eyes drifting closed. Pushing off the ground, he gave himself a slap across the face to wake up. He had procrastinated long enough at this point and began the slow walk towards the area the spiders had claimed for themselves. 
“Hey, deity of bug zapping. Will I get an achievement if I kill a thousand bugs?” Koji asked the empty air in a playful tone.
There was no response, as was to be expected. It’d be creepy if the deities were just listening in all the time and watching him, heck there probably wasn’t even a deity of bugzapping. With a sigh, Koji chucked his rock into the center of the webbing and let the process begin again.
Waves of Spidrats swarmed out towards him followed by several large Ratantulas. Thankfully, these monsters were smaller than the elite version that had occupied the previous cave. The sheer number of eight-legged monstrosities caused Koji’s heart to quicken and his breathing to stutter. He tried to remain calm as they rushed into the range of his Thunderdome. But the mere thought of just a single spider leg touching him was too much, and he pressed spells rapidly.
Heavy Rain, Sinking Fallow, and Thunderdome were all active, ‌and the world around Koji became a terrifying storm. The soft earth became muddy and pulled down the spiders despite their light forms. The heavy rain pounded down onto them in a deep rap rap rap, battering against their bodies and sticking to them. Each lightning strike resulted in a miniature fireworks show now as the bolts struck the soaked Spidrats and later the Ratantulas. It leapt across the wet surfaces, crackling and twisting as the electricity tore through their tough rat hides. By the time the thunder clapped for a monster, it would already be dead. The resulting blow would just shove the corpse down into the muddy fallow, feeding the earth and clearing the path for another monster to die.
Koji watched in awe at the combined effect of his spell. When the glinting rain and electricity receded, the world around him was destroyed. Even outside of the spell's radius, the heavy liquid had been thrown, and lightning had sparked several fires. Loose debris had been scattered into the surroundings.
“Magic is so fucking cool!” Koji shouted, while clenching his fists and laughing at the carnage he had wrought.
His enthusiasm was short-lived. Upon casting the Recycler portal, Koji realized most of the monster bodies were so deeply embedded in the ground that he had to pry them up. Some were so shredded by the winds and rain of the storm, or disfigured and melted to the now-hardening earth that it was nearly impossible to drag them into the portal. It took nearly three times as long as the bear side had to clean up just some of the mess. Even then, there were spider and rat parts strewn everywhere.
Just as he finished and let out a sigh of relief that the hard part was over, he realized there was another problem. He still had to find the treasure in all of this mess, and it could be anywhere. It was another hour and a half of searching before he found two large treasure chests and dragged them back towards the entrance. The only good thing about his search was the fact that he had found several fruits hanging from the trees on the spider's side of the room. Red and shiny like a delicious apple, but soft and firm on the outside like a peach, he gathered up a little over a dozen into a large leaf and deposited them with his loot.
Finally, he was finished, and it was time to open his Christmas presents. Koji gave a bitter chuckle at the thought of a jolly man in a red suit sneaking past the monsters to plant the treasure chests in their nests.
“Maybe there is a deity who does that here? I wonder if he makes a list.”
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Koji used his Ritual Dagger to cut away the stray bits of webbing that remained around the first chest before pushing open the lid and peering inside. A thin white-gray backpack of silk was the first thing Koji could see. Taking it out, it surprised him by just how light the material was. He checked to make sure nothing was inside of it before putting the skillbook he had been carrying around inside and several of the leaf wrapped fruits. It felt a little creepy how he had just been thinking about wanting a backpack a few hours ago, only to have one suddenly appear that same day.              
A scowl formed on Koji’s pale face. His lips curled downwards, and his eyes narrowed at the thought of voyeur gods and goddesses reading his mind and planting treasures he wanted. It felt like too much of a coincidence‌. He couldn’t do anything about it right now, and so he returned to emptying the chest.
An arrow with strange lines drawn on its metal head and a strange soft blue and black mixed feathering went straight into his backpack. A circle of white marble with unknown words written in a golden filigree on its inside went over his wrist. The last items in the spider chest were several small Karma Splinters and a single attribute crystal, which he promptly absorbed.
Before opening the second chest, Koji opened his screen to check what new attributes the bracelet gave, only to find nothing had changed on his status screen. Spell tab, nothing new. The same result was repeated on the Home tab, and the Achievement tab. It was only when he came to his most neglected screen, the Skills tab, that he found the addition.

One with Stone


What on Earth? Or in this case... What on Agilgeia did that mean? One with Stone sounded super cool, but several presses of the text on the screen gave no reaction. After several futile attempts at finding out what it did, which included running around, waving his arms, throwing rocks, and even licking a boulder. Koji gave up and decided to ask the home intruder the next time he saw her. The bracelet went back into his pack and he moved on to the second chest.
The loot within was both disappointing and exactly what he had wanted. books. Books stacked on top of each other and crammed together to fit inside. One by one, he pulled them out and read their summaries.

Orbs of Odyssey (Rare)
Caster creates a small ball of electricity that orbits around their person and discharges if any hostile entity enters within 5 feet of the caster.
Each sphere has a maximum of three discharges and does a major amount of lightning damage to the target.
Requirements: 30 mana per orb

Gust of Tornadus (Rare)
Caster creates a 5 foot wall of wind that can push a medium size target for up to 10 seconds.
Direction is determined by gesturing with caster's hand after triggering the spell
Requirements: 10 mana

Blade of Hinter (Uncommon)
Caster sacrifices a portion of their mana to apply a coating of frost to a weapon. Strikes with said weapon will now apply minor frost damage and a minor slowing effect.
Enchantment lasts for 12 hours.
Requirements: Reduce caster’s maximum mana by 15 for the duration.

Aura of Styx (Epic)
A small blanket of mist is created around the skill user. Each attack received while the mist is active gives the user a stack of Styx’s Water. Triggering the skill a second time will inflict Psychic damage directly to a target you can see. 
Damage increases according to the number of Styx’s Water stacks spent.
All stacks are used upon the second trigger.
Requirements: 100 Health and 100 Mana to create the initial blanket. Reduces maximum mana by 50 while awaiting second activation. Reduces maximum health by 10 while awaiting second activation.

Bloody Reliquary (Uncommon)
Skill user’s health regeneration is sacrificed in exchange for half as much mana regeneration.
Requirements: Takes 5 seconds to activate and 1 second to deactivate.


After reading the summaries of the three spellbooks and two skillbooks, Koji was rather shocked. He immediately opened Blood Reliquary, Gust of Tornadus, Orbs of Odyssey and, after some thought, Aura of Styx. Tossing the final skillbook into his backpack, Koji’s greed was then slightly disappointed by the lack of Karma Splinters or attribute crystals waiting for him at the bottom of the chest. At least he had gotten his first Epic rarity skill, though.
He stood up as he stuffed his pockets full of the last bits of fruit and shoved the few blank books he’d been carrying around into his backpack. Koji contemplated what to do next. His Spell tab showed only a short amount of time left until he could use Hearthkey again and rest in safety, which meant that Melissa and James would probably wake up soon. He’d rather be alone, but… Melissa had saved his life and explained pretty much everything to him. If she hadn’t pulled him along to explore, he’d probably still be sitting by the water. He would have likely freaked out about what to tell his therapist or pondered what kind of schizophrenia he was developing.
He put those thoughts aside with a tired shrug and surveyed the enormous cavern once more before beginning the trek back to the starting room.




Chapter 39


The first thirty minutes went by in relative silence, and once Koji felt secure in the dim tunnel, he opened his menu to check just how much Karma he now had.    

Karma: 4317 + 150 Karma for killing a Ratantula x 10 +5 for killing a Spidrat x 55
Karma: 6072


That felt like a lot, but each level kept increasing in cost and worse, he needed 1,000 Karma just to upgrade his Home once. Hopefully, he’d be able to upgrade the duration and stay there longer. Hunting monsters hadn’t been so bad, except for the bugs. However, dealing with Quinn and having to listen to other people talk about things he was clueless about was getting annoying.
A soft sound from the cavern ahead drew Koji’s attention, and he immediately tabbed over to the Spell tab to prepare for an ambush. What he found as he turned the last bend in the tunnel and stepped into the bright cavern lights was worse, people.
In the center of the cavern, gathered around a conspicuously scorched circle of stone, stood Jake, Andy, Trish, and Quinn. They seemed to be having a rather heated discussion, with lots of pointing towards the tunnel that led back towards the pond.
“Found him!” A gruff voice coming from Koji’s right said.
Using his own trick of peeling away from the cave wall, Sam’s darkly complexioned form resolved into view. His spear was no longer strapped to his back, however, the glinting rusty iron tip looking somehow more menacing now that he pointed it at Koji.
Koji felt weirdly relaxed with the spear being pointed towards him. Violence was quickly becoming preferable to social interaction. For a second, a small insidious voice inside his head whispered that perhaps he would get Karma from killing a human. He quickly dismissed the thought as the others approached.
“Hey Ko-Koji! How are you doing?” Jake said while giving Koji a friendly wave.
Koji flushed at the stuttered pronunciation of his name. It wasn’t the first time some had mocked his stutter, and wouldn’t be the last. Still, his cheeks burned as he gave Jake and the others a slight nod of acknowledgment. His right arm tensed as he prepared to shove it through the floating Spell tab in front of him, if it turned out to be necessary.
“You’re alive!” A warm shout from Quinn severed some of the tension building in Koji’s muscles, and her bow being slung over her shoulder helped further.
“Y-You’re alive too?” Koji said, while trying and failing to return the beaming smile Quinn was giving him.
“I was really worried when you went ahead with no backup, so I went and got the others!” Quinn said as she gestured to the surrounding group.
Everyone aside from Quinn had a hand on a weapon. Sam had his spear, Jake held a card between his fingers, Andy kept a hand on the hilt of his sword, and Trish had what looked like a piece of rope in her hands. Koji merely arched a brow in response to Quinn’s words being so contrary to the current situation.
“When Quinn told us Ko-Koji was in danger exploring the cave system by himself, we immediately marched out to help. But from the looks of your new threads, you’re doing just fine. Maybe even better than fine. Perhaps we should discuss benefits for the entire group.” Jake said as the card between his fingers disappeared.
Koji’s other brow arched at Jake's mention of benefits for the group. His face was still stuck in his poor approximation of a smile, while his eyes stared blankly at Jake. 
“Have you ever played any MMORPGs, Ko-Koji? Or maybe you’re more of a basement dwelling D&D player?” Jake asked while his eyes continued to run over the obviously new pair of boots, the still clean white gloves, and the bulging gray backpack.
“No.”
“Ah, that’s a shame. You’re really missing out. The important part to take away from those games, is the situation in which we find ourselves is not dissimilar to the characters in those games. A magical world that is set against us, and we need to survive, thrive, and escape. In order to do that, though, you need to understand a single person’s strength is limited. No single person can learn all the spells, or all the skills, or have all their attributes maxed. There is always a limit. Do you follow me so far, Ko-Koji?” Jake asked his question with a sly smile that made Koji’s stomach twist.
“No.”
“Great, great. It's like mastering a trade. A blacksmith needs muscles, stamina, and great temperature control. It can take years to become a master blacksmith. A leatherworker is much the same. They need a different set of muscles, a terrible sense of smell, and stamina. It takes time and effort to make a masterpiece. Learning both crafts at the same time makes things exponentially harder. Just like trying to do everything here. There’s just not enough time. It’ll always be better and easier to have two people working separately on different tasks than one person doing both tasks.” Jake’s hands constantly windmilled and shifted as he talked, mimicking the actions of the trades as he described them.
“So, what do you want?” The words came out colder than Koji had intended. It had only been a few minutes, and already his patience for this interaction was growing thin.
“Hey! He’s just trying to explain. How about you-.” An angry, gruff voice came from the spear-wielding Sam.
“That’s enough!” Jake’s shout cut over Sam’s outburst before he could go any further. Jake gave the man a frustrated glare and a small shake of his head before turning back to Koji and answering his question. “Sorry about that. What I wanted was to invite you to join my party, but maybe we can circle back to that discussion another time. I think we are all a little on edge right now. Now that we know you are safe, I heard from Quinn that you have a healing ability, and we have two members back at the base camp that are injured.”
“I can try it,” Koji responded honestly. Healing people seemed fine. The more people who survived, the better their odds of passing the trial and completing his deal with Goddess.




Chapter 40


Koji spent the walk back to the starting cave, trying to imagine himself somewhere else. Anywhere other than surrounded by unfriendly people, who he had somehow upset. Around him, scowls and side-eyed glances were directed his way during the group's journey. The constant scrutiny only ceased each time they passed by an eerily regular circle of scorch marks.   
Jake and Quinn both spent the walk trying to ask him about what he had seen in the deeper caverns. The tension from earlier remained. The others kept their hands on their weapons, leaving Koji unsure if they were getting ready to use them on him, or defend against an ambush.
When they came back into the bright light of the starting cavern with its clear pond and central pillar, Koji held in his breath of relief at seeing Melissa and James both awake and mid-conversation. He moved towards them to see if they would be ready to go soon, but was halted by Jake’s outstretched arm.
“I know you must be tired, but could you look at our friends first? It is rather time sensitive. They don’t seem to regenerate,” Jake said in a slightly softer voice than he had used before.
Koji gave him a nod and followed their group to the pair of prone, resting figures. They had lain the two injured people upon a makeshift bed of coats and sweaters that clearly weren’t theirs. As Koji moved to kneel beside the closest person, a smaller woman with brunette hair, Quinn took position beside them and spoke.
“This is Amelia. When we were fighting the drider, she took a direct hit through the stomach. We thought that her health regeneration would kick in and fix it after some time. It’s supposed to be like a video game, you know?”
“I guess?” Koji did not know, but even he knew it wasn’t the moment to bring up his lack of a childhood. Instead, he placed his left hand down on the woman’s forehead while pressing his right finger through the block of text that read, ‘Nature’s Grace’.
Soft green light flowed down from his hand. For the next thirty seconds of the spell's duration, Koji knelt there, watching as a healthy tan color returned to the woman’s cheeks. He then repeated the process with a man who he was promptly informed by Quinn was named Daniel.
When the green light faded for a second time and a healthy pink color filled the man’s cheeks, Koji stood and checked his mana. He was just considering how much biomass, building materials, and Karma it would take to level up the Home system more than once when she attacked. 
Quinn’s arms wrapped around his waist and squeezed. She pulled him to her chest and gave him a warm hug while shouting into his back. 
“Thank you, Thank you, Thank you!”
“Y-You’re welcome. Now please let me go!” Koji said as he extricated his arms from Quinn’s hug and gently tried to push her away.
“Oh! Yeah, of course. I just… Thank you so much!” Quinn dropped the hug and stepped back, allowing Koji to see that her eyes were, in fact, on Daniel and not him. Heavy tears were sliding down her face as she looked at the still resting man. The soft smile on Quinn’s face and the way her red puffy eyes looked tugged at something inside him that Koji had thought long dead. 
“Let me know if they get worse.” Koji said, as he slipped away from the group.
He had thought for a moment that Jake, who had been observing nearby, was going to stop him, but it was, in fact, Sam who moved to block Koji’s way. A glance at the floating screen, visible only to him, reassured Koji and helped his breathing stay calm as he stared at the slender spearman.
“I wanted to apologize for my outburst last night. Everything here is really new and I… I really miss them. You know? Everyone we left behind. My little sister just got accepted into First Metro University. I’m supposed to get married in the spring, and my mom is… It’s just I have a lot going on back on Earth. Sorry mate, I’m rambling.” Sam paused and gave Koji a sad smile as he composed himself to continue. “I didn’t mean to go off on you about having a portal to Earth, or anything like that. I know it’s irrational. I was just acting a fool, I suppose.”
Once Sam finished, he gave Koji a nod and rejoined Jake’s congregation, leaving Koji alone with his thoughts.
Halfway across the cave, Koji finally had a response to Sam’s heartfelt apology. It was far too late, not enough, and no one was in hearing range, but he said it.
“It’s okay. To be irrational is to be human. People make mistakes, have outbursts, and do things they regret. It’s not foolish to hope for a way back.”




Chapter 41


Upon approaching Melissa and James, Koji realized they were not conversing as he had originally thought. It was really just Melissa talking to a blank-faced James who occasionally gave a shrug or a nod. For a split second, James' face displayed what could only be a look of relief as Melissa noticed Koji’s arrival and turned her attention to him.                     
“Koji! Did you sleep well? What did Jake and the others want? Are you ready to go deeper today?”
“Yeah. Uh stuff?” The first question was simple enough to answer; yes, he had slept alright on the floor of his little bedroom. The second question, though, was complicated. He was pretty sure that Jake had wanted more than just a heal or two. The long, slippery, convoluted way that the man talked made Koji unsure of what he had wanted, and worse, how to respond to Melissa's question. The vague answer that came out after much internal deliberation didn’t satisfy Melissa, either, as Koji watched her head tilt to the side at his response. Worse, he now did not know what her third question had been. “Uh, what was the last thing?”
“Are you ready to go deeper?” Melissa repeated slowly.
“Oh.” Koji checked his screen before giving a yes or no. Seeing the countdown finished on Hearthkey, he continued. “I’m ready to go, but I need a second.”
“Alright, take your time,” Melissa replied with a shrug, glancing over his shoulders to peer at the other group across the pond.
Koji took several steps away from the duo, activated Hearthkey, and stepped into the safety of his private room.
Once inside, with the door shut behind him and the outside world sealed off, he slumped against the door and let his eyes drift shut for several long moments. He woke almost twenty minutes later to a soft knocking. When he ignored the noise coming from outside the door and let his eyes close once more, it almost instantly became louder, harder, and more insistent. With an annoyed sigh, Koji stepped away from the door and pulled it open.
Kyeltha, Goddess of Hearth and Home, waltzed into Koji’s bedroom, or at least a small marble statue with unrealistic proportions did. Koji’s lips pressed together at the sight of the small avatar, and he felt his brow furrow at the intrusion.
“I thought you were going to visit after I slept?”
“Oh. Well, I just wanted to stop in and make sure that you remembered some minor details,” Kyeltha answered with a smile that would have been called 'warm' by anyone besides Koji.
“Uh huh.”
“Things like upgrading your Home and upgrading your bed rather than passing out on the floor. Or reminding you to use your points before you zone out for a few hours in a self-pity party.”
“Sure.” Koji tugged things out of his backpack and pockets. Then he tiredly sorted through everything and absorbed the large amount of stored up Karma Splinters for upgrade points. Finally, he looked at his Home tab.

Home Level: 1
Duration: 10 Hours
Rooms unlocked: 2
Bedroom: Watering Hole, Dread Bread Box
Training Room: Level 1
Biomass: 779
Building Materials: 838
Spirit Stones: 3*
Upgrades: 17*
Recycler: Level 2
Hearthkey is available in 12:00:00


Koji felt like he should have more biomass and building materials than that. As he thought about all the pieces that had flown off to who knows where during certain explosions, he realized it was probably an appropriate amount. What truly called his attention, however, was the new line just under them, Spirit Stones.

Spirit stones: 0 +1 Spirit stone for triggering Recycler’s uncommon salvage effect x3


“Kyeltha, what are the Spirit Stones used for?” Koji asked, while staring at the unexpected boon.
“Ah, that’s an interesting question. We consider Spirit Stones to be the pure essence of our universe. The building blocks of reality distilled down into a solid form. They are created when-.” The statue's eyes went wide as she rambled. Koji immediately tuned her out. He was happy to be putting his preferred social skill to so much use, with first Melissa and now a home intruder deity. His fingers danced across the screen, pushing back to the Home tab and pulling up the leveling requirements.

Home Level 1
Level up requirements:
Install 2 permanent upgrades - True
Invest 1,000 Karma - False
Invest 100 building materials - False
Invest 10 Biomass - False
Create a new room - True
Would you like to invest?
Karma+
Building materials+
Biomass+
Yes/No


It was simple to press on Karma, Building Materials, and Biomass, and to invest the necessary amounts before quickly pressing the Yes button. The world around Koji went black. Even the statue who had been monologuing on the history of Spirit stones went silent as darkness wrapped the room. The only thing Koji could see in this new void was the blue screen floating before him that read.

Loading…
Loading…
Loading…
Home Level 2 Installation complete.


“You heard nothing I just said, did you?” Kyeltha’s voice was the first thing to return as the installation completed.
Around Koji the room expanded, growing to nearly twenty feet across and the ceiling even lifting by half a foot to make the bedroom feel more spacious. Excitement battled exhaustion as Koji went back to the Home tab to find any recent changes. Only to suffer disappointment in the three minor changes.

Home Level: 2
Duration: 11 hours
Artifact: 0/1


He gave Kyeltha a dry, unamused glance before opening the upgrade options, ignoring the plethora of new options and hitting the bed upgrade twice.

Bed Padding: Sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite. It will create thin bed paddings in the bedroom. An hour of rest will cure some status ailments and fully regenerate the Home Owner’s health and mana. (Cost 1 upgrade point)
Second-hand Cot: Anything's better than the floor. A small cot and blanket will replace your previous bed padding in the bedroom. An hour of rest will cure some status ailments and fully regenerate the Home owner’s health and mana. (Costs 1 upgrade point, 100 building materials, and 100 biomass.)


Opening the door and tossing out the statue of a deity was easier than expected, although as he closed the door and crashed into the newly created cot, Koji swore he heard a distant shout before drifting off to sleep.
“I’ll be back when you wake up.”
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Strange dreams of an ever-expanding house that he carried around in his pocket while watching the world spin around in a washing machine plagued Koji’s sleep. He woke to both hands clutching the side of his cot just before he tipped himself onto the floor. Sinking back into the soft fabric, Koji let out the deep breath his body had been holding as the washing machine released its grip on his psyche and faded back into the dream.                       
He had barely pulled off the blankets when the knocking started once again.
‘Knock knock knock.’
‘KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK!’
“Alright! I’m coming!” Koji shouted at the door and pulled himself out of the cot.
Fortunately, the knocking stopped at his outburst. Koji avoided his backpack booby trap and staggered across the room to yank open the door, all while unleashing a long yawn. The small marble goddess statue hopped into the bedroom the moment the door opened. For a second, as Koji brushed sleep from his eyes, he thought he saw the marble skinned figure shiver.
“So where were we? Ah yes, formation of natural Spirit stones! So-.” Kyeltha’s chipper tone made Koji scowl and consider if she was perhaps a dreaded morning person.
“Stop. Not in the morning.” Koji said as he slumped down onto his cot.
His hands dug through his backpack as he relaxed. Blank books, fruits, skillbooks, a bangle, several attribute crystals, and finally, an earring from his pocket were sorted out into piles on the ground. The small statue inspected each item that came out from his backpack with ‘ooo’s and ‘aaa’s. 
When his backpack was finally emptied, Koji fixed the tiny goddess with a still sleepy stare, held up one of the small red fruits and fought off a yawn as he asked.
“Are these safe to eat?”
“Parrium fruits? Of course, they are safe to eat. Why would there be poisonous fruit in a trial?” Kyeltha answered warmly.
“There is a rather famous story on Earth about people eating a poison fruit that looks quite similar to this, Parrium fruit.” Koji said as he examined the fruit in his hand.
“Ah, I see. That’s good to know for the future! Now is there anything else you want to ask before we discuss what you need to do today? Remember, you only have limited time here. So please hurry.”
Koji glanced at the miniature goddess as he rubbed the last of the sandman’s dust from his eyes. His lips pursed and his eyes narrowed as he scowled at her, before saying what was on his mind.
“What do I need to do today? I’m pretty sure our deal was you could visit AFTER I’ve slept, answer any of my questions, then leave, and when I find my way to Agilgeia, take me to visit my parents.” His foot tapped as he realized just how far she had deviated from their arrangement on the first day. His arms crossed as his scowl turned into a full-blown glare at the thought that she had taken advantage of him.
“I can see you are getting upset, Koji. Perhaps give me a chance to explain before you toss me out into the cold again?” Kyeltha raised both hands and gestured with her palms down for him to remain calm.
Koji grunted, and after some time, nodded for her to continue.
“I will not make you do anything you don’t want to do. I want to help you succeed, after all. All I was going to say was that you should check if you can level your Home system again, select any upgrades you can, and check out the training room today. Your Traveller system makes you so incredibly unique and important. I just want to encourage you to grow it and use it.” Kyeltha’s voice turned soft and placating as she gestured to the surrounding room.
Koji sighed and opened up the Home tab to check if he could level it up again. It was hard to be angry at someone who was supposedly just trying to help.

Home Level 2
Level up requirements:
Install 3 permanent upgrades - True
Invest 2,000 Karma - False
Invest 200 building materials - False
Invest 20 Biomass - False
Install a third level upgrade - False
Would you like to invest?
Karma+
Building materials+
Biomass+
Yes/No


It was easy enough to invest the Karma, building materials, and the biomass. That turned all the lines to True, except the third level upgrade. Koji glanced over at Kyeltha for a moment, wondering idly if she could somehow see into his system and had known he could level up. A stray thought about voyeur deities was once again dismissed as he opened the upgrade tab to see what he could get.

Cot with Padding: A good night’s sleep does the body well. A cozy cot and blanket will replace your previous second-hand cot in the bedroom. An hour of rest will cure some status ailments and fully regenerate the Home owner’s health and mana. Now comes with a pillow! (Costs 1 upgrade point, 100 building materials, and 100 biomass.)
Watering Well: Drink, Rinse, Wash, Repeat. A small well with a bucket will replace the hazardous hole in your floor. This watering well will connect to a source of clean water that spawns 3 liters of water per Hearthkey activation. (Cost 1 upgrade point and 50 building materials.)
Door to ???: The angle of entry always matters. It will create a door to another room. It does not create a room, only a connecting door. (Cost 1 upgrade point) 
Recycler Level 3: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. Recycler portal now has a small chance to harvest uncommon resources. (Cost 3 upgrade points, 50 Biomass, and 50 building materials.)
Training Room Level 2: Train like your life's on the line. Upgrades the existing training room with increased options and customization. Survive waves of enemies in the room to unlock upgrades and rewards. (Costs 1 upgrade point, 100 Karma, 100 Biomass, and 100 building materials.)
Shoddy Bookcase: Ten-penny Dreadfuls to make a masterpiece. Creates a small flimsy bookcase in the Home bedroom. Placing many empty spellbooks on the bookcase generates a complete spellbook. Placing many empty skillbooks on the bookcase generates a complete skillbook. (Costs 1 upgrade point and 30 building materials.)
Wall Mount: Ordinary mount for your extraordinary taste in decorations. (Costs 3 building materials.)
Fred’s Bread Box: Don’t ask who it came from. Replaces your Dread bread box with a wooden bread box from Fred’s bakery. It will create two pieces of bread per Hearthkey activation. Quality may vary. Eater beware. (Cost 1 upgrade point, 50 Biomass and 10 building materials.)
Elf on a Shelf: Currently missing 1 Elf. Creates a small wooden shelf. (Costs 5 building materials.)
Delawny’s Laundry Box: Clean clothes and a clean mind. Creates a sturdy wooden box. Open the lid and deposit dirty clothes. Deposited clothes will be returned clean in 5 hours. System warning: Socks have been known to go missing in this upgrade. (Costs 1 upgrade point and 10 building materials.)
Hard Rock Heater: Sizzling and Scorching, Grilling and Chilling. It will create a small flat stone. Mana can be injected into the Hard Rock Heater in exchange for increasing the temperature. (Costs 1 upgrade point and 50 building materials.)
Hallway to ???: Don’t ask where it ends, and we won’t tell you where it came from. Bedroom door will now lead to a hallway where connecting rooms can be accessed. (Costs 1 upgrade point and 50 building materials.)
Shrine to ???: Everyone’s suddenly a skeptic. Creates a small wooden shrine. ??? (Costs 1 upgrade point and 1 Spirit stone.)
Artifact Display: How will people know it's important if it's not on display? (Costs 10 upgrade points, 1 Spirit stone, 100 building materials, and 100 Biomass.)
Shoddy Weapons Rack: Handles nicks, dings, and scratches, but not rashes. Creates a small wooden weapon rack that will slightly repair wear and tear on a weapon. (Costs 1 upgrade point, 10 building materials, and 10 Biomass.)
Common Research Table: Great minds do NOT think alike. Creates a small wooden table with parchment, a quill, and ink. Assign the table a research project based on existing knowledge and other resources. Results may vary. (Costs 10 upgrade points, 1 Spirit stone, 200 Building materials, and 5 Biomass.)
System note: Level up your Home or gather more Biomass, building materials, or upgrade points to unlock more options.
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It was easy enough to find an upgrade that satisfied the requirement. Koji selected both the Recycler level 3 and the upgrade to his new bed. Getting a pillow was a must have. For good measure, though, Koji scrolled through the list several times as he debated what to pick next.         
“I’d recommend a hallway perhaps, so you could reach your new room and a door to get inside.” Kyeltha supplied helpfully.
“You’re telling me the room I purchased doesn’t come with a door? Or a way to connect my room to it?” Koji replied crossly.
“Unfortunately not.”
“What kind of micro-transaction nonsense is this?” Koji said as he purchased both the Hallway to ??? And the Door to ???.
With that settled, Koji returned to the options, thinking excitedly about what else he could get. A particular item, one research table, seemed to call his name. What if he could craft new spells in the future. First though he still needed to purchase the bookcase and start using all these blank books. Just as he purchased the Shoddy Bookcase and finally cleaned all that clutter off his shelves and floor, the home intruder spoke up.
“Ahem.”
“Yes?” Koji’s right eye twitched at the interruption and he turned his attention away from his screen to fix the mini-me goddess with a look of faint annoyance.
“You have a goddess filled with thousands of years of knowledge on the systems and yet you haven’t asked her about what to choose.” Kyeltha said with mock pity.
“If I ask said home intruder goddess a question about the upgrades, is she going to actually answer, or read off an essay about the creation of the term?”
“Ah!” Kyeltha brought her hands to her chest and tilted her head back dramatically. “You wounded me so. I was just doing that for your benefit.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“Fine. Fine. Fine. Just ask me some questions before you pick something stupid. You should really be more respectful towards a deity.” Kyeltha dropped the playful tone and folded her arms while shaking her head at Koji’s stubborn attitude.
“I’m debating between getting the Shoddy Bookcase or the Common Research Table. What can you tell me about them?”
“I can tell you that you should get neither, dear. They’ll be useful later on, but not for clearing the trial.” Kyeltha said while shaking her head no.
“Why not? I could get more spells, or start some kind of magical research, hopefully, on the table.” Koji asked, feeling more than a little indignant.
“Spells and skills can be found throughout Agilgeia. Even a child knows a spell or two in order to help around the house or fields. What makes Travellers so overwhelmingly powerful and why Agilgeia needs Travellers so desperately, is not spells or skills, but their unique systems. Each of you has an incredibly powerful additional system that natives don’t have access to. You need to improve what makes you unique in order to survive. Not find more spells you may or may not use.” Kyeltha’s brief speech was rather impassioned and by the end, she was pounding her fist into her palm excitedly.
“Have you seen Thunderdome? I combined it with a Pulse of Frigga and a monster exploded in my face. Tell me how a system that gives me a bedroom in my pocket is supposed to compete with a super heated lightning bolt contacting frozen monsters.”
“Yes, I saw that. It was quite the combination of spells. Few people set off explosive reactions in front of their face.” Kyeltha said wryly.
“HAH! So you have been peeping! I knew it.” Koji clenched his face as the goddess confirmed what he had already suspected.
“Not peeping! Just… watching over my investment.” Kyeltha replied indignantly.
“Same thing.”
“It’s not. We are getting off topic, however. Perhaps I can tell you more about the systems your friends have and that will help you understand how important it is. We are running out of time, though. Could you perhaps take another small step forward in our relationship and trust me a little more? I am only trying to help you succeed.”
“I really don’t like how you said relationship there.” Koji said as a shiver ran down his spine. “Alright, miss thousands of years old. Tell me what you’d pick and why. We are running out of time.”
“We are going to have to work on that attitude in the future, but for now, thank you. So if you want to truly grow your system, you’ll need more materials. First, I recommend upgrading the Recycler whenever possible. Second, building a Shrine would grant you an amazing benefit as I could then grant you a small boon and give you guidance in times of need.”
“You mean spy on me more effectively.”
“Third, I would recommend finding an Artifact as soon as possible and building the corresponding display. Fourth, I suggest you check your attribute tab if you truly are hesitant to level up your system.” Kyeltha had pushed forward without even addressing the fact that apparently deities in this world just sat around peeping on mortals.
“There is some weird 1984 type stuff going on with you deities, huh?” Koji said as he tabbed off his Home screen to check out what she was talking about.

Traveller# A8002738255K 
Koji Athame
Attributes
Strength: 6*  Agility: 6*
Vitality: 9* Intelligence: 22*
Wisdom: 16* Luck: 12*
Health 72/72*
Mana 116/116*
Rank: F
Level: 17
Karma: 3072


Almost every value on his main screen had a notification waiting for him. Clicking on each of them revealed almost identical results.

+1 All stats for surpassing Home level 1
+10 Health for surpassing Home level 1
+10 Mana for surpassing Home level 1


“Alright, I can see how leveling my Home system might be more valuable in the long run,” Koji capitulated.
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“Good, good. So you’ll get the Shrine and Recycler upgrades?” Kyeltha continued to press Koji. His admittance that there was some usefulness to the upgrades only further fueled her confidence.  
“What exactly do I get for installing the Shrine?” Koji asked between the leftover yawns.
“Well, I’d have to give you a boon. What kind of boon would you like? Benefits of being friends with a goddess,” Kyeltha responded with a wink.
“I’d like to stay here,” Koji answered without thinking and immediately regretted it. This place was comforting, it was safe here, and it was good to have a place to come back too. But he had to admit, he had been having fun finding new spells and opening the treasure chests to find a new spell or item had been addicting. Even just seeing his mana tick up, or a small increase of his attributes, was more thrilling than the life he had been leading before.
“I thought you might say that. Regarding staying inside your Home dimension and my boon, I have good news and bad news. Which would you like first?”
“The bad news.” Koji sighed and gestured for Kyeltha to lay it on him.
“Ever the cynic I see. Well, my boon can’t directly interfere with your Home systems functionality, because, and I’m going to say something shocking so bear with me, your Traveller system is something I’m not allowed to directly meddle with.”
Koji felt his forehead crinkle as his brows lifted, his lips pursed, and his head cocked to one side. He looked down at the marble statue of a goddess that was very clearly meddling with him and asked, “What?”
“No, you misunderstand. I can’t meddle with the Traveller systems, but I can still give you advice and help you grow. I just can’t directly insert myself into the Home system, even if I am the Goddess of Hearth and Home.” Kyeltha’s voice dropped as she whispered the last part of her speech and Koji had to strain to hear her. 
“So the good news?” Koji took advantage of her momentary melancholy to wrap up the discussion.
“Ah. Well, merely having a Shrine and dedicating it to a deity will, probably, award you benefits from the Home system itself, on top of receiving my boon,” Kyeltha replied after she composed herself.
“Alright. Why don’t I get the Shrine, the Recycler level 4, and the Shoddy Bookcase?” 
“If you must get the bookcase. I will caution you once again however, spells and skills are not as important to a Traveller as their unique system,” Kyeltha said with a faint note of disapproval.
Koji didn’t bother addressing the disapproval. He finally got down to business, promptly purchased the Shoddy Bookcase, and with some hesitation both the 4th level in Recycler and the Shrine. The massive bookcase that appeared on the left wall of Koji’s bedroom did indeed look shoddy. It seemed to be made of particle board or some other flimsy magical world equivalent and worse, by Koji’s count, it would fit nearly fifty books.
The small marble pedestal that appeared just beside the bookcase didn’t exactly ease Koji’s concern. He stacked all the books he’d gathered so far, only to not even fill an entire shelf of six. Taking a step back and appraising the bookcase, Koji thought about what he could do. Use other people's blank books? Trade for books? What if he learned to make a blank book and put it here?
“Ahem.” Kyeltha's soft polite cough interrupted Koji’s musings and pulled his attention back to the statue that was now standing beside the knee high pedestal Shrine.
“Yes, home intruder?” Koji didn’t even try to keep the annoyance from his voice. He had been trying to figure out how to get more magic.
“Aren’t you going to dedicate the Shrine to me?”
“Well, what am I going to get as my boon?” Koji said as he stared down at Kyeltha.
“Ah yes, that. Well, besides extending your stay or something related to your Home system, what would you like?”
“I dunno. More magic? What are some things that normal people choose?” Koji said with a shrug.
“Well, normal people don’t get boons from the deities, and normally people don’t get a choice in what boon they receive. I just pick what I think suits them.”
“Oh?”
“Koji, I think it might be for the best if you stop comparing yourself to what a normal person does or doesn’t do. You will be a Traveller. That's the furthest thing from normal in Agilgeia, and let’s be honest for a second. You were never normal, Koji. Not for one moment on Earth were you ever just normal,” Kyeltha said in a soft voice.
Koji’s first response was shock and outrage, but the faux emotions faded quickly and his head drooped. His eyes closed so that he could hold back the natural buildup of liquid, and his lips quivered.
“I’m normal.”
“Koji, dear. There’s nothing wrong with-.”
“I’d like you to leave.”
He was suddenly grateful that the room hadn’t expanded too much as he marched over to the door and swung it open to reveal a hallway with two doors in it. With an annoyed grunt, he stomped down to the end of the hallway and opened the new front door to the empty void outside. Ignoring Kyeltha’s protests and pointing out the door, he told her to leave.
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When the door slammed shut on the still protesting statue, Koji slumped down to the ground in the empty hallway. For the remaining twenty minutes, he brought his knees to his chest and wept. He thought of all the times he had wished to be normal, wished to be average, and wished to hide away from everyone’s expectations, schemes, and plans for him. A shudder ran through the floorboards and this time Koji recognized it. His stay in his Home was running out.  
He stood and wiped the heel of his palm beneath his eyes, wiping away any evidence of the last breakdown. Then, as the shudders came faster and faster, he trekked back into his bedroom. He piled the parrium fruits, magical gear, and extra skillbook into his backpack, then slung it over his shoulder before giving into the pull of his Home.
Koji was becoming accustomed to being ejected from the front door of his Home. His feet landed on the ground and he wobbled for a moment, but after a few windmills with his arms, he stayed upright. Both Melissa and James were looking at him with wry amusement at the display. Ignoring them, he pulled off his backpack and pulled out several parrium fruits.
The duo’s expressions immediately perked up as he pushed a fruit into each of their hands. Koji had thought that Melissa would have a hundred questions about the fruit, but ‌she was the first to take a bite. The sweet smell that wafted from the fruit as Melissa consumed it reminded Koji of just how hungry he was. In all the hustle and bustle inside his home, he had forgotten about the Dread Bread Box. By the time he had fished another fruit out of his backpack, James had already devoured his fruit as well.
“Where did you find these?” Melissa asked as she wiped her chin clean of the sticky fruit juices.
“Uh, deeper in the cavern, on the side we didn’t explore,” Koji said as he gestured towards the tunnel he had taken earlier.
“Good. I theorized that there would be a secondary food source here besides the monsters,” Melissa chimed in. Her fingers tapped against her lips in a cute gesture that almost made Koji forget just how deadly the young woman could be.
“Thanks,” James said with a nod of acknowledgment before he turned and walked back towards the leftmost tunnel they had been exploring yesterday.
“I wondered about the logistics of trapping people down here without food, but when I woke up, I found a piece of bread in my lap and now we have a source of food. So we won’t starve or atrophy,” Melissa said as she walked.
“Ah-Ah.” Koji followed behind while trying to find the right words to explain that he had given her the bread. He had just found a mostly correct combination that didn’t sound too creepy about putting hard bread in an unconscious Melissa’s lap, when a voice reminded him it was no longer just their trio.
“Uhm… Excuse me!”
Koji, Melissa, and even James turned back around to face the speaker, Quinn. Her auburn hair had been pulled back into a ponytail and her fingers worked in a pattern that Koji was intimately familiar with. She was squeezing and flexing her fingertips into her palm as if she was holding an imaginary stress ball. Those small motions only grew more frantic and rapid as both Melissa and James fixed Quinn with hard stares.
“Yes?” Melissa broke the silence that had settled over the cavern.
“I’d really like it if you could take me. A-and Sam, with you guys as you explore today,” Quinn started her speech slowly, but as she reached the halfway point, her words blurred together as she accelerated her speech. “We can bring a lot to your team. As you know, there will only be five people making it out of here, Sam and I… We both want to be part of that final five. You’ve gone further than Jake’s group and your levels are doubtless much higher. Koji alone cleared more rooms than our entire group of seven people. Please take us with you!”
Both Melissa and James turned towards Koji as Quinn finished speaking. Their interest peaked at the mention of what he had been up to while they slept. 
“I don’t mind two more people joining our group. You’ll need to follow my instructions during combat. I’ll need to see a demonstration of your capabilities before we set any terms on loot distribution.” The entire time Melissa spoke, she had stared at Koji, looking up and down, appraising him as if seeing him for the first time. Her eyes lingered on his new boots and backpack, the same way that Jake’s gaze had. Just as Koji thought she was going to let the subject of what he had been doing with his downtime go, she opened her mouth and stated a last condition to Quinn. 
“Oh, and I’d love to hear about what Koji’s been up to while we were recuperating.”
“Deal!” Quinn shouted, a little too enthusiastically for Koji’s taste.
She ran around the pond back to where Jake’s group waited, only to grab Sam by his arm and drag the spear wielder to where they waited.
“Ready?” Melissa asked with a wintry smile.
“Yes, of course!” Quinn answered.
“Yes, ma’am,” Sam replied.
And that was it. Melissa and James vanished into the dim tunnel, followed closely by Quinn and Sam. Quinn’s nervous rambling voice already echoing off the cramped walls. Soon she peppered Melissa and James with a similar series of questions to the ones she had asked him just a few hours ago. Koji only let out a deep sigh before stepping into the tunnel after his newly expanded group. He wondered if he could get a spell for conjuring earplugs today. 
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The walk through the tunnels this time was a stark contrast to their previous silent, anxious march. Melissa’s muttering, Sam’s occasional contribution, and Quinn’s exaggerated retelling of Koji’s heroic slaying of a rodent monster erased the previous solemn atmosphere of the tunnel. When the tale ended with Quinn in the position of a rescued damsel and the heroic Koji insisting he continue to venture into the dangerous unknown, he breathed a sigh of relief. Sam immediately dashed any hope that the story was over as he started anew.   
When they finally came up to the first cavern, Koji almost said a prayer to Kyeltha in thanks. The brief reprieve ended as Melissa dashed forward and sliced the ratghoul in half with a single slice. They all took turns using their various powers on the corpse. Then Melissa questioned Sam and Quinn about their journey into the caves to rescue an over eager Koji. They soon found out that Koji had wiped out the next two cave monster populations.
“So you guys went into the cave because you thought Koji was underestimating the danger?” Melissa asked as she finished her gruesome dissection.
“Well yeah. He’s a rogue mixed with a healer, right? That doesn’t exactly sound like a great multi-class to take. Probably lots of utility, but not a lot of DPS, ya know? When I told Jake about what had happened, he said we needed to go rescue him. So we all formed up and rushed after him,” Quinn said as she tore a tooth from the monster corpse.
Koji leaned over and whispered down to James as the shaggy-haired man sucked the blood from the overly enormous rat.
“What’s DPS?”
“No idea,” was the grunted response Koji received from James before he went back to listening.
It was Sam’s turn at both narration and with the monster. He pulled a small knife from his pocket and, while speaking, carved out the monster’s right eye. It was still not as bad as the sounds of Melissa’s dissections though and with Sam’s slightly gruff voice masking any squishy flesh sounds; it was almost acceptable to Koji’s stomach.
“The second cave was destroyed. There was an immense circle of destruction and all the monsters were gone. We advanced again to scout the next cave. My system gives me a bit of an advantage in that regard, so we didn’t judge it to be a tremendous risk. Once we found that cave in an even worse state than the last, Jake called for a halt, and that’s when Koji came back to visit us.”
“So, Koji, you went to the fourth level of the cave system by yourself?” Melissa asked as Sam stepped away from the corpse.
“Y-Yeah, that’s where I, uh, got the fruit,” Koji answered while trying to format some kind of verbal defense to what was quickly becoming an inquisition into his private time.
“I see. So what did the fourth cavern have waiting inside of it?”
Koji vanished the shredded monster corpse into a Recycler portal as he struggled to explain. The next few minutes of their journey were filled with a back and forth of Melissa pressing him for answers on the dimensions of the room and detailed descriptions of the monsters. Quinn ooh’d and awe’d at Koji’s answers. By the time Melissa called a halt and gestured towards James, Koji was exhausted and barely paying attention to where they had stopped. Melissa and James hadn’t though, which was for the best as they cut and chopped apart the two ambushing monsters.
He had thought they could finally walk in silence after they repeated the butchering process. No, it turned out it was time for Melissa to interrogate Quinn and Sam about their abilities and Traveller systems.
“Since we are going to need to work together as we descend through the trial, I’d like to know about your systems. Quinn, Sam, which of you would like to go first?”
“I can go!” Quinn volunteered to go first and pulled her bow around to show it to the group as she continued. “My system is called Piercer. It lets my attacks, well, pierce. I need to collect monster’s fangs, claws, and certain parts in order to upgrade it, but for right now it grants me a bonus to piercing through defenses, armor, walls, etc.”
“Any particular powers or synergies so far?” Melissa asked after giving Quinn’s explanation several nods.
“I’d rather save it for the demonstration!” Quinn replied cheerfully.
“Fair enough. Thank you for the explanation,” Melissa said before she turned towards Sam.
“I guess it’d be my turn now. I have the Withering Dragon system,” Sam said the name of his system simply.
Koji gawked at the ridiculously overpowered name of Sam’s system, but no one else seemed to care. Melissa just nodded and gave Sam’s spear a look. James seemed bored with the entire process, and Quinn, the only person who probably already knew Sam’s system, seemed to hide a smile. 
“Right now, my system seems to improve my body. I need to harvest an eye from each monster. I don’t mind sharing an ability that the system has granted me so far. It’s called the Dragon’s eye. It's given me a new attribute called Perception.”
Koji walked a little quicker, trying to see if he could spot any physical changes in Sam’s dark brown eyes. Perhaps it was the dim lighting of the tunnel or he was just imagining things, but for a split second, as Sam turned to meet his gaze, Koji thought he saw a flash of yellow.
“Uh sorry,” Quinn chose this moment to bring the conversation back to something Koji had forgotten about. “What fruit are you talking about?”
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After a brief explanation, Koji gave each of them a parrium fruit and apologized for not thinking about it previously. Once the spotlight was off him and on the cavern of monsters that awaited them, Koji slunk a little away from the group.   
While they discussed the monsters within, he couldn’t help but wince at the realization of just how hungry they must have been. Koji thought about how much of a jerk he had been for not offering some food to them and to the others back at the pond. His self reflection was the start of a long downward spiral of thoughts and he quickly found the home intruder goddess's words replaying in his head. You’re not normal. Even if he didn’t want to talk to them, or be around them, he didn’t want anyone to starve. The painful feelings that accompanied starvation while your body consumed itself were things Koji was intimately familiar with. He wouldn’t wish it even on his greatest enemy.
Koji was so caught up in his increasingly morose thoughts that it startled him when Melissa set a hand on his shoulder. Something inside of him snapped, and he found his body reacting before he could consciously process the touch. His already pale skin grew cold as his immediate surroundings heated up. He didn’t let it go any further, though. His control snapped back into place before anything could happen. Staggering away from Melissa, Koji turned and regarded her with questioning eyes.
“It’s time for the demonstration," Melissa replied to the unspoken question easily. Her charismatic facade was gone, however, and that appraising intrusive gaze was once again focused on him.
Koji gave something approximating a shrug and moved to stand at the entrance to the cavern. He was curious what the pair of newcomers could do and was eager to move the topic away from the suddenly warm air of the tunnel. 
The others took his arrival as their sign to demonstrate. Sam moved several steps ahead of Quinn and let his spear swipe through the air in front of him as he took a ready position. It was predictably Quinn the archer who made the first move. Pulling was quickly becoming the standard way to start these fights, and this demonstration was no different. 
Quinn inhaled before nocking an arrow and taking aim at a distant ratverine. Koji wasn’t sure if the twang of the bowstring or the soft breath Quinn released came first, but unlike his first experience with the archer, this arrow flew true. It struck one of the disturbing monsters in the side and pinned it to the ground. The metal tip of the arrow pierced through the rodent's hide and into the stone beneath like a nail through a board. 
Its dying, screeching form had the perfect desired effect, as the monsters saw their comrade first and then the two Travellers standing at the entrance to the cavern. The rest of the monsters surged forward across the ground. Koji watched, feeling a sense of detachment as Quinn’s fingers shook as she nocked another arrow and fired once. Then fired twice more before the diminished wave of rats crashed into her defense.
Sam was that defense. He moved to cover the archer as the three uninjured ratverines scurried towards the obvious threat she posed. The spear in Sam’s hands sliced through the air, right, left, and down. Each flick of Sam’s wrist twisted the spear tip into a new strike. Three rapid fire downward thrusts left three ratverine bodies in their wake. From his vantage in the tunnel, Koji could barely make out the small puncture wound on each monster’s neck where the spear had ended them.
By the time the final ratverine had made it to Quinn and Sam, it was already on its last breath. An arrow punctured its right hind leg and brought its speed down from a rapid scurry to a slow stagger. The monster ignored its fellows corpses and reared up to bite at Sam’s legs.
Only for Sam’s head to tilt down and out from his eyes burst a beam of golden light that seared through the skull of the rodent and killed it almost instantly. With the fight now officially over, Melissa clapped softly and congratulated them.
“Well done! Quinn, you’ll make a great addition to our back-line and Sam, you’ll fit in perfectly besides James in our formation.”
“Thank you!” Quinn said, her face beaming at the praise.
“Would you be so kind as to give us a demonstration? So that we know how to better position ourselves in group fights,” Sam’s question and response came as he wiped his spear tip clean on the final lobotomized ratverine.
“I suppose that makes sense. Let's wrap up here, then James and I will take the next room,” Melissa replied with an amused smile.
Sam paused his harvesting of monster eyes to turn towards Koji and raise both his bushy eyebrows. "And him?"
“Oh, Koji will show us all how it’s done in the fourth cave,” Melissa’s cheery response caused Koji’s stomach to sink at the realization that he’d be performing in front of everyone.
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After another round of harvesting and a quick march to the third cavern, Koji’s twisted stomach still didn’t feel better. He was regretting his initial decision to follow Melissa, or to even return to the starting pond earlier that morning. He was a little curious, though. Yesterday, their fights had been brutal and efficient. What changes had their system and Karma brought them? A half smile spread across his lips at the exciting thought. At least he’d get to watch some entertainment before being called on stage.  
“Do you want to wait at the boulder or just go in?” Melissa asked James as she repeatedly drew and sheathed her swords, eventually shifting the belt that held them a little lower.
“In.” James said as he walked past Melissa and into the waiting monster filled room.
The purple foliage and bluestone here gave the world an ethereal, alien look to Koji and for a second he forgot about the trial and monsters. He wondered if this was how the new world they were headed to looked. Would everything be so different? Brown furry movement beneath a plant brought his thoughts towards the monsters down here. Why were they all rodent related so far? Maybe Travellers were like… Animal Control officers in Agilgeia? The image of their group running around with nets and rat traps to catch a rat the size of King Kong flashed through Koji’s mind and drew another smile.
That moment was where the monsters noticed the approaching James. The tall lanky man had just stepped past the pair of large boulders where Melissa and he had executed their strategy before. His head tilted up to the ceiling and his dark shaggy hair slid away from his face to reveal unnatural crimson eyes to the onlookers. His shoulders twitched and arms tensed as the elite ratbear, the ratghouls, and the wave of ratverines charged across the field towards him.
Predictably, the faster ratghouls were there first. They leapt off rocks and stalagmites with blinding speed. They directed their disgusting pointed tongues towards James’s exposed throat. 
Koji heard a gasp come from Quinn and Sam, as James still didn’t draw his axe. His hands flicked out and grabbed the leading pair of proboscis tipped tongues from out of the air. 
His body shifted to the side, letting the other monsters fly past and have to over correct. His motion yanked the two ratghouls he had a hold on with him. Koji and the others gawked as the two ratghouls began to wither and shrink beneath James’s touch. Their skin wrinkled as the moisture fled their body, drawn towards James’s waiting mouth.
Koji missed the next few moments of the fight as his stomach revolted at the thought of the sticky, hot, slightly rotten blood of a ratghoul sliding over his tongue. When he had finished wiping his mouth clean and looked again, all that was left of the other ratghouls were dessicated husks. The wave of ratverines running on all fours reached James now. Yet he didn’t move from his position. Instead, his mouth opened once again. Rather than draining the crimson liquid from the monsters this time, a stream of sharp crimson crystals sprayed out as he roared.
The small shards ripped through the rodent monsters and clinked into the ground beneath them. James turned his head slowly as if he was a firehose spraying death, the stream of crystals poured out and eradicated wherever he looked. When his mouth finally snapped shut, there were only a few spasming monsters left alive. Their fate might have been worse than those that died instantly, however. The crystal shrapnel began to melt and twist back into a dark crimson liquid. As it did, the blood from the ratverines, be they alive or dead, merged with the liquid to form a single tide that surged towards James and flowed into his body.
Thundering roars came from the elite ratbear as it picked up speed and hurtled across the battlefield, the last survivor of the bloody massacre. Koji, Quinn, and Sam all shared a look of eager anticipation as they waited for James to show off another power. Both they and the elite monster had forgotten about Melissa. She crashed down from above, her dual blades slashing across its right front leg before she arrested her fall by kicking off that same leg. The hulking monster bellowed in pain as its momentum was shattered and Melissa’s kick sent its now unsteady form tumbling away.
When the dust cleared from where the ratbear settled, it was getting back to all three of its usable limbs. Melissa’s attack had somehow shorn through its tough hide and rendered its right front leg useless. It limped forward to where it had been attacked, but Melissa was already beside the ratbear, her blades now cutting into the back left leg of the monster. The same process occurred again and again, with each of Melissa’s attacks landed on critical areas for the ursarat and pierced through its defenses. The fight quickly became a display of precision as Melissa kept the monster alive while she disabled each limb systematically. With a last flourish she drove a blade under its broken jaw and cut the elite's throat.
“Well, that was a good warm up.” Melissa said with deliberate nonchalance as she wiped her blades clean on the few patches of hide that weren’t covered in blood.
“Fuck. That was awesome!” Quinn squealed in excitement once the show was over and rushed over to ask Melissa questions.
Melissa spent a few minutes answering questions on what had happened and demonstrating where to hit on the elite monster body to cause the most damage, before she pulled their group into a line for harvesting. She’d do a quick dissection, James would drain, Sam got an eye, Quinn got a tooth, and finally whatever was left went into Koji’s portal. The entire process for the over fifty dead monsters took yet another hour. When they were finally complete and the group had reassembled, Melissa turned to Koji and said.
“You’re up next.”
The thumbs up Quinn shot him from behind Melissa, did not help to alleviate the dreadful feeling forming in Koji’s stomach at the thought of performing in front of everyone.
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The fourth cavern here was equal in size to the other side of the cave system, about a football field. While the previous cavern had two clustered areas of monsters, here all the monsters were clustered around a small central lake. Hulking ursarats, nimble ratverines, and terrifying ratghouls roamed the shore, but in their midst sat a new enemy.  
There were seven of them. They seemed more humanoid than even the ratghouls. The rat-men walked up and had two legs, two arms and a head, yet that was the end of the similarities. Their limbs ended in claws, and their face ended in a rodent's nose and sharp teeth. Finally, the twirling naked tail that protruded from their lower backs made it clear they were not human.
A look at Melissa’s interested face told Koji he wasn’t getting out of this just because of a new monster type. So, begrudgingly, he reached down, picked up a small stone and walked towards the small lake with its monster infested shores. He had made it about halfway to his destination when several rats lifted their snouts and sniffed at the air. That was his sign to stop. He chucked the rock at the biggest ursarat he could see and flicked open his spells tab.
Sinking Fallow went out first, the ground around Koji becoming soft and dark soil. Next was the Orb of Odyssey, a single fist sized ball of crackling electricity popped into existence about his right shoulder. He checked on the monsters then, looking away from the spell screen, proved they were charging. He hit Heavy Rain next. A massive gray cloud formed above him, expanding rapidly to fill a quarter of the cavern before it rained drops of liquid metal. 
With that last spell bringing him down 51 mana, Koji paused and waited. He watched as the front line of the monsters came into contact with the rain first and slowed. This caused the monster's charge to clump as the monsters became slower with each drop that stuck to their hides. When a heavy ratghoul finally staggered forward into the prepared soil around Koji, it sank like a rock. That didn’t save it, however, as Koji finally pressed on Thunderdome, bringing himself down to 27 mana as the ring of electricity spun out from him.
Hands over his ears and eyes shut were the next step in the entertainment he was providing for everyone. Boom Boom Boom. The sounds repeated again and again. Each time a boom shook the surrounding cavern, Koji would see a flash of red through his closed eyelids. Deep breaths in let him taste the air, and bitter burnt flavors filtered into him. He immediately began to cough and hack up the wet ashes that had floated onto his tongue. 
The flashes and vibrations ceased as he repeatedly spat onto the ground, trying to rid his mouth of the wretched taste of burnt, wet rodent ashes. When he finished trying and failing to clean his mouth, Koji’s head lifted and he could see the devastation his combination of spells had wrought. He saw the problem immediately though, standing just outside the ring of destruction, were six of the rat humanoids. They had either ceased their charge upon realizing what was going on, or had waited from the start. Judging by the sharp crude spears in their hands, Koji thought it was probably the former. These monsters were intelligent.
A series of snarls and yips left the lead ratman’s mouth and, as one, the ratmen lifted their spears and threw. Koji leapt to the side, his newfound physical stats showing their worth as he could tuck his shoulder and roll as he hit the ground, coming up as three of the thrown spears impacted the ground where he had just been standing. Without thinking, Koji charged, reversing the roles they had previously played. He ran across the soft ground, doing his best to step on already sunken and charred corpses, rather than sink into the earth.
When he made it to the safety of the hard stone and packed dirt where the ratmen waited, they greeted him with claws and fangs. The closest ratman scraped dirty looking claws across his right arm, piercing through his clothing and drawing blood from his triceps. The Orb floating besides Koji responded at that moment, firing a massive bolt of electricity into the monster and flinging him over twenty feet back. 
Koji took this brief reprieve to crouch down, making himself as small of a target as possible. He resisted the urge to clutch at his wound, his free hand instead stabbing through the still open spell screen and activating Thunderdome once more.
The world around him erupted into bright flashes as lightning continuously pounded down onto the heads of the nearby ratmen. For the next few seconds, Koji didn’t dare to close his eyes, instead he watched as each bolt struck the humanoid rats. They glared at him with hate-filled eyes. Each of them desperately tried and failed to reach him as the power of his spell engulfed them.
Koji fell from his crouch and onto his rear, his vision swimming from the pain as he checked his mana. It wasn’t enough. His free hand finally could clutch at the wound as he stared at the number 6 on his screen, wishing for it to change, to hurry up. He focused on the 6 as it spun and split on his screen, then the value just above ticked down. His 53 health fell to 50, he risked a glance down at his injury and immediately spotted the problem. A filthy greenish brown muck clung to the surface of his wound. No matter how often he wiped it away, the muck would soon return and his health would continue to tick down. He watched as his mana slowly crawled upwards from 6 to 7 and then 8, while his health began to shrink. 47, 44, 41.
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By the time he had the 15 required mana, his health had fallen to just below 15. He pressed Nature’s Grace the instant his mana had ticked from 14 to 15 and sighed in relief as the green glow wrapped over his body. A murky green liquid oozed out of his wound as the spell did its work. When the oozing viscous liquid finally ceased, the wound sealed and formed into a faint pink scar seconds later.                                 
The others hadn’t been idle while Koji had sat waiting for his mana to regenerate. Around him, dissected, dismembered, and drained corpses lay. Koji’s mana pool was so empty, however, he couldn’t even bring up a single Recycler. A feeling of exhaustion washed over him as he considered trying to find the treasure chests of this cavern. Instead, he found something else useful to do, pull up his main menu and see what rewards he had reaped.

Traveller# A8002738255K 
Koji Athame
Attributes
Strength: 6  Agility: 6
Vitality: 9 Intelligence: 22
Wisdom: 21* Luck: 12
Health 31/72
Mana 3/131
Rank: F
Level: 17
Karma: 6217*


Since his mana was still recovering, Koji spent a little time upgrading and investigating why his wisdom had spiked.

Wisdom: 16 +5 Wisdom for Magical Massacre Achievement.
Karma: 3072 +5 Karma for killing a Ratverine x 137 +10 Karma for killing a Ratghoul x 21 +150 Karma for killing a Ursarat x 10 +300 Karma for killing a Lesser Skaveling x 7


Another achievement and less Karma than he thought the battle had been worth definitely. He flicked over to the Achievement tab to clear the notification, inspected it and quickly tabbed back to his main menu to level up.

Magical Massacre: This achievement is earned when the caster has killed 100 or more hostiles with a single spell cast. +5 Wisdom.
Traveller has acquired enough Karma to level up.
Would you like to spend 180 Karma to increase your level?
Yes/No


Koji hit the level up button again and again, spending a total of 1720 Karma, only stopping when the prompt changed to something new.

Traveller has reached Rank: F Level: 25!
Please wait while the system checks your spent Karma.
Compiling data…
Rewards loading…
Please select your reward type:
Evolution
Creation
Static


Huh. Was this why Kyeltha had asked him to wait? A reward for leveling up? This was probably a sign that she had been telling the truth about other things, too. His lips curved downwards at the memory of how he had just recently treated her. She definitely knew what had happened before, how hard he had tried to be normal. With a soft sigh he pressed Evolution and forged onward with the prompts, unwilling and unable to confront those memories. 

Evolution options:
Bloody Reliquary (Uncommon)
Nature’s Grace: (Rare)
Pulse of Friga: (Uncommon)


Koji tried to push out of the tab, willing it closed, and pressing on the air as he tried to go back to the reward type screen. Each of these spells and even the skill were useful and ones he’d rather not test a new ‘Evolution’ on from a fickle system. The screen, however, had other ideas. It remained in place no matter what he did. After some consideration, Koji regretfully selected the only skill option, Bloody Reliquary. 
The screen went blank for a moment and Koji was suddenly worried. What if the system crashed? Did it ever need to be reset or turned off and on again? For the next few seconds, it felt like his heart stopped beating until finally a new text appeared on the screen.

Evolution complete!
Bloody Reliquary: (Uncommon)
Evolved into
Crimson Reliquary: (Rare)
Skill user’s health regeneration is sacrificed in exchange for mana regeneration.
Requirements: Takes 5 seconds to activate and 1 second to deactivate.


That was… the same skill, right? Koji tried to remember what the summary on the back of the book had said. Wasn’t there supposed to be a ratio? It was something like every two health regeneration had given one mana regeneration, right? Was it just a one-to-one ratio? Closing the prompt and checking his main screen, Koji grunted. His pitifully low Vitality score and health regeneration would not give him much either way, even with a better ratio.
Glancing down the menu though, a large amount of Karma still sat waiting for him to use. The feeling of waiting, watching his life totally tick down before his eyes, hoping that he would have mana in time, spurred him to action. It might have been reactive rather than proactive, but Koji emptied his Karma pool down to 337, leveling up thirteen more times and only stopping once he had run out of Karma to spend.
With everything spent, he hit the plus sign besides Wisdom eight times. Then did the same for Intelligence, before giving the final five attribute points to Vitality. His level ups now spent and his mana partially regenerated, he glanced his stats over once more before standing to assist with the cleanup.

Traveller# A8002738255K 
Koji Athame
Attributes
Strength: 6  Agility: 6
Vitality: 14 Intelligence: 31
Wisdom: 29 Luck: 12
Health 73/124
Mana 41/212
Rank: F
Level: 38
Karma: 337
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Nearly thirty minutes later, Koji had finished pushing the last of the monster carcasses into the Recycler portals. The others had long since finished satisfying their system demands and had searched for the loot. Koji figured he’d join them shortly, right after a quick wash of his hands. He had just made it to the edge of the water when a small piece of driftwood snagged on his left boot and set him flailing face first into the water.         
Splash.
Koji picked himself up out of the water with a groan. He slowly trudged back to the shore while shaking water out of his backpack and trying to wring his shirt. When he made it back to the beach, Koji glared down at the piece of driftwood. Another groan escaped his lips at the sight of the wood that had tripped him. Stumbling over to it, he brushed off the dirt, sand, and gravel from the lid of the large treasure chest and hefted it up out of the hole it had been buried in.
“Huh, buried treasure. Should have thought of that. Well done Koji.” The sudden voice caused Koji to let go of the chest and leap into the air. He had just landed and twirled to face the unknown speaker when he recognized the voice: Melissa.
“T-thanks?” Koji stammered while he tried to figure out if she had seen him fall into the lake. Just how long had Melissa been watching him?
“You are always so full of surprises,” Melissa said as she walked onto the shore and came to stand beside the chest.
“Thanks, I think?”
Koji wasn’t quite sure if Melissa’s comment had been a compliment or something more complicated. He did his best to ignore her prodding. It helped that there was a large chest presumably full of treasure to distract him. Crouching down, he easily unlatched the top of the chest and shoved the lid open. The chest was filled to the brim with items, books, and crystals. 
“Should we get the others? Before we sort it all out?” Koji turned and said to Melissa.
“No need. They’ll be here shortly. I told them that if we didn’t find it in the first few minutes of searching to just let you find it,” Melissa said while covering her lips and muffling a laugh.
Koji just scowled and glanced up from the treasure chest to find Melissa was, in fact, correct. The others were already heading in their direction. It took little time for everyone to crowd around the chest and Melissa began to lay out each of the items for them to see. A sturdy hide pauldron with a series of ivory horns adorning it, an emerald ring, and a small wooden statue of a man holding a trident were some of the first sorted. Next was a silver amulet with a sparkling sapphire set in the center, a silver edged tomahawk, a stack of books, and a small pile of crystals.
Just as Koji reached towards the top soft blue spellbook to see the summary, Quinn’s pale, freckled hand snaked out and touched the top of the book. He turned to her in surprise and she withdrew her hand shyly, a flush spreading across her cheeks. Koji narrowed his eyes in confusion at Quinn’s reaction. He turned back to the books, taking each of them, laying them out and flipping each upside down so that everyone could read them at the same time.

Minor Mending: (Common)
Upon casting, the next touch of the caster’s left hand will attempt to reconstruct a tiny area.
Material strength: Linen and below.
Requirements: 20 mana

Cure Minor Poison: (Common)
Upon casting, the next touch of the caster’s left hand will attempt to cure any minor poisons or below present at that location.
Requirements: 15 mana

Stride of ShadowFaux: (Uncommon)
After casting, the caster’s next step will carry them forward in a straight line towards the next largest shadow they can fit in, up to 30 feet away.
Requirements: 30 mana

Roar of Grarm: (Rare)
Skill user lets out a frightening roar, inflicting minor force damage, a minor stun, and pushing enemies up to 20 feet away.
Cooldown: 20 hours

Deft Touch: (Rare)
Skill user gains +5 Dexterity and increased control over short swords, blades, and other light weapons.
Requirements: Takes 5 seconds to activate and 1 second to deactivate.


The books were interesting‌. Both Deft Touch and Stride of ShadowFaux seemed intriguing. Especially if Koji was understanding Deft touch correctly. A new attribute was nothing to sneer at, plus it would synergize with Slice and Dice. He was sure of it. Stepping through shadows, though, that had to be the dream spell. It would be like leaping from the couch to the dining room chairs to avoid the metaphorical lava the floor had turned into. He could zip across the battlefield with the Stride of ShadowFaux and rain down destruction with his other spells. It wouldn’t even matter that he didn’t have long range.
“Well, there are five books and five of us. Seems pretty convenient that we’ll each get an upgrade. I have a question though. Do any of you, besides Koji, have enough mana to use the spells repeatedly?” Melissa said, breaking into the silence that had filled their small huddled group as everyone had read.
Koji didn’t like the way Melissa had excluded him from her question. Ever since they started out this morning, she had been acting strange towards him. In response, only Quinn raised her hand and Melissa gave a curt nod, acknowledging she had seen it, before continuing to speak.
“I thought as much. I could cast the Stride of ShadowFaux, twice at most, but it would leave me unable to do anything else. Here’s how I propose we divide these books.” 
Melissa then set a single book in front of each person. Koji’s book was predictably Stride of ShadowFaux. Sam received Cure Minor Poison, Quinn got Roar of Grarm, Melissa gave herself Minor Mending, and finally, James was given Deft Touch.
“Does anyone have any objections? If not, we could move on to distributing the gear and crystals.” Melissa asked as she looked around the group.
“Uh… Well. I think I’d rather have Deft Hands or, better yet, Stride of ShadowFaux. In a few levels, I could use it to reposition around the battlefield like a mobile turret raining down destruction.” Quinn’s response had started with a note of hesitation, but with increasing fervor as she spoke.
Quinn had apparently opened the proverbial Pandora’s box, because for the next ten minutes Koji had to endure all kinds of horrors while listening to Quinn and Sam explain why they could use different books better, with Melissa calmly countering each point they made. Both James and Koji remained silent. James merely closed his eyes and went still for a time. Koji thought the shaggy-haired man wasn’t even breathing. Koji, on the other hand, struggled to tune out the argument happening before him.
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The conversation wound down as Koji finished, alternating between two thoughts. Was it a coincidence that there were five of them and five books? And ‌what would it take to make a pair of earplugs?   
“Fine. Sam gets Cure Poison and I’ll take Roar of Grarm, but in exchange, we each get priority on item selection. I can accept that.” Quinn said as she extended her hand.
Melissa and Quinn shook hands and Koji took that as a sign he could open his book. The stream of information that entered his mind left Koji dizzy at the amount, but smiling at the fact he could now leap to shadows. When he snapped his now blank book shut, he gave the other books a quick glance. That shelf in his bedroom was massive. There was no way he was going to fill it by himself. 
“Uh, could I have your blank books? If-If you don’t want them, of course,” Koji cursed internally at the sound of his voice. It was difficult to ask other people for things and the strange looks people were now giving him didn’t exactly help.
James was the first person to pass an empty book to him, but Sam and Quinn quickly followed. When Koji turned to check if Melissa was going to give him her empty book as well, he was surprised to see the golden title was still embossed on the front. It was a clear sign she hadn’t used the spellbook. 
“Koji?” Melissa asked with a knowing smile on her face.
“Yes?”
“Do you perhaps have a book that might be more suited to me? I don’t think stopping to mend or heal really suits my style of combat,” Melissa explained as she waved the Minor Mending spellbook in front of him.
Koji’s eyes narrowed in suspicion at Melissa’s words, a frown forming on his face as he placed a hand protectively over his backpack.
“Why would you think that, Melissa?” 
“Why would I think you have more books after you cleaned two rooms by yourself? Or why do I think a close combat dual wielding rogue shouldn’t stop and mend their boots with a spell?” Melissa replied in a witty tone that caused Koji’s lips to purse in irritation.
“Alright. How about this?” Koji didn’t deny it any further. He had wanted to trade the books he couldn’t use, anyway. 
He fished out the Blade of Hinter skillbook from the bottom of his backpack and passed it to Melissa for her to check over. It only took her a moment to glance at the back of the book before she passed the Minor Mending spellbook to him and opened her new skillbook. Koji didn’t have the same qualms about mending or healing. Nature’s Grace had literally just saved his life, so he opened and learned from the new spellbook happily.
He tucked the blank book into his backpack once finished and stood to leave. There would be more spells in the next cavern. If he could learn new spells from inside his Home, it would be perfect, he’d never need to go outside again.
“Koji? Where are you going?” Melissa called as he walked away.
Koji turned back to respond, only to spot the large open treasure chest and the loot littering the surrounding ground. Oh yeah. There had been other things inside that chest. Koji slid his fingers into his pockets and… Yup, there were still attribute crystals he had forgotten about. Between the existential dread that social interaction caused and the excitement at getting new spells, he had forgotten to use them.
Realizing everyone else was still waiting for a response while he just stood there daydreaming, Koji flushed and sat back down immediately. A little too sudden, though, as his butt landed on the rocks and he winced in pain. Through gritted teeth, he gave the best excuse he could think up. 
“I was just stretching my legs. Yup. Stretching my legs.”
“Right. Sam, you’re up first, then Quinn, pick an item and we’ll go in a circle till everything is gone,” Melissa said as she gestured down towards the pile of crystals and accessories.
Sam showed hesitation as he looked over the horned pauldrons and the statue, eventually choosing the small statue before stepping back. Quinn grabbed the amulet with the large sapphire set in the center, her eyes sparkling excitedly as she immediately put the jewelry on. James reached forward to grab the tomahawk, because of course the man with the returning throwing axe needed another axe. Melissa selected the pauldron and then went to pass Koji the ring, only for him to reach down and select an attribute crystal instead.
“Are you sure you want that instead of the ring?” Melissa asked with a quirk of her lips.
Koji slipped the crystal into his pocket with the others, nodded and took this moment to stand, so he could stretch his incredibly sore tailbone.
“Alright,” Melissa said with a shrug before passing the ring to Quinn.
Quinn glanced at Koji and then the ring, but ultimately took the emerald ring and slid it on. After that, it was a simple distribution. Everyone got one more attribute crystal Koji included, and four Karma splinters. 
While everyone around him absorbed their splinters and crystals, Koji glanced at the tomahawk now tucked into James’s black leather belt. It was an oddly specific item to find down here. What were the odds of someone who specifically used throwing axes, finding it in that chest, and being able to immediately use it? Not a single item or book in any of the rooms so far had been useless or hadn’t fit a member of their group. There was definitely some divine voyeurism fetish going on here. 
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It was only thirty minutes later that their group was crouched at the end of another dim tunnel, peering out at yet another monster infested cavern. Koji knew it had been thirty minutes, because he had been checking his Hearthkey cooldown every few seconds. Wishing you could be anywhere else besides trapped in a small confined space with people who hadn’t showered in two days, talking about things you’ve never heard of, was not his idea of a good time.  
“Alright. Sam, you said Perception helps you scout, right? I’d like to know how many patrols there are around the base of the spire and if they come at regular intervals or irregularly,” Melissa started barking out orders the second she had seen the interior of this area. Was this a cave? Or a fortress?
Koji wasn’t sure what the giant tower that dominated the cavern before him should be considered. The foliage that had been growing with each cave was gone. The only water present was a thin strip of vile water that surrounded the tower. Barren flat ground stretched out from the shore and reached all the way to the walls of the cavern. The tower itself seemed more like the joining of a massive stalagmite with a stalactite, with a narrow center, bulging base, and thick top. The large wooden gate currently opened towards them, along with the large windows present along the body of the pillar. This revealed that regardless of what it once was, the rock formation was now the home of monsters.
Unfortunately, he had a pretty good idea what kind of monsters too. The patrols Melissa had spoken of were composed of what the system had called a Lesser Skaveling, mounted on top of Ursarats. Ratmen riding ratbears, kind of messed up, but no less intimidating. They plodded around the large room as if waiting for something. Koji had a sudden premonition then. What if these rat creatures had been waiting for them? This whole place seemed to be tailored towards growing Travellers and getting them used to magical combat, so they could do what? Fight in the new world?
The conversation going on around Koji was in stark contrast to his darkly spiraling thoughts. 
“So you got accepted to Hopkins, right? Isn’t that so exciting? You must be crazy smart! I bet you’ll be some kind of doctor in the new world, maybe cure magic cancer. Oh, I wonder if magic cancer is a thing in Agilgeia?” Quinn said excitedly as she moved to stand beside Melissa.
“Uh… Yeah I did. Get accepted to Hopkins. That doesn’t matter anymore, though,” Melissa only responded after some time had passed, her typical stern expression and hard mannerisms absent.
“Yeah, Jake said your family is like uber famous in the medical world. Did your brother really win a Nobel Prize in medicine at age 25?” Quinn asked with an eager expression on her face.
Melissa’s normal spartan demeanor returned at the mention of her family, snapping back into place like the shield of a warrior deflecting a blow. 
“We should focus on improving our systems right now. Take this downtime to optimize your level and do any min-maxing needed.” Melissa immediately followed her own advice and Koji watched her eyes go distant as she became absorbed in her screen.
“Oh. Well, what about you, Koji? Are you a university student?” Quinn was undeterred by Melissa’s response, however, and had merely moved onto another target.
“No,” Koji answered coldly as a feeling of dread took hold of his chest.
“Ah! You already graduated? Wow, you look awfully young for someone who has a degree already!” Quinn exclaimed cheerfully.
“No. I don’t have a degree.”
“Ouch. Sorry, I just thought that since you were taking the subway with us, I figured you’d be getting off at U-town station. Uh, so if you aren’t a student, what do you do? I mean, what did you do before all this?” Quinn asked while shifting a little closer.
“I-Uh, I’m uh,” Koji scooted away from the approaching woman. He tried and failed to think up an answer that sounded better than, I’m unemployed, because I can’t leave the house.
“Sorry. Sorry, I bet that doesn’t really matter with everything going on. Who cares if you used to stack boxes or worked in a lab? It's all kind of a moot point compared to skills that let you pierce through stone, or summon monsters out of cards,” Quinn changed her tactics upon seeing Koji stuttering and stammering on repeat. “So, what are you going to miss the most about Earth?”
That was certainly a question Koji hadn’t expected. They were going to a world where magic was real. What was there to miss? On second thought, however, Koji found something.
“My house. I’ll miss my house. I had just gotten it how I liked it,” Koji said passionately.
“Your house? You own real estate in the city? Wow, you must be uber rich. Damn, I’m jealous. First Jake and Melissa, now you. I really need to find myself a silver spoon and make a wish,” Quinn spoke playfully and even gave Koji a wink at the end of her sentence, yet Koji did not know what she was talking about.
“Thanks? I think?” Koji picked a safe answer and nodded in Quinn’s direction while trying to figure out how to leave. They would be alright fighting a bunch of rats without him, right?
“So, uh, what were you doing on the subway then? Headed to visit someone special?” Quinn gave him yet another wink to accompany her words.
Thankfully, Sam returned from scouting before Koji could answer and saved him from the social interrogation.
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“There is basically no cover, and no advantageous terrain. The patrols come at irregular intervals, and there are definitely guards at the tower. Does anyone have any suggestions before I explain our plan of attack?” Melissa completed the grim summary of Sam’s report with a thin smile and a serious voice.  
A soft chorus of nos rang out and Koji figured Melissa would lay out some detailed plan. Instead, a slightly louder response came out before she could speak from beside him.
“Why do we need a plan? They are just monsters, right? It’s the same as any old dungeon from a game. We could just treat it like Ragefire Crevice. Pull the pats away from the gate before we confront them. This is supposed to be a trial, right? It’s the starter zone. It will not be that hard. Do we need to overthink it?” Quinn’s impassioned voice filled the small tunnel and brought all of their group's attention to her.
“I see,” Melissa acknowledged Quinn’s statement before turning to look each member of their party in the eyes one at a time. “Do any of you feel the same?”
“Well… I don’t think she’s wrong. We are pretty powerful and getting stronger all the time. If this was back on Earth, I’d be shitting my pants right now, but here and now… I feel like I could rip one of those big ratbears apart with my bare hands. So I just don’t see the point of spending a bunch of time planning for such an easy encounter. Maybe we get to that last trial. We’ll need that kind of strategy. But for today we are up against a bunch of rats and we got a vampire that’ll suck ’em dry and a guy who literally shoots lightning from his hands,” Sam replied.
Melissa turned to Koji and James. After hearing Sam’s opinion, Koji saw something on her face. She wanted them to say something. James, however, stayed silent, and Koji didn’t know what to say. He agreed with making a plan first. Those ratmen terrified him sitting there watching your life tick away was not an experience he wanted to repeat, but he held his tongue. The stress of speaking out against the others outweighed his assumed social obligation to speak for Melissa.
When she turned away from the pair of them, Koji felt a sense of disgust. Was it so hard to just say something? It would be better when he could hunt alone. These types of situations wouldn’t happen then. With Melissa’s go ahead, Quinn arranged their party with Sam, James, and Melissa in the front and Koji alongside herself at the back to pull the monsters. 
The tension Koji imagined everyone felt right now at the sudden change in the group dynamic vanished as soon as Quinn fired an arrow into the shoulder of a skaveling that was part of the closest patrol. The entire dozen of mounted ratmen gave roars of outrage at the sight of their injured comrade and turned their mounts to face the direction the offending arrow had come from.
The patrol spotted the frontline trio almost immediately. The center-most ratman lifted a crude horn to his snout, blew a short blast, and the patrol was off directly towards their waiting defense. From just outside the cavern, concealed by the dim lighting of the tunnel, Koji was able to immediately spot the problem. Not only had that single patrol charged them, but at the horn blast, every patrol had turned to charge them.
He didn’t have time to worry about that for long, though. The first dozen problems were hurtling towards them at speeds Koji had never thought a ratbear could reach. The skavelings drew crude spears, braced them against their shoulders, and aimed down towards their frontline. 
Melissa reacted by leaping up, her swords slashing down as she somersaulted over the ratman's head. Sam swung to the left, dodging between two ursarats and one spear. The second spear tip, however, scraped across his back as he counterattacked by driving his spear tip into an ursarat's front leg. James took a slightly different approach, throwing his tomahawk forward at the mass of hide and teeth that were barreling towards him. The blade of the tomahawk bit into the right eye of ursarat and its legs faltered. Its head crashed into the ground as James controlled the tomahawk to rip free of the monster's head and fly back into his hand.
The momentum and mass of ursarat carried it forward even as it pitched into the ground. In the chaos that ensued, the skaveling rider was thrown from the usrarat's back and came screaming down spear first at James. The man slapped the spear out of the air with one hand and decapitated the skaveling with his other. 
Despite all of this, that still left six riders and their mounts for Koji and a currently trembling Quinn to deal with. He stepped forward and in the moments as they bypassed the frontline; he pressed two spells almost at the same time, Thunderdome and Heavy Rain. Sinking Fallow would have pulled at his allies' feet and slowed them. While Heavy Rain would do the same slowing, its effect would be much less on his allies than it would their larger enemies.
The effects of Thunderdome were almost instant. It only took a moment for the ring of electricity to spring up around him. The charging monsters were already within the radius of the spell. Koji was almost blinded by the strikes of lightning that fell and had just enough time to see a bolt of lightning strike the skaveling while a second struck its mount, before he closed his eyes.
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The world of darkness with frequent red pulses of light that Koji found himself in was quickly becoming annoying. He needed to find out how to make sunglasses, or better yet, magical sunglasses. Between the deafening peals of thunder, he could hear the shouts of his comrades and roars of the enemy. After some time, the  twang of a bowstring joined in the cacophony of noises.  
A soft tingle on Koji’s chest let him know the spell was ending, and he risked opening his eyes for a glance at the battlefield. It was utter chaos. Sam was on the ground only a few feet away from Koji, the trail in the dirt behind him a record of just how far he had crawled. The man's back was no longer his only injury. His pants were shredded where it looked like bear claws had ripped pieces of flesh away, exposing the muscle beneath. Quinn was running towards Sam, the quiver bobbing against her side empty of arrows. 
At the edge of where his Thunderdome had rained down destruction stood Melissa and James. Melissa’s movements were noticeably slower than they had been before. Blood trickled out from a wound on her side and each swing of her swords brought a wince of pain to her face. James stood in the same place as before Koji had closed his eyes. He had somehow grown nearly an extra foot taller and become incredibly well muscled in the short time the fight had gone on. Neither of those were the most shocking things about the man, however. That would be the thick red coating of blood that covered every inch of James’s skin. Each strike or throw of his rusty axe or tomahawk took an opponent's life and a portion of their lifeblood.
All of that Koji observed in the background, the rest of his focus taken by the densely packed wall of monsters that nearly encircled their group. From across the barren cavern, patrols of monsters had surged towards them and were now struggling to get at their wounded enemies. Koji hadn’t truly considered just how large an ursarat was before. Down on all fours, their bodies came up to his shoulders and with the skaveling above, wielding that wicked-looking spear. It was a total loss. There was no way he could get through the hide of the ratbear with his daggers, let alone inside the reach of the skavelings spears. So Koji did the only thing he could do, pressed Thunderdome for another cycle and let his eyes close.
He couldn’t be sure, but the flashes and booms Koji heard in his isolation seemed fewer this time. Alone with his thoughts, Koji focused on breathing in and then out. He tried to put some distance between himself, the ruined bodies of monsters, and the growing injuries of his comrades. The tingle he had been becoming accustomed to with the ending of a spell hadn’t come yet, but the flashes and booms had ceased. Hope caused him to smile as he opened his eyes, thinking the battle was over.
The scene before him wiped the smile off his face instantly. Outside the charred circle of destruction his spells had wrought, the skavelings mob waited. Just inside the radius of his spell was Melissa, her side now coated in a thick layer of blood while a familiar muck green film formed atop it. Behind him, Quinn was dragging Sam back into the relative safety of the tunnel. Only James continued to butcher the monsters from his original position.
Koji surged forward before he had fully taken in the situation. His feet slipped against the wet ground and he dodged his fallen foes as he raced to Melissa’s stationary form. She sat slumped against the carcass of an ursarat. Her eyelids fluttering open and her right arm rose, blade in hand to defend herself as Koji slid to a noisy halt in front of her. Wordlessly, he activated Nature’s Grace and set his palm down on the top of her head. The soft emerald glow that poured out from his hand down over her body elicited a sigh of relief, and Melissa let her arm fall back down as the healing began.
Growls and roars came from the nearby ursarats, who were being restrained by the skavelings on the other side of his Thunderdome spell. Up close, the slobbery mouth and sharp teeth of the ursarats were even more intimidating. The skavelings who constantly chattered and chittered back and forth above them were all staring down at Koji with hate-filled eyes.
They were waiting for the spell to end. Koji felt a cold dread settle over his throat at the realization. They could just keep waiting out there, no matter how many times he cast the spell. Koji’s throat tightened, and he tried to swallow, but couldn’t as he tried to think through his options. The emerald glow faded, signifying the end of Nature’s Grace, and a second tingle across his chest let him know Thunderdome was about to fade.
At the very least, he could buy some time with another cast. Koji’s muddled thoughts lead him to pressing Thunderdome on the floating screen once more. The resulting circle of electricity that spun out from his body passed through the edge of the previous Thunderdome and engulfed the waiting leering monsters. The spell activated less than a second later and as he closed his eyes, or risk blindness; he could glimpse the two overlapping rings of electricity. 
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Koji sat with eyes closed and with ears deafened from the nearby booming thunder. His mind raced and whirled, still panicked and focused on how to escape, how to reach the others and get everyone out alive. Would Sam and Quinn be within the range of his new Thunderdome? Would James be able to survive on his own? Koji’s heart felt like it would be out of his chest as worry after terrifying worry spun out of control in his imagination. This was exacerbated by the roars of nearby ursarats and chittering of skavelings that let him know more were still waiting.   
A soft, warm hand slid onto his shoulder and Koji recoiled from, his eyes snapping open as he leaped back from the sudden touch. Melissa gave him a wry smile, her hand still outstretched to where his shoulder had been. His eyes were now open and his mind jolted out of its spiraling downward thoughts. 
Koji turned away from Melissa, and towards the monsters that waited outside his second Thunderdome. The first had subsided completely by now and the second was quiet except for a faint crackling in the air. The remaining thirty plus monsters were waiting outside his spell's radius once again.
Koji glanced behind him to confirm his suspicion, then he knelt down beside Melissa, one hand on the ground, his legs tense and ready for the action to come.
“Can you make it to the tunnel?” Koji asked in a hoarse whisper.
“Yes.” 
“When I start running, head to the tunnel.” Koji said to Melissa while trying his best to sound confident.
“What are you—” Melissa started to say.
“NOW!” Koji burst forward, running not towards the tunnel behind him, forward and to the left, directly at the waiting jaws and spears of the monsters.
The ratmen aimed their spears at his seemingly suicidal charge and, at the last moment, passed his hand through his new spell. He appeared behind the group of monsters emerging from one of the many twisted shadows spreading from the central pillar. Koji cast his Thunderdome directly onto the left half of the monster's forces. 
As the first few lightning bolts fell, Koji fixed the next location in his mind and moved once again. He reappeared almost instantly from another shadow that seemed to part around his figure. Now behind the second half of the ratmen army, he activated another Thunderdome. Then he collapsed to the ground and retched repeatedly.
For the next few minutes, Koji didn’t really care about the life or death battle that had just taken place, the repeated booms, or the painful cries of his dying foes. The only thing he could bring himself to care about was trying to hold back the waves of nausea and soothe the burning sensation in his throat. By the time all the partially eaten fruits and a small piece of bread were ejected onto the ground and he had nothing left to throw up, Koji finally stopped heaving long enough to realize the battle was over and to hear a call for help.
“—Needs healing! Koji please!” 
Koji stood and turned immediately at the frantic cry of Quinn’s voice, only to immediately sway as nausea threatened to overwhelm his stomach at the sudden motion. Across the ruined and blackened battlefield sitting on the threshold of the tunnel with Sam’s head in her lap, Quin was screaming for help in a hoarse, dry voice. He staggered and stumbled forward, barely having the presence of mind to check his mana. Stride of ShadowFaux paired with Thunderdome cost 54 mana and he had cast it twice, so it was a little surprising to him he still had over 50 mana left.
He made it about halfway to Sam and Quinn when Melissa joined him. Out of the corner of his vision, he saw Melissa reach out towards him, only to pause and withdraw her hand. They continued in silence until, just before reaching Sam and Quinn, Melissa murmured softly to him.
“Thanks for the healing.”
“You’re welcome,” Koji gave a quick reply before crouching down beside Sam and pressing on Nature’s Grace.
It took two full casts of Nature’s Grace before the poison left Sam’s body and his breathing became regular enough that Quinn stopped crying. A third cast of Nature’s Grace went to Quinn, who seemed to barely register the spell or his touch. With that done, Koji slowly stood, feeling unsure of what else to do. A quick scan of his surroundings showed both Melissa and James working their way through the dead. 
After a check on the silent pillar and finding the gate on it had yet to open, Koji realized he had nothing else to do. He couldn’t recycle the bodies until everyone had a shot at them and that looked like it would be awhile. 
Koji took a few steps away from Quinn and Sam, finding a place just inside the tunnel to be alone for a few moments. He didn’t open his screen, or have any deep thoughts, or even worry about what might come next. 
Koji just sat, with his back against the cold hard wall, and stared at the blank wall across from him.
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“I think you’re good to recycle the bodies now,” Melissa’s soft voice slid down to where Koji was still staring into nothing.            
“Oh. Uh. Okay.” Koji replied while blinking and shaking his head to bring his mind back from the vacant state he had left it in.
Not much had changed in the time he had taken to zone out. A small pile of eyes and teeth sat beside Sam and Quinn. A now normal sized, slightly withered looking James was resting just inside the cavern. Melissa‌ seemed to look at the world around them with appraising eyes. The press of her lips and slight crease of her brow, giving her face an inscrutable expression.
Koji kept his head down as he exited the tunnel, a feeling of sadness and frustration swelling inside of him as he passed by Sam and Quinn. Despite the healing, Sam still hadn’t opened his eyes and the angry looks that Quinn gave anyone who got too close made the reclusive Koji even more reluctant to ask about their conditions. To his chagrin, he realized he was walking softly around the pair to not draw Quinn’s ire or disturb Sam’s rest.
The results of the battle were the same as before. A field of charred bodies revealed their victory. The pit in his stomach and the way it felt like his mouth was constantly full of cotton let Koji know how he felt about this battle, though. Their first attempt at teamwork had gone poorly. They’d all survived somehow, but the increasing intelligence the monsters had displayed did not bode well for the future of their trial.
Koji, unsure of what else to do, cast Recycler beneath each pile of monster bodies, sucking them down into the void and reaping what his system required. Once finished, he moved to stand just inside the tunnel to check his Home system statistics and not to avoid Quinn or Melissa.

Home Level: 2
Duration: 11 Hours
Artifacts: 0/1
Rooms unlocked: 2
Bedroom: Watering Hole, Dread Bread Box, Cot with Padding, Shrine to ???, Shoddy Bookcase
Training Room: Level 1
Biomass: 2734
Building materials: 2317
Spirit stones: 6
Upgrades: 5
Recycler: Level 3
Hearthkey is available in 01:07:23


Time seemed to pass slowly for a still dazed Koji. Eventually James came to stand inside the tunnel, followed by Melissa, then some time later a pale Sam and angry Quinn. A conversation between Melissa and Quinn happened that was all harsh tones and loud, angry shouting. Mostly from Quinn. Koji did his best to just focus on the floating screen in front of him. He had just counted down to an hour exactly till he could withdraw and get some rest when Melissa nudged his shoulder.
“It’s time to go,” Melissa whispered. The deep circles beneath her eyes and the tired lines on her face helped to solidify to Koji just how exhausting the last fight had been for each of them.
“Alright,” Koji replied as he stood and dusted himself off.
“We’ll come back tomorrow once everyone’s leveled up and rested.”
“Alright.”
“Could I ask a favor of you?” The sudden hesitation in Melissa’s voice made Koji wary of the said favor.
“What's the favor?” Koji said, as his eyes narrowed in suspicion.
“Could you cast that mending spell?” Melissa finished her question by pointing to the gaping hole in the side of her shirt.
“Oh. Yeah, I could do that,” Koji replied with a note of surprise.
It was a little difficult at first, trying to match his pace to Melissa’s while focusing on the spell screen. Koji kept his hand on the torn fabric so that the spell activated where he wanted. Once he got the trick, though, it only took two casts of Minor Mending for the rip to disappear. Koji spent some of the next walk repairing minor holes and rips on his own clothing next, marveling at the effects of the spell and wondering exactly how it worked. Was it creating new material and tying it together? Was it stretching the material already there? Or was it rewinding time to a previous state?
“Thanks. I didn’t think I’d need to ask for you to cast the very spell I traded away so soon,” A dark chuckle accompanied Melissa’s wry voice.
Koji stayed silent, unable or unwilling to comment on her decision, and unsure of what she was getting at. Did she mean he had ripped her off and gotten a better end of the deal? Or was she talking about something else? The more he played through Melissa’s actions in his head, the more he found he didn’t quite understand. It seemed clear that she wanted to be fast and attack with precision. Why did a simple Minor Mending bother her so much?
James proved a suitable distraction as he approached the silent pair and pointed out several holes where a claw or fang had got through his armor or around it. The skin beneath was always pink and new, freshly healed, despite the obvious wound. Koji spent the next ten minutes of their walk patching up minor rips and holes in James’s clothing. To his dismay, the small dents or divots on his leather armor showed almost no signs of improvement, even after repeated casts of Minor Mending.
Somewhere between the third and second caverns, Koji frowned and glanced over to the silently fuming Quinn and stoic Sam. After thinking out his approach and realizing that he felt guilty about not having offered them a mending, he turned back towards them.
“Would uh. Would either of you like me to use Minor Mending on anything?” Koji asked shyly, shrinking away from the withering glare Quinn had directed his way upon his approach. For a moment, he thought Sam was going to open his mouth to speak, but Quinn’s rapid response came first.
“I think you’ve done quite enough, Koji.”
The barbed sour way Quinn said what seemed like normal enough words left Koji puzzled. He gave a nod and took a few extra quick steps away as the group continued the rest of their journey back to the starting cavern.
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When the Hearthkey countdown ended, an itch spread over Koji’s skin. He constantly checked the spell tab, making sure that Hearthkey was ready to go. They were in the last stretch. Quinn had finally stopped glaring at Melissa. Koji had long run out of things to tinker with on his home screen, and was waiting to spend his Karma points. Only a few more minutes until they’d be back at the starter cavern. But the more he stared at the screen that would let him go to his own little personal space, the more Koji wondered why he was waiting.   
“Mel, you’re safe! Thank goodness! We were worried when we didn’t see you come back after so long,” Jake’s voice carried down the tunnel to reach them.
With a great deal of squinting, Koji could make out Jake, Andy, and surprisingly Daniel, the man who he had healed yesterday, all coming down the tunnel towards them. Sam and Quinn, upon seeing the trio, immediately broke away from their group and quickly walked towards Jake’s party. Jake could just barely make out the frown that formed on Melissa’s face in the dim light of the tunnel, but he could definitely hear the disdain in her next words.
“What do you want, Jake?”
“Whoa. Whoa, what’s with the hostility? I just came to check on you to make sure you are alright!” Jake stopped and held up both hands, gesturing with them as he spoke.
“How about you focus on yourself instead of worrying about me? There’s only a day left and only the top five levels get to move to the final round. Spend a little less time trying to care for me, and more time worrying about whether you’ll make the cut,” Melissa said as she stomped past Jake and his group.
“Mel, don’t say that. I’m sure I can make a spot for you in my group and we can face the last trial together,” Jake shouted after Melissa.
“For the last time! My name is MELISSA! Not Mel, Meli, or any of those other cutesy nicknames you used to call me. Good luck Jake,” Melissa said as she turned a bend in the tunnel and stepped out of sight.
Koji followed mutely behind Melissa, feeling more than a little awkward about the drama that was unfolding before him. Didn’t Melissa realize that if she stormed off, they would just be right behind her for the rest of the walk back to the start? When he caught up with Melissa, he risked a glance back and, sure enough, Jake and his party were walking behind them, listening intently to an animated Quinn. The pit forming in Koji’s stomach told him that whatever they were talking about, combined with the red outrage that colored Jake’s face, couldn’t be good for Melissa.
A few minutes later, Koji crossed the threshold of the starting cavern, their Homebase. He glanced idly towards the crack they had crawled through, wondering if perhaps it would be easy to go back, only to find a smooth wall. The crack had vanished and with it, any hope of fighting their way back to Earth. As he shuffled over to the same spot Melissa and James had rested in last time, Koji tried to remember if the crack in the wall had even been there yesterday or when they came back after the first time they’d explored. Perhaps it had sealed the moment all the survivors were through.
He didn’t exactly want to go back to a world without magic. However, he had made a promise to his sister that he’d visit his parents, and almost anywhere would be better than the current position he was in. Both James and Melissa had fallen almost instantly asleep upon arrival at their little rim of the pond. Now with both of his more intimidating party members out of commission, Koji was left to face the withering glares directed at him from several of Jake’s party. Whatever Quinn had said to them had not gone well.
He met the scowling faces of Quinn, Daniel, and Andy with a neutral blank expression, giving them a faint wave before tapping on the screen before him. Hearthkey activated instantly. A wooden door appeared in front of Koji and it took him less than a second to swing open the door and step through. The other side was a new arrival for Koji. He found himself in the new hallway he had just created. As the door slammed shut behind him, he let out a deep sigh of relief and slumped back against the hardwood.
He had only just closed his eyes when the damn knock knock knock came from the other side. Slowly pulling himself up and away from the door, he stood and turned to face it. He eyed the handle for a moment before staggering down the hallway and into his bedroom. Now behind two sets of doors and a thin blanket snuggled in his cot, the knock knock knock was muffled, just enough so that he could close his eyes and drift off. 
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Visions of monsters devouring people while they locked him within a pillar of darkness, unable to move, plagued Koji’s dreams. When he finally surfaced in the waking world, Koji lay in bed staring at the ceiling with half-open eyes. Even his body felt sore, as if he had strained himself while trying to escape his bindings in the real world and not just the dream.  
Knock Knock KNOCK
Koji staggered out of bed and grumbled to himself the entire way to the front door of his small home. He was still more than a little groggy when he yanked open the door, so when the miniature statue of a deity immediately yelled at him, the door accidentally swung shut on her marble face.
“You could have let me in before going to bed! DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEA—”
KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK
KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK
Knock knock knock
The insistent knocking on the door came the second after it slammed shut on Kyeltha’s face. At least the shocked look of outrage he had glimpsed on her face before the door closed had been worth the incessant pounding that was coming from the entryway. Only once the sounds transitioned from angry and loud to the soft, polite tapping of stone knuckles did Koji reopen the door.
“No solicitation. Didn’t you see the sign?” Koji said with mocking sweetness as he glanced down at the knee high marble avatar of a goddess.
“Hilarious. If I had lungs, I’d be laughing. Can I come in now?” Kyeltha said in a dry tone.
“If I asked you not to knock on my door until after I’ve had some time to decompress, would you?” 
“I, of course, know the benefits of coming home after a long day,” Kyeltha said as she stepped over the threshold and into the hallway.
“That wasn’t an answer," Koji groaned and let the door slam shut behind Kyeltha before walking back to his bedroom.
“Aren’t you forgetting something?”
“What?” Koji turned back to see Kyeltha pointing at the only unopened door in the hallway so far, the Training Room. “I’m not forgetting about it. I just don’t need it. You can’t gain levels in there, right? What's the point of more killing with less of a reward? If I’m going to spend my time and energy on something, it should be on something useful.”
“Time and energy, huh? Alright. Well, I have a few ideas about what you should level up or purchase with your newfound wealth.”
“Let me guess. The shrine?” Koji replied as he glanced over at the vacant pedestal.
“Why do you have to be so prickly towards me when you are so nice to everyone else outside?” Kyeltha crossed her arms as she spoke, her vacant marble eyes fixed not on him, but on the shrine.
“I’m not nice to everyone else. I just- I don’t want to talk to them about their problems, their families, loved ones, and all the other stuff. I get it. It’s important to them, but can’t they just focus on the important things? Like magic! Superpowers! There is literally a fantasy world waiting for us. Why does it matter what my career is? Or what school I went to?” Koji flushed as he finished venting out his frustration.
“Is it because you don’t want to talk about those things, or because you are worried what their reaction would be to the answers?” Kyeltha replied wryly.
“Do all deities share the same sadist voyeurism kink? Or is it just you?” Koji answered while emptying the blank books from his backpack onto the Shoddy Bookcase.
“Deflection won’t make your problems go away, Koji.”
“I mean… It might let me leave my problems behind. It’s a whole new world. I could be anyone here.”
“I think we’re treading in dangerous waters with this conversation. Perhaps we could upgrade your Home system and dedicate the shrine before your temper flares once more?” Kyeltha said with a soft sigh.
“If I dedicate the shrine to you, can I have the boon later? Once I’ve decided what I want?”
“I suppose, as long as you don’t ask for anything unseemly.”
“Fine. At the very least, you’ll stop bothering me about it then. How do I dedicate the shrine?”
“Well, first you need an item that has a strong association with a deity.”
“Like a foot tall talking statue?”
“Yes. Place me on the center of the pedestal. Gently!” Kyeltha frowned as Koji picked her up and unceremoniously dumped her onto the pedestal.
“What next?”
“Simply place a hand on the pedestal and say, I dedicate this Shrine to Kyeltha, Goddess of Hearth and Home.”
Koji followed her instructions, placed his hand on the pedestal, and said the words. He wasn’t sure what he had been expecting, but the pedestal changing colors and a thin leather-bound book appearing beside the statue, was not it. 
“What’s up with the color change?” Koji asked as he inspected the book.
“Every deity has a color that’s closely associated with them and their divine domain. My temples and clerics donned this color, before history was even recorded, to show their devotion,” Kyeltha answered primly.
“Hah, so you’re telling me that for the rest of eternity, your color is eggshell white? Hah, that’s great,” Koji said between laughs while struggling to wipe at the wet corners of his eyes.
The miniature marble woman frowning and stomping her foot on the eggshell white pedestal didn’t exactly help him stop cackling. It took another good minute or two before he calmed down enough to brush loose hair from his face and clutch at his stomach, where it hurt from laughing too much. 
“So, what’s next?” Koji asked with a mad grin on his face.
“Nothing. That’ll be quite enough. It should be listed in the Home section of your system as Shrine to Kyeltha now.”
A quick check on his Home screen did in fact show that, plus an unexpected bonus.
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Duration: 12 Hours                   
  

“I thought you said deities couldn’t interfere with a Traveller system?” Koji said, arching an eyebrow down towards Kyeltha after reading the screen. 
“We can’t directly interfere. It just so happens, however, that you dedicated a Shrine to the Goddess of Hearth and Home inside your personal pocket dimension's bedroom. It’s not exactly surprising your system would react positively to that,” Kyeltha replied calmly.
“Fine. Fine. Let’s say I believe you and that you aren’t just immediately interfering with the one thing you said you couldn’t interfere with the last time I spoke to you. So what’s next?”
“Well. Leveling up your Home system would be ideal. You really need to be using your resources rather than just letting them sit around. It’s common knowledge in Agilgeia that if you are in a dangerous situation, you shouldn’t save your Karma. The same goes for your Biomass and Building Materials.”
Koji didn’t reply to Kyeltha, he just opened the leveling requirements for his Home system and pressed yes.

Home Level 2
Level up requirements:
Install 3 permanent upgrades - True
Invest 2,000 Karma - True
Invest 200 Building Materials - True
Invest 20 Biomass - True
Install a third level upgrade - True
Would you like to Level up your Home?
Yes/No


The small bedroom shook for a moment and the small Heart’s Glow Lamp sputtered out, sending the room into complete darkness. Koji felt the floorboards beneath him warp and shift, as if he was suddenly sledding down a mountain slope. His stomach had just dropped at the abrupt descent, then it stopped. Everything snapped back into place, the light flickered back on, and Koji was standing in a slightly larger version of his bedroom.
“Ugh. It’s not as bad as the shadow teleport, at least. Alright, are you happy now?” Koji said as he turned back to Kyeltha once the transformation finished.
“Very. Now, can you level it up again?” Kyeltha asked, while wearing an infuriating smile.
“I’m assuming that if you are asking like that, I can.” Despite saying that Koji pulled up the prompt.

Home Level 3
Level up requirements:
Install 4 permanent upgrades - True
Invest 3,000 Karma - False
Invest 300 Building Materials - False
Invest 90 Biomass - False
Install a fourth level upgrade - False
Reached Personal Rank F Level 25 - True
Would you like to invest?
Karma+
Building materials+
Biomass+
Yes/No


With a groan, Koji dumped his Karma, Building Materials, and Biomass into the panel, watching as one by one they turned from False to True.
“I suppose you have some opinion on what I should choose for the upgrade?”
“I think you should look at the upgrade options first and stop assuming I know everything.” Kyeltha harrumphed and turned away from Koji as she finished speaking.
“Isn’t omniscience part of being a deity?”
Another “Harrumph” filled the small bedroom. Taking that as the only answer he was likely to receive, Koji opened up the increasingly long list of upgrades. For the first time, Koji saw the prompt run out of the view of the screen. He had to drag his finger through the side of the screen to get it to scroll down so he could skim past the previously read upgrades to get to any new ones.

Watering Well
Door to ??? 
Training Room Level 2
Wall Mount
Fred’s Bread Box
Elf on a Shelf
Delawny’s Laundry Box
Hard Rock Heater
Hallway to ???
Artifact Display
Shoddy Weapons Rack
Common Research Table
Recycler Level 4: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. Recycler portal now has a slight chance of harvesting uncommon resources and increased efficiency when processing organic matter. (Cost 4 upgrade points, 150 Biomass, and 150 building materials.) 
Crude Mattress: You pay for what you get. It’s a twin that has terrible springs. Replaces the Cot with Padding with a Crude Mattress. An hour of rest will cure most status ailments and fully regenerate the Home owner’s health and mana. Now comes with a thin blanket and a small pillow. (Costs 2 upgrade points, 10 Biomass, and 200 building materials.) 
Crude Bookcase: Ten Penny Dreadfuls to make a masterpiece. Replaces the Shoddy Bookcase with a Crude Bookcase. Placing many empty spellbooks on the bookcase generates a complete spellbook. Placing many empty skillbooks on the bookcase generates a complete skillbook. (Costs 2 upgrade points and 60 building materials.)
Welcome Mat: Who are you trying to impress? Generates a small rectangular mat outside the entrance. Removes dirt and debris from the soles of any shoes that enter. ( Costs 1 upgrade point, 50 building materials, and 100 Biomass.)
Shabby Terrarium: Grow a pair of beans and maybe you’ll reach the clouds. Creates a small glass container. Plants placed within grow at a normal rate. Comes with a small bag of potting soil. (Costs 2 upgrade points, 500 building materials, and 200 Biomass.)
Meditation Room: Center your mind, lose yourself, and seek nirvana. Creates a small circular room. Increased mana regeneration by 50% while inside. Comes with a tattered mat. (Costs 1 upgrade point, 300 building materials, 50 Biomass, and 1 Spirit stone.)
Wacky Wardrobe: Does NOT lead to any alternate dimensions, stop going inside wardrobes! Creates a medium-sized poorly made wardrobe where the Home owner can place clothing or other items. Comes with 3 hangers. System note: Wardrobe has a minuscule chance of adding or changing the colors of clothing placed within.

System note: Level up your Home or gather more Biomass, building materials, or upgrade points to unlock more options.


There were quite a few interesting new options, but Koji had a feeling he knew what Kyeltha was going to say. She had been insistent on long-term growth so far, and the Recycler was the obvious choice for helping him gain more resources. Even knowing that he waited, he had a miniature goddess with thousands of years of knowledge to give him advice before he picked anything. What kind of idiot wouldn’t listen to her advice? He smirked and glanced down at Kyeltha as he finished that thought, then pressed on the Crude Mattress and hit Yes.
“Now that I’ve got a nicer bed, I’ll probably be more amenable to home intruders when they come knocking while I’m trying to sleep. Oh, do you have any advice on what I should pick now that I’ve seen the list?”
“I have a few thoughts,” Kyeltha answered with an amused smile.
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“So you want me to pick Recycler Level 4?” Koji said, as their conversation ended.                 
“Recycler Level 4, Artifact Display, and Meditation Room,” Kyeltha corrected.
“Sure. I’ll get those and you’ll be done here today.” Koji answered almost cheerily at the thought of being alone again.
Recycler was a straightforward choice. Increased efficiency had to mean he would get more basic materials, which meant he could afford more upgrades. After selecting the upgrade and spending his points, however, Koji realized he was running out of upgrade points. A quick jog over to his backpack and a few drops of blood was all it took to bring him back up to a healthy 9 upgrade points, but that still wasn’t enough.
“Oh. Look at that. I don’t have enough points to get the display for an item I don’t own yet,” Koji said sarcastically as he rechecked the price of the display.

Artifact Display: How will people know it's important if it's not on display? (Costs 10 upgrade points, 1 Spirit stone, 100 building materials, and 100 Biomass.)


“Hilarious. Just make sure that you get it as soon as possible,” Kyeltha’s answer was surprisingly nonchalant.
Koji narrowed his eyes in suspicion, but still purchased the Meditation Room and, in a moment of spite, purchased Fred’s Bread Box. 

Fred’s Bread Box: Don’t ask who it came from. Replaces your Dread bread box with a wooden bread box from Fred’s bakery. It will create two pieces of bread per Hearthkey activation. Quality may vary. Eater beware. (Cost 1 upgrade point, 50 Biomass and 10 building materials.)


Just as he was about to close the upgrade screen and go back to the Home leveling prompt, Kyeltha’s smug voice chimed in.
“Don’t forget. You’ll need a door to get there.”
With a groan, Koji spent the extra points required for the door.

Door to ???: The angle of entry always matters. It will create a door to another room. It does not create a room, only a connecting door. (Cost 1 upgrade point) 


When the last upgrade was complete, he closed the upgrade screen. Koji positioned his finger over the Home system level up button, let his eyes shut, and pressed the button. He waited until the floor beneath him felt solid once again and the world stopped transforming before opening his eyes. The room was once again larger, now looking closer to a master bedroom in a small house than the original cramped room.
Koji glanced over the Home tab, happy to see the duration had increased again, to 16 hours now. He then quickly tabbed over the Attribute screen, eager to see what effects his Home system had on his statistics.

Traveller# A8002738255K 
Koji Athame
Attributes
Strength: 11*  Agility: 11*
Vitality: 19* Intelligence: 36*
Wisdom: 34* Luck: 12
Health 151/164
Mana 269/287
Rank: F
Level: 38
Karma: 3217*


The improvements from leveling his Home system were immediately apparent, even more so as Koji pressed on the notification, clearing each of them quickly and finding most of them to be the same.

+2 All stats for surpassing Home level 2
+3 All stats for surpassing  Home level 3
+20 Health for surpassing  Home level 2
+30 Health for surpassing  Home level 3
+20 Mana for surpassing  Home level 2
+30 Mana for surpassing  Home level 3


“So if I level the Home system to level 5, I’ll get +4 to all stats and +40 mana and health? That seems ridiculously strong.” Koji gawked at the changes as he spoke to Kyeltha.
“Judging by past Traveller systems? No. You are actually quite weak and are getting less direct upgrades to your power. Even in your batch, you don't actually have the most powerful system. You merely have one with a lot of potential. Imagine what you’ll look like with all the upgrades and customizations unlocked. You’ll have more time than other people, too. Just look at how not needing to sleep has affected you and let you pull ahead of the others. You might not be the strongest now, but if you live long enough, someday you could be incredibly powerful.” Kyeltha gave an impassioned reply and for a moment during her encouraging speech, Koji thought he saw her eyes glow with a soft, golden light.
“Was that supposed to be a pep talk? Do you start all conversations with you’re really weak?” 
“Fine, let’s put it in simple Earthling terms. No mage or caster build is going to be strong at the start of their journey. The only thing exceptional about you is perhaps the extra time you have here and a small amount of extra mana compared to the average Traveller.” Kyeltha replied primly.
“What’s a caster build?” Koji asked curiously.
“You really need to get out more. Your planet has made incredible media, television, video games, tabletop games, even virtual reality are all innovative and would be world shattering in Agilgeia. Perhaps if you had read fewer True Crime stories and spent more time touching grass or playing video games, you’d have a better understanding of your own planet's terminology.” Kyeltha’s voice was filled with exasperation as she finished speaking.
“So you have been spying on me. Before I came here, you were watching me? It wasn’t just an accident that we walked through that crack, huh?” Koji’s eyes narrowed and his lips pressed into a thin line.
“You know, it’s probably about time I go. I’ll have to see you later. Wow, look at the time. You got an extra two hours from that last upgrade. Enjoy your alone time!” Kyeltha said as she lept off the pedestal and hastened to the bedroom door.
Koji watched the tiny statue struggle with the door, unable to reach the handle or push it open no matter how she jumped. After a minute had passed, Koji stood and opened the bedroom door, then the front door, letting the avatar of Kyeltha out into the empty void beyond his home. When he slammed the door shut behind her, his mind was still whirling. What if none of it had been an accident? Was it just him that had been spied upon? Or were all the survivors victims of these voyeuristic deities?
He sat in silence, contemplating those thoughts for a long time. Thinking about things he was powerless to effect or change, for now. When he reached a point that contained too many unknowns, his plotting ceased and he walked back to the bedroom. Picking up the Knowledge of Wood (Oak) book, he took a seat on the edge of his new mattress and spent the last few hours reading.
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Koji had just finished a section that explained how to tell different oak tree ages by reading the rings inside the trunk, when he felt the ground shake beneath his feet and his mattress tremble. He leapt up to place the book back on its shelf, snatched up the bread from his new Fred’s Bread Box, and swung his pack onto his back just in time for the world to repel him.   
“Alright. Alright. I’ll go,” Koji said in the trembling room before stepping through his bedroom door and then out of the front door, all with a faint smile on his face.
The smile vanished as he stepped from the safety and solitude of his Home dimension, and back into the starting cavern. Across the pond, several members of Jake’s group were still glowering at him, Melissa, and James. What had even happened, anyway? Why was Quinn upset? It had been her plan and in the end no one had been killed and even Sam, the most grievously injured person, seemed to be fine now.
Koji shook his head to clear his thoughts. It was time to focus on the important question. Which tunnel system should he explore first? Ratghouls or Springrats? He’d let their drama sort itself out without him. All he had to do was focus on leveling and finding the hidden boss Kyeltha had talked about, so that everyone could fight in the last trial.
Springrats, definitely springrats to start with. Koji decided as he walked to the far exit of the starting cavern.
“Ko-Koji if you would, wait a moment?” Jake called out to Koji just as he was about to leave the starting area.
Koji considered for a moment, ignoring Jake and walking into the tunnel. It wouldn’t help, though. Jake would be here when he came back or just walk with him. It wasn’t like there was anywhere to go. Decision made, Koji turned to regard Jake, trying his best to appear friendly by pulling his twitching facial muscles and frowning lips into a calm smile.
“Thanks. I know tensions are high right now. What with Melissa leading your group into danger like that and Sam almost dying and all. But I had a few questions about what Quinn told me,” Jake said as he came to a halt a few feet from Koji.
“Okay…”
“Perfect. The most important thing from what Quinn mentioned was that you had found a source of food?” Jake said while licking his lips.
Koji’s attempt at a calm smile fell away and his face slipped back into a more natural frowning expression as he took the time to examine Jake. Messy black hair that had lost shine, haggard over drawn cheeks, slightly dry lips, and eyes with deep circles under them, showed Koji just what a difference a few days away from civilization could do to a man. It was especially bad for someone who was trying to lead a group of survivors. His teeth sunk into his lower lip and he softly worked it against his teeth as he considered the situation. Ultimately, it wasn’t that hard of a decision. He needed everyone as strong as possible for the last trial. He produced the last five parrium fruits from his backpack, passed them over to Jake, and after a moment of hesitation, a slice of still warm bread.
Jake, with his arms now full of food, sported a surprised and slightly salivating expression. After a moment, he looked up at Koji and spoke.
“Thanks. This means a lot. There is one more thing, though.”
When he didn’t continue, Koji nodded at him and glanced towards the tunnel meaningfully, hoping Jake would get the message.
“So we’d like to buy gear from you. I’m hoping that you’ll understand by clearing out those rooms and taking the loot that you’re putting us in an awkward, under-geared position. There are only so many resources. I’m sure not every book or piece of gear you find is well suited to you, though. Perhaps I could trade you information, assistance from one of my group’s members, or something else? You know, I think Amelia would be happy to show you how grateful she is for you healing her before,” Jake said as he cast his eyes back towards the rest of his group.
Koji’s frown deepened at Jake’s words. He wasn’t suited to these types of negotiation, nor was he particularly skilled in understanding hidden implications. But as he realized the meaning behind Jake’s last words, bile built in his throat as he looked at the suddenly disgusting man. Something on his face must have shown Jake what Koji’s feelings were on the matter, because he suddenly switched tactics.
“Or if there is anything else you need, perhaps in the future?” Jake spat out the words rapidly as Koji struggled internally with whether or not to leave.
“I need empty spellbooks, empty skillbooks, attribute crystals, or Karma splinters,” Koji finally answered, the image of the large still half empty bookcase in his bedroom prompting him to make the offer.
“Empty books? Yeah. I could do that. I think we have a few right now. I’ll ask the others if they have anything they want to trade as well. Thanks for being willing to share with us.” Jake, having said his piece, turned to leave and Koji took that as his sign to quickly flee the starting cavern.




Chapter 63


The first two caverns were simple enough. Experimenting with casts of Orb of Odyssey showed Koji how to properly position the balls in order for it to strike his enemies before they could hit him. It seemed to all come down to line of sight for the floating balls of electricity. He didn’t gamble in the third room, however, activating both Heavy Rain and Thunderdome as the horde of spiders charged at him. In almost no time, he reached the fourth cavern where the two monster groups were split on either side of the pool, bears or spiders first.     
Not having to wait for anyone to cut up the monsters had really sped up his travel time and also given him the space to think. His current food for thought, what attributes really meant. He had heard Kyeltha say things about what the attributes meant in theory. He could feel himself getting physically stronger with increases to Strength. But she had said Intelligence would increase spell potency. The only spell he had a good idea of on its baseline was Thunderdome. There had only been one monster so far that needed more than a single cycle of lightning and thunder, the hulking Ursarats.
Koji went with the tried-and-true tactic of ‘pulling’ that he had learned from Quinn. He picked up a rock and after walking until he was thirty odd feet away from the ratbears, he chucked the rock into their midst. Their reaction was the same as before. They turned, spotted him, and charged with a roar. Koji stood with one finger extended, waiting until the first ursarat stepped into range. The second a monster stepped over that imaginary line, he triggered the spell and forced himself to keep his eyes open.
He remembered how the lightning had to strike the large ursarats again and again, searing their limbs as the thunder pounded them into the ground. So Koji was too surprised to see the first bolt of lightning strike down and literally melt a hole through the first ursarat shoulder as it passed through it. The boom of thunder that followed shortly after only shoved the already dead monster deep into the ground.
The scene repeated again and again, destroying any doubts that Koji might have had about the first bolt being a lucky strike. After the fourth monster fell, Koji let his eyes close, unable to withstand the constant bright flashes of light. Even then, he only had to endure the darkness for half a minute as the rest of the ursarats threw themselves into the Thunderdome.
When he opened his eyes again, a sight that proved Kyeltha’s words greeted Koji. Intelligence improved spell potency. Or at least each strike from the Thunderdome, now that he’d reached an impressive 36 Intelligence, did way more damage than when he was just starting out with 9.
The spider side of the cavern wasn’t much harder. A simple cast of Thunderdome cleared out the monsters. He spent most of his time in the fourth cavern, pushing monster corpses into Recycler portals. When all was said and done, he’d only been farming monsters for a little over 4 hours and had earned a mammoth amount of Karma.

Karma: 3217 
+300 Karma for killing an Elite Ratantula +5 for killing a Spidrat x 142 +10 for killing a Springrat x 9 +150 for killing an Usrarat x 31 + 150 Karma for killing a Ratantula x 10 
Karma: 11667


Koji whistled as he saw the new total. That was a LOT of Karma. Although, with every new level increasing in cost, it would be gone pretty fast. Koji glanced back towards the entrance of the cave, now that he had finished cleaning up. It took him only fifteen minutes to jog back to the third cavern and another ten to search for the hidden passage. He found it behind a strange plant that grew in one section of the cavern wall. He had subconsciously known about the connecting passageways since the first day when James had appeared from inside the third cavern on his and Melissa’s route. However, he hadn’t truly thought about them until Melissa had brought it up during their idle chatter with Quinn earlier that day.
It was only a quick five-minute walk for Koji to push aside a large purple leaf and step into a monster infested cavern. It was surprisingly similar to the previous caves. Several large ratantulas sat placidly in the center of the room and the majority of monsters here, Koji recognized instantly. Only a single smaller spider with a segmented tail that curled up behind like a scorpion was new.
Koji considered it for a moment, wondering what it was called. Scorpider maybe? Was it better or worse that its only rat feature was the raggedy brown hide covering its body? He decided ultimately that it didn’t matter what kind of monster it was, the system would tell him later when it informed him how much Karma it was worth. Picking up a small rock and stepping into the center of the cavern, Koji began the fight.
A quick chuck of his pebble across the ground and the monsters came running. Nothing here required more than just a single Thunderdome. The problem began, however, when the unknown scorpiders reached just outside the radius of the spell and stopped. Koji’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of that. Were these monsters smart enough to wait out the spell like the Lesser Skavelings had?
Koji strained to keep his eyes open as flash after flash of lightning struck the monsters scurrying into his Thunderdome. It was between those bright flashes of light that he could barely make out what the scorpiders were doing. In unison, the half dozen scorpion spider rat hybrids pierced their legs into the rocky ground. They curled back their tails, and then snapped their tail up, almost like a catapult, to fling a green glob out from their tail directly at him. 
Nope. Nope. Nope. Dunno what that snotbomb is, but nope. Koji pushed his finger through his new trump card, Stride of ShadowFaux, and placed himself behind the scorpiders. He emerged from the shadow of a large stalagmite, savoring the sensation of the cold shadowy liquid as it slid off his flesh. He then ended the fight with a second Thunderdome directly on top of the little artillery monsters.
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Karma: 11667 +150 for killing a Ratantula x3 +10 for killing a Springrat x12 +5 for killing a Spidrat x 21 +100 for killing a Ratpidion x6  
Karma: 12942 


Had a third level cavern just given him over twelve hundred Karma? Also Ratpidion? Who came up with these names? Scorpider was way better. While Koji pushed all the blackened bodies into Recycler portals, he thought, what if they had encountered this cavern on the third day instead of the single Elite Ursarat? Would Melissa and James be able to dodge what he now knew were acid balls flung by the Ratpidions? Or handle three Ratantulas? He had never seen the impact of Thunderdome on the Ratantulas when he still had a baseline Intelligence, and back then he’d only been able to cast it once or twice before running out of fuel.  
Had they come here on the first day, they would have died. Okay, maybe James wouldn’t have died. Koji consoled himself with the thought that the quiet, shaggy-haired man who drained blood and was definitely not becoming increasingly pale would have survived. A quick check through the room proved, to Koji’s great disappointment, that there was no treasure to be had. It made sense that Jake’s group had cleared and looted this room. As he wandered down the tunnel towards the next cavern, he couldn’t help but wonder what spellbooks or skillbooks they’d gotten.
Thoughts of powerful spells that called down ice to freeze enemies or ghostly hands to suck away their life-force persisted in Koji’s imagination until he reached the next cavern. It differed vastly from any of the previous rooms. Jagged crevices had shredded the brownstone floor into ribbons. From his vantage at the entrance, Koji could peer down into a closer crevice and see dark, slowly moving petroleum. The walls of said ravines were packed with spiders. However, each step or motion might put him at risk of falling down one of the many open wounds on the ground. The spider monsters nimbly moved along their webbing and skittered across the walls unimpeded.
The one saving grace of the room was that Koji had spotted no Elites, no ratantulas or larger monsters at all. He thought briefly about skipping the room. He could do it now. It would just be a single spell cast for him to appear in the shadow of the opposite wall and take that tunnel deeper. He didn’t, though. The thought of leaving behind potential loot or Karma was too much for him to bear. The others spoke of it like they’d experienced it before in video games and even tabletop games, but the feeling of getting something new that made your personal numbers go up was addicting. It was even better than opening a present on Christmas.
A slight smile spread across Koji’s lips before he pressed Stride of ShadowFaux. His body appeared on a small section of solid ground for only a moment before he pressed Thunderdome and the world turned white. Koji snapped his eyes shut almost immediately and groaned in shock as his vision swam even against the darkness of his eyelids. When the explosion came, he was totally unprepared.
The sound reached him first, a loud boom different from the typical clap of thunder. Then the wave of heat washed over him, and finally the force of the explosion that lifted him off his feet and threw him across the cavern. Koji’s eyes snapped open the second his feet left the ground, wide shaken eyes trying to make sense of what happened. It was too late, though. The wall of the cave came rushing towards him and his body struck the stone with a thud. As he slid down to rest on a small ledge below, his vision grew dark. With a panicked thought about what would happen if he passed out in the den of monsters, Koji flailed his hand through the screen before him. He triggered multiple spell effects as the world shuddered and went black.




Chapter 65


Waking up to the trickle of red sticky liquid that was currently running down his face was not Koji’s idea of a good morning. His fingers wiped away the blood before he lightly probed at his scalp. As Koji’s vision cleared and the world pulled into focus, he could see the pale green glow, indicative of Nature’s Grace, on his fingers. Around him, the results of his panicked casting and near death experience lay. Pillars of stone that had been melted and flash frozen, signs of seared stone and strong winds lay everywhere. A glance down to where the monsters and river of oil were revealed what had set off the explosion.            
Koji nearly kicked himself. Of course, sending magical super-heated lightning into something that looked like petroleum would cause an explosion. The dark glossy streams of oil were gone, replaced by winding rivers of fire. The burnt webbing and charred, deformed monster corpses, combined with the sweltering flames, made it look like a scene straight out of hell.
A glance at his mana and health told Koji that despite scrambling his brains against the wall and casting a ridiculous combination of spells, he was going to be fine. So maybe it was the concussion that compelled him to try it. Still sitting down slumped against the wall, he pressed a finger through the screen before him and let out a sharp yelp as he vanished. He reappeared an inch above the ground in front of the exit tunnel and promptly landed on his ass on a hard wooden object.
“Damn it! That hurts,” Koji shouted into the hellscape before him as he slowly picked himself up off the ground and rubbed his sore rear.
A glance down showed him the offending object he’d landed on, a large wooden treasure chest. Koji groaned and knelt down to open the chest. A huge grin immediately replaced his frown as he saw the contents. The chest was nearly filled to the brim with books. Koji quickly pulled them free of their container. A greedy, wide-eyed expression coloring his face as he stacked out the three light red skillbooks and the four pale blue spellbooks. An enormous smile took over his face as he flipped the first spellbook over to read the summary.

Grasping Roots (Uncommon)
Dense wooden roots shoot out from all sources of earth within 10 feet of the caster and attempt to bind any hostiles within range.
Root duration: 30 seconds
Requirements: 10 mana

Smothering Tithe (Rare)
Creates a parasitic aura around the caster. Heals caster for a tiny fraction of any damage dealt to hostile entities in the aura’s area of effect.
Duration: 1 minute
Requirements: 50 mana

Celestial’s Glimpse (Epic)
Briefly grants the caster a celestial’s vision, enabling them to see necrotic, shadow, radiant, and divine energy.
Duration: 2 minutes
Requirements: 40 mana

Compelling Count’s Count (Epic)
The next sentient being touched by the caster will be compelled to stop what they are doing and count to 10 in a foreign accent.
Duration: Varies
Requirements: 10 mana


The spells were a little different from the previous ones Koji had seen. Only Grasping Roots seemed like the kind of spell he’d previously seen. A spell that heals based on damage dealt? A way to change your vision and see energy? And some kind of number mind control? Maybe the skills will be a little more normal, Koji thought as he flipped over the first red skillbook.

Chthonian Skin (Rare)
User’s body physically changes to gain resistance to Necrotic damage, Blunt damage, Psychic damage, and Eldritch damage. User’s body develops weaknesses to Radiant damage, Piercing damage, and Ethereal damage.
Requirements: (Human) 33.33% of user’s maximum health
Warning: Keeping the skill active for too long may cause adverse or permanent effects.

Forlorn Whisperer (Uncommon)
User’s ears change to accept new frequencies and detect certain vibrations. Grants marginally increased hearing and a slight chance to detect attacks from behind.
Requirements: Takes 1 second to activate. Takes 5 seconds to deactivate.

Mercurial’s Twitch (Rare)
Overloads the user’s nervous system for a short period of time. Increases reaction speed and muscle speed. 
Duration: 3 seconds
Warning: May incapacitate skill users when skill ends. Not recommended to be used more than once per day.


Were these skills better or worse than the spells? He could certainly use them, but they all seemed so strange. Physically change your body to what and how? Koji balked at the idea of suddenly becoming a monster just to have better resistances or some slightly stronger power. He had expected skills like the Blade of Hinter that let him do elemental damage. Listening better wasn’t exactly an in demand skill for surviving the monster infested underground. Mercurial’s Twitch was the only one that seemed interesting, yet even that seemed limited and slightly ominous with its warning about incapacitating its user.
The last few items in the chest didn’t exactly reassure Koji as he took them out. What he initially thought was a red cloak turned out to be a thin cape. It was less the kind a villain wraps around themselves and more the kind a superhero wearing tights would wear. Koji sat that aside and turned to the other impractical item. The half-finished theater mask seemed less ridiculous than the brightly colored cape. The lack of straps to hold the mask in place or slits to see out of made Koji think perhaps this wasn’t a piece of gear, but an ornament or piece of decoration.
After a moment of hesitation and a shrug, Koji placed the mask on his face. 
“Ow! Ow! Ow!” 
Koji had been unprepared for the sudden stinging sensation that erupted from where the edges of the mask contacted his face. Before he could rip the thing away, he felt something moving and twisting in the mask's darkness. Whatever it was rubbed against his cheeks, and he suddenly had a terrifying thought. How would he breathe in this mask? Just as he was about to rip the mask off his face and chuck it down into the fires below, Koji realized with a start, he could see everything perfectly fine.
The surrounding wreckage was perfectly visible, even the stack of books at his feet. As he glanced around, Koji found the mask enabled him to see out of the bright cavern and into the dimly lit tunnel beside him without issue. His last worry was solved shortly after by taking a deep breath and feeling the still searing hot air enter his lungs.
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Koji found how to remove the mask once he calmed down. Small divots on the mask's chin served as perfect holds for his finger and thumb. A gentle press on the divots caused a spine chilling cold to seep into his skin around the edges of the mask as it released its hold on his face and fell into his hand. Koji examined the smooth interior of the mask, finding a soft flesh-like substance coated the inside of the mask. Its exterior faceplate seemed to be cast in a white plaster. The face on the mask had overly large sad eyes and bushy eyebrows, with gaunt cheeks, a smooth bump where the nose should be, and a thin line where the lips should have been. The mask had an unfinished feel to it. Like someone had created an old school theater mask depicting sorrow, yet had never filled in the finer details.     
Still unsure of what to do with the mask, Koji conducted another experiment before deciding. He endured the slight sting as the mask sealed itself back to his face and opened his screen. There was no change on the spell page, or skills page as he tabbed through them, but on the main screen, a minor change had taken place.

Health 165/174*
Mana 288/297*


Ten mana and ten health weren’t a life-changing amount, but it was better than nothing. Koji left the mask on for now. At the very least, it wasn’t hurting him and he wouldn’t need to struggle with controlling his face around the others if he wore it. Koji emptied the Karma splinters and attribute crystals from the bottom of the treasure chest and then considered what to do with the red cape. Reluctantly, he clipped the cape to his shirt and flicked through the system screens to find what had changed. A sigh of relief left his lips when he found no changes and could toss the cape into his backpack without regret.
Then came the books. For skillbooks, Koji absorbed the information from Mercurial’s Twitch and Forlorn Whisperer. For spellbooks, he absorbed Compelling Count’s Count, Smothering Tithe, and Celestial Glimpse. He considered learning Chthonian Skin and Grasping Roots. Ultimately, they went into his backpack, unopened with the cape and crystals. The blank books were then tossed in for him to add to his Shoddy Bookcase later. A last look around the ruined room, then a check on how long he had left on the Hearthkey cooldown, before Koji stepped into the tunnel that led him deeper into the trial.
The longer Koji walked, the more the tunnel sloped downwards and the temperature fell. By the time he reached the next cavern, his teeth were chattering, and he had taken out the cape to wrap around his neck and shoulders in a futile attempt to keep out the chill. With a shiver, Koji stepped from the tunnel and out into the massive cavern. Each room in the trial had increased in size, but the sheer scale of this cavern felt like all the previous monster caverns could be shoved inside it and there would still be room to walk around.
The sheer size was not what Koji found intimidating, though. It was the lack of anything. The other rooms had plant life, strange rocks, brightly colored walls, ponds, and‌ monsters. This room had none of that. Only a small hole of darkness at the very center of the room was visible. It took Koji nearly ten minutes of walking to reach the hole. Up close, it wasn’t that small, at around eight feet wide. The mask's vision proved a boon here, enabling Koji to see raised horizontal bumps that jutted out from the stone wall on one side. 
With a groan, Koji lowered a foot into the hole and tested if one bump would support him. Unfortunately, it seemed sturdy and held even when he pressed all of his weight down onto it. Koji knew what that meant. He was going to climb down into a strange hole in the middle of nowhere. Worse, this was the fifth room of the dungeon, meaning it probably had monsters lurking down there equal to that tower and its patrols.
His fingers shook at the memory of Melissa laying on the ground dying. He clambered to maintain his grip on the natural ladder. His shoulders shook as Sam’s ashen face swam through his mind. His legs trembled next as a deeply buried memory of melted flesh and tortured screams rose to the surface of his thoughts. 
Koji’s fingers lost their hold first. His feet tried to jam against the wall to stop his fall, but it proved futile. 
Koji’s body hit the hard stone ground and all the air rushed out of his body. The sudden pain of his ribs cracking and the sharp spike of agony that drove through his skull as his head impacted the ground with a THUD, banishing the memories. The pain had the added benefit of temporarily heightening his senses, which enabled him to hear the soft skitter‌ skitter that seemed to be growing louder. 
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Muscle memory took over as panic set in. Koji’s fingers flew across the screen before him, tabbing over to spells and triggering the Thunderdome spell in less than half a second. It was too slow, though, as a sharp stabbing pain erupted from his left calf muscle. Lifting his head up and pressing his chin into his chest, Koji could see the massive armored arachnid that stood above him. One of its sharp legs was slowly retracting from his left leg, leaving a gaping hole in its place.  
The Thunderdome activated then. Bolts of lightning sprayed down around him, illuminating what Koji hadn’t been able to see even with assistance from the mask's partial nightvision. He was surrounded. The smallest of the deadly spiders that were currently skittering towards him were the size of his head, while the largest was nearing the size of a school bus. Koji watched lightning bolt after lightning bolt impact the front half of the bus sized monster as it quickly crawled towards him. Each strike only left small scorch marks on its hairy body. Even the forceful thunderclaps that hammered down against it seemed to only daze or slow the creature.
Koji pressed his fingers through the spell screen rapidly in response to the monster's unyielding approach. A multitude of effects sprang out simultaneously. The stone beneath him began to warp and transform into dirt, then it immediately froze as a ring of ice expanded outwards. Just after the frost was a second ring of electricity that expanded out to meet the first. Koji had just enough time to see a green glow on his skin and a soft violet aura spreading around him, before the rapid freezing met the super-heated magical lightning and the explosions started.
As his body went flying off the floor and ricocheted off explosion after explosion, Koji felt his brain rattle inside his skull and his focus slipped. Idly, he wondered if this was what it must feel like to be a table tennis ball. The green glow of Nature’s Grace rippled over his vision a moment later and his focus returned. This cycle repeated until he was thrown out of the Thunderdome by a double blast of lightning that descended upon a frozen massive hairy spider with neon blue eyes.
Koji had learned from the last incident, though, and he had just managed to get his arms up over his face before his body impacted a stone wall. The pain was sudden and sharp. Koji’s arms fell away from his face as he slid down to the stone floor. He lay there struggling to breathe, his arms limp and not following his instructions. While pushing off the ground, Koji’s blurry vision swept over the surrounding darkness. In the distance far above was the small hole he had entered through, closer to him, though a new surge of some more nimble spiders was beginning.
Maybe it was the concussion, or the healing, but it was at this point that Koji realized he could see. Not just the gray shapes and images the mask had granted him, but that the normally blinding flashes of lightning hadn’t caused him any pain. He focused on the distant Thunderdome and marveled as he watched bolt after bolt descend. It was entrancing to see something so devastating that had been so close, and yet he could not perceive it.
“Built in sunglasses…” Koji muttered into the air, completely distracted by the new discovery.
The encroaching spiders banished his errant thoughts. Rather than force his still woozy form up and face the consequences, Koji, for the third time today, cast his spells laying down. A single cast of Thunderdome, followed by a Gust of Tornadus to push away some of the closer spiders, then he ended the brief spell casting spree by refreshing Nature’s Grace.
Around him, the second wave of spiders was being blasted apart, yet Koji’s appetite for exploration had left him after the second concussion. His vision still swam, his head felt heavy, and his mouth felt like it was full of stale clouds. Despite all of this, his main menu showed his health at full. Something different was happening here, something he didn’t understand. Koji desperately felt the need to flee. Frightened, trembling eyes lifted towards the edge of the hole above him. He tested his arms to make sure the feeling had returned before pushing off the ground and smacking his head through the spell screen.
Stride of ShadowFaux carried Koji exactly where he wanted, all that time throwing up had been well spent. He landed on the edge of the hole with his hands, catching the lip perfectly the second he emerged from the shadows. Koji heaved himself up out of the pit and lay gasping for fresh air on his back once he was free. 
Several minutes later, when the unnatural terror had drained from his mind, Koji leaned back over the pit. He gave a final look back into the hellhole of darkness.
“I fucking hate spiders.” Koji accompanied his muttering by attempting to spit down into the hole, only to awkwardly find that he was still wearing his mask.
With a low groan of annoyance, Koji checked the Hearthkey cooldown and staggered back the way he had come.
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Koji had spent the first half of the walk back to the starting area with his shoulders slumped and head down. The constant healing of Nature’s Grace earlier had kept his health value maxed out, yet it had done nothing for the headache chipping away at his skull, nor had it magicked away the deep bone weariness that plagued his form after being bounced around like a rag doll. The unique combination of ailments lead to Koji flicking through his screens, reading every notification. He tried to guess what other system features he could unlock, given enough time. That lasted for about twenty minutes.      
With nothing else left to do, Koji inspected his growing list of skills.

Slice and Dice
Aura of Styx
Crimson Reliquary
Forlorn Whisperer
Mercurial’s Twitch


Toggling Slice and Dice off and on while swinging around his Ritual Dagger and the carving knife gave Koji a clearer understanding of just how fast the skill made his strikes. It was only a small amount, perhaps five percent. Koji’s new knowledge of combat told him that even five percent faster made a tremendous difference when it came to a life or death struggle.
He avoided the Aura of Styx. Activating a skill that drains maximum mana and health, for a long-term benefit, was not his idea of a good time. Losing ten maximum health was manageable ‌but losing fifty maximum mana until he triggered the skill's second activation would put a serious dent in his mana values. Plus, who knows when he could actually unleash the attack? 
Crimson Reliquary was something Koji just left toggled on at all times. More mana meant more health. There was no reason to turn it off at this point. He could just heal himself faster than he regenerated health, anyway. Then came the two new skills. Both seemed interesting, but Mercurial’s Twitch seemed to have infinitely more potential.
Deciding to save the best for last, Koji activated Forlorn Whisperer instead of Mercurial’s Twitch as he trundled down the winding tunnels. The next step he took echoed through his ears with a Boom. Tentative and careful steps repeated the pattern, causing loud Booms to rattle Koji’s skull. It took him a few minutes of carefully experimenting to find the right shuffling soft placement of his feet in order to make the impact of his feet against the ground less deafening.
From there, Koji shuffled down the tunnels, continuing his journey back, albeit much slower as he filtered through the unfamiliar sounds. Far behind him, Koji could hear the soft crackling fires of the hell he’d created. Around him, soft drip, drip noises came from the scattered stalactites as drops of water fell from their spiky ends. Coming from in front of him, Koji heard soft, angry mutters. 
“HUH!” Koji softly exclaimed, only to immediately wince as Forlorn Whisperer’s effect made the quiet noise into a loud shout to his ears.
It took Koji several seconds of complete stillness before he could once again filter through the noises and continue walking. The angry mutters returned and increased in volume as he walked towards the second level cavern. He hadn’t bothered to take the shortcut back through to the other third-level cavern. So Koji had been expecting to clear a few extra monsters on his way back to the starter area, not to hear the distant sounds of a conversation.
“I don’t want to be trapped here, man. Literally, that sounds like the worst fate possible. Killing mutated rats and spiders all the time, drinking pond water and eating fruit alone. I need to go home, man. Not to some fantasy video game world,” A raspy masculine voice muttered.
“You won’t be. Jake’s got a plan. Just relax. Let's finish harvesting these monsters and wake the others for their shift,” The second speaker’s mellow voice surprised Koji, and it took a second for him to place his name, Sam.
“I know. I know, but you were with that other group of freaks. How are we supposed to out level them? What’s going to happen to the leftovers? Jake’s already ranked up and I’m sure those other three have. I’m not making the cut, Trish is not making the cut, none of us are… Do we just get trapped here for the rest of our lives? Or will we die when the chosen five leave?” A faint sob dribbled out of the first speaker as he finished.
“That’s…” Sam started and stopped. Even with Forlorn Whisperer, Koji couldn’t make out what was happening for the next few moments, until Sam started speaking again. “It’ll be alright. You’ve got to get home to your girl, I know. I’ve got to get back to Alice. Hell, we were debating names on the morning this all happened. She’s probably freaking out and panicking right now. Ugh, she shouldn’t be getting stressed this late in the pregnancy, though.”
“I’m sure she’s fine. You said your mom is looking after her, right? She’ll keep her calm and make sure nothing happens.”
“I-I don’t know what all is gonna happen with all this new world stuff and crazy gods, but we can make it out of here. All of us, I know it! From there… We’ll just figure out a way back. We won’t abandon our families. I can’t-I WON’T BE THAT KIND OF FATHER!”
Koji’s soft shuffling ceased then. His face contorted into a grimace beneath his mask, as a sense of guilt washed over him at the realization that he was eavesdropping on something personal. He deactivated Forlorn Whisperer as the conversation started up once more and turned back down the tunnel. He’d go back to the third cavern and loop around.
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Several things were bothering Koji as he strolled through the remnants of his previous battles. First, how did the others know about gods? Did the tutorial mention them or was there something else? Second, what was Jake’s plan? Did he know about the hidden boss? If so, that was a relief. That conversation would have been… long and unpleasant. Third, did that entire group really hate Melissa and James that much? Okay, maybe James was looking more like Dracula with every passing day, and Koji could admit he wasn’t exactly a social butterfly, but Melissa was fine. She was normal. Why had the word ‘freaks’ been spat out with such vitriol?  
Koji pushed the errant thoughts from his mind, focusing instead on breathing in and out. Thought by thought, he cleared his mind as he tried to follow his therapist's advice to not overthink every little thing or worry about things he couldn’t control. By the time he made it back into the starting area, he no longer cared about what the other group was doing or what they thought of him. His mind instead worked on ways to use the spells and skills he had better.
With his mind occupied by the fantastic possibilities and combinations of magic, Koji was totally oblivious to the frenzy that his emergence into the starting cavern caused. Only once he had trekked around the edge of the pond and moved to stand beside the still sleeping forms of Melissa and James did someone confront him.
“Excuse me, are you Koji?” a deep voice said from behind.
Koji turned towards the speaker to find Daniel staring at him with wide eyes, a rusty tutorial axe clenched in the man’s hands.
“Yeah?” Koji answered, his brow furrowing as the corners of his eyes creased, confusion settling in as he stared at Daniel. They had met before, right? When the man didn’t respond to Koji’s acknowledgement, Koji changed tactics. “It’s Daniel, right? What can I do for you?”
“Uh, is it really you?” Daniel asked hesitantly, with an eyebrow arching.
“Yeah, why wouldn’t it be?”
Daniel’s only response was to lift one of his hands from the handle of his axe and brush at his own face. His head tilted meaningfully towards Koji after he completed the action. It was like a lightbulb had gone off inside of Koji’s mind. He had forgotten about the theater mask.
“Oh!” Koji exclaimed as he reached up to his chin and plucked the mask from his face for a moment. “Better?”
“Yeah, thanks. I think we were all just a little weirded out. Ya never know what's going to happen down here.”
“That’s fair. I wouldn’t want some masked stranger strolling in while I was sleeping, either.”
“So uh, anyway. I just came over here to say thanks. Damn, I’m not really good at this kind of stuff, but I just want you to know I really appreciate you healing me the other day. I think- I think I would have died if you hadn’t healed me.” As Daniel spilled out his emotions in word form, a thick accent and a faint glistening just beneath his eyes accompanied them.
“So, uh- do you need anything else? More healing or?” Koji said awkwardly as he pressed the mask back down onto his face, his shoulders filling with tension at the sudden emotional outburst.
“No. No. I should ask you if you need anything.”
“Well, I don’t need—” Koji started to deny Daniel’s request immediately, only to pause as he remembered there was something he needed. “Actually, yes, if you have any blank books, I could use them.”
“Oh. Sure! I can do that. Does it have something to do with your system? Everyone says you have the Home system and they are trying to guess what it does exactly. Best guess so far is to let you get extra sleep. Kind of jealous of that myself. Anything would be better than the ground. Back home I’ve got myself a Sleepy King mattress. Never missed anything more in my life. A good night’s sleep is almost as good as sex. Actually, I take that back. You know I—” Daniel immediately accepted Koji’s request, only for him to ramble onwards with no sign of stopping.
Warning bells went off internally as Koji recognized this pattern from his own sister. He was about to be trapped in a conversation that went nowhere. His survival habits kicked in and he scanned the room as Daniel talked.
“Ah! Actually, if you’ll excuse me for a moment, I just remembered that I promised Jake that I’d let him look at any of the loot I couldn’t use,” Koji said, trying not to sound too desperate.
“Yeah, no problem. I get you are probably busy, I can tell you about the Sleepy King later haha,” Daniel said while giving Koji a nod and waving goodbye before turning back towards the opposite shore of the cavern.
With a sigh and an internal curse at how people kept dismissing themselves and walking in the same direction, Koji followed behind Daniel.
Luckily for him, Jake spotted him immediately and waved him over.
“Koji! Come to share the spoils of your dungeon delve?” Jake said a little too loudly and a little too excitedly for Koji’s taste.
“I’ve got a few things to trade.” Koji stressed the word trade, not quite feeling comfortable with the use of the word share for their transaction. 
“Sure! Sure! I bet we have a few things that could interest you,” Jake said proudly as he gestured towards a small blanket with several books and a silver bangle lying atop it.
Koji frowned as he stared at the baby blue wool blanket Jake had set up. Where had Jake gotten it? It was kind of a weird thing to find in a treasure chest. Koji glanced at Jake curiously, only to realize that the young man had definitely not been wearing that navy blue robe when he’d left. Looking around the starting cavern, Koji could spot several examples of blue clothing that lacked any of the wear, tear, and dirt that had been accumulating on everyone over the last few days. In fact, the only people that weren’t wearing something new and blue were the sleeping duo of Melissa and James, and himself.
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“I appreciate you helping us like this, Koji. The items you trade with me will help ensure the survival of those who are left behind.” Jake’s smooth voice pulled Koji away from looking at bits of fabric.      
“Left behind?” Koji repeated blankly.
“Yeah. You know? Only the five highest leveled Travellers will be selected for the last trial. With you, James, and Melissa snatching the first three spots, I guess you’ve never had to think about it. Most of the people in my group are going to be stuck here for the rest of their lives.”
“T-That’s not true.” Koji started to defend himself, but Jake cut him off.
“Sorry. Sorry. I shouldn’t have phrased it like that. It’s not your fault that you leveled up quickly. Your Home system must be a real boon. Staying well rested in a survival situation is quite the advantage. Does it give you any other perks?”
“No. I mean yes. I mean…” Koji wasn’t sure which question he was answering or how they’d gotten to this topic the second he stepped over here.
“I got a little ahead of myself. None of that really matters. How about we focus on what's important? Loot!” The sudden solemnness that had inhabited Jake’s voice evaporated as he raised his hands and gestured towards Koji’s backpack and the laid out cloth.
“Uh sure?” Koji said as he unslung his backpack and produced the items he didn’t have a use for.
The red cape and Grasping Roots spellbook were first onto his side of the blanket. Then, after a little more digging around, Koji produced Godrick’s Wraith and Chthonian Skin. At the bottom of the pack, he discovered one of his earliest pieces of loot. Koji set the small earring down on the blanket after some thought. He still hadn’t pierced one of his ears and now, as they set off for the last day, it didn't seem like the right time.
An awkward period of passing books back and forth began then, with Jake passing Koji the two spellbooks to start. With a nod of thanks, Koji reciprocated the gesture and flipped over his books so that Jake could look at the summaries as he did the same.

Storm of Koios: (Epic)
Farsight brings tragedy to its wielder. Ignorance is Bliss.
Curiosity strikes down companions before the deserved.
Knowledge has no bounds, only endless Abyss.
Intelligence oft binds the bold, never the reserved.
Requirements: 300 mana
Can only be cast once per 192 hours.

Mortalis Instrument: (Rare)
Creates a mana simulacrum of a melee weapon suitable to the spellcaster.
Requirements: Varies greatly.


Koji could instantly see why the two books were on the blanket. The first book, Storm of Koios was incredibly weird. Its summary made no sense and despite its high rarity, the spell itself cost an absurd amount of mana. Mortalis Instrument had the opposite problem, a small amount of concise information, but it made something everyone already had: weapons. Reaching to the last item on the blanket, Koji opened his main menu while slipping the bangle onto his wrist. Nothing changed, even after he tabbed through all the screens, Koji couldn’t find what the piece of jewelry did.
After a few more experiments, mostly just tapping on the bangle, Koji eventually set the piece of equipment back down and waited for Jake to finish reading. His eyes drifted to an enormous pile of nearly a dozen books that lacked any title or summary. It didn’t take long for Jake to flip through the final few summaries and examine the gear.
“I’m interested in Godrick’s Wraith and Grasping Roots. Additional damage will be useful to some of our burst DPS and battlefield control spells are always welcome. I’m sad to say we don’t really have a proper tank yet, so I’m unsure who would use Chthonian Skin, but I can see its potential. How about since Storm of Koios is an Epic spell and Mortalis is a Rare, I’ll trade you those two higher rarity spells for these two lower rarity skillbooks if you throw in the uncommon Grasping Roots spellbook. After that we can do a one-to-one trade on items. I get the cloak and you can have the bangle. For the earring, we can trade you thirteen blank books.” Jake spoke rapidly, gesturing to each item as he mentioned them.
Koji felt like his head was spinning as he tried to take in everything Jake had said. What was that about a tank? Was he talking about an M1A1 Abrams tank? Or something else? The other terms, battlefield control and burst DPS, damage per second, all made sense once Koji had wrapped his mind around them. Beneath the mask, his eyes narrowed as he mentally replayed the part where Jake was offering him two spellbooks of unknown usefulness for three books with pretty decent effects. Still… it would benefit people like Sam, Daniel, and even Quinn. More people being strong would only help them get out of here.
“That’s fine.” Koji finally murmured his assent after an awkward stretch of time.
“If you aren’t sure… What?” Jake’s eyes went wide and his lips parted, but no sound came out for a moment.
“I said that’s fine.”
“Sure. Sure. All trades are final, though. I hope that if you come to regret this deal in the future, you won’t blame me.”
“No, you are just doing the best you can for your group. I wasn't going to use the things I traded. If it makes someone stronger, that gives us all better odds of getting out of here.” Koji replied while he packed the newly acquired items into his backpack, thinking the conversation would be over now that their trade had concluded. Jake’s next words completely blindsided him and proved how wrong he was.
“Well, damn Koji. I appreciate the charity,” Jake said, his voice holding a bitter note.
Jake turned away from Koji then and gestured towards the other waiting members of his group, ready to distribute the new goods. 
“Uh Jake?”
“Yeah, what is it, Koji?” Jake snapped back at him. Koji froze at the sudden sharp tone coming from the man and Jake’s features seemed to soften as he seemed to realize how Koji had been affected by his tone. “Sorry about that. I’ve got to get this stuff to people ASAP before we start off on the final leveling spree. Did you need something else?”
“It’s okay. I just wanted to make sure you knew there is a way all of us can leave this place. No one has to be left behind.”
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Silence reigned for the next few moments as Jake’s eyes narrowed and his lips pursed as he stared at the masked Koji, before finally prompting him to continue.   
“You can’t just drop a bomb like that and not explain Ko-Koji.”
“There’s a boss monster somewhere down here and if we kill it, everyone will face the last trial.” Koji explained, a feeling of pride swelling inside of his chest as he managed to get through the sentence without stuttering, despite Jake’s current icy stare.
“Alright. Say I believe you and that this isn’t some elaborate scheme. How did you come across this information? How did you verify it? Why did you wait till now to say anything? How will it allow more people in? What kind of boss monster? Do you know its location? How sure are you that you can even defeat this monster?” As Jake hit Koji with rapidfire questions, he stepped closer and closer. Walking over the blanket until he stood face to face with Koji, arms crossed as his head cocked to the side, his lips settling into a frown as he finished speaking.
Koji‌ began to frantically back up as he struggled to come up with the answers to Jake’s questions, only to fail to produce an answer before the next question. In the end, he answered the final three questions.
“I don’t know what kind of monster it is. It has to be in the fifth or sixth cavern, probably, and I think we can defeat it. What would be the point of kidnapping us from our own world just to let us die here?” Koji said everything he could manage in one quick stream of words, leaving him breathless as he backpedaled away from the encroaching Jake.
“That’s not an answer, and it’s too late, Ko-Koji. Maybe if you had brought this up on day one or the start of day two, we could have talked about it, strategized, made a plan, but it’s the last day. I can’t throw away my life for empty promises.” Jake relented as he finished speaking, turning away from the recoiling Koji as he dismissed him. “I think it’s for the best if you leave Koji. We need to level and make some hard decisions over here. You should go back to leveling up without worrying.”
Koji opened his mouth to respond, but nothing came out. Behind Jake, Sam, Trish, Daniel and several others stood, their gazes all turned away from where he and Jake had been having their argument. A sigh left Koji's mouth. Jake had been correct. He should have told them sooner. There just hadn’t been the right time. It wouldn’t matter if he could find the boss monster today.
He marched back around the pond to where Melissa and James were already waiting for him. The second he arrived, they both nodded to him, and Melissa even graced him with a soft smile.
“How was your chat?” Melissa asked softly, her eyes lifting from Koji to gaze across the pond.
“Not great. I uh, I need to tell you guys something.” 
“Oh? Must be important if you are bringing it up.” Melissa paired her answer with a nod for him to continue.
“So the tutorial told everyone that only the top five Travellers would be taken to the last trial, right?” Koji clarified, still slightly unsure about everything the tutorial he’d skipped had said.
“Yeah. It seemed pretty cutthroat honestly, worse it explained nothing. I’m assuming that any who aren’t selected will just be left here…”
“Well, that might not have to be the case. Somewhere in the depths of the tunnels is a hidden boss. If we find and kill the boss monster, then it triggers the last trial and everyone can go. We should have a higher chance of survival with the entire group.”
“Alright. Let’s kill it!” Melissa said with a cheery smile.
Even James gave a grunt and a nod to signify his agreement. Koji blinked in surprise at the stark contrast in responses he’d gotten at the news. A feeling of guilt welled within him as he considered Jake’s last words. Maybe they could only act this way because they knew their levels had to be higher and weren’t worried about just surviving down here. Just as his thoughts spiraled downward from there, Melissa shattered his illusion.
“Plus, that will be an immense relief. I’ve been worried all night. I reached E-Rank yesterday, but it reset my level to 0. The tutorial said nothing about ranks, so it might only count levels.” As Melissa vented her worries, Koji could see her shoulder relax and her fingers unclench as tension he hadn’t known she was carrying fled her body.
“Oh. Yeah, I guess that makes sense.”
“How about we talk while we walk? There’s only a day left to find and kill this boss monster. No time to waste standing around.” Melissa ended her sentence with a nervous chuckle and a half smile, while gesturing towards the tunnel.
“Sure. While we walk, can you tell me about what you got for ranking up?” Koji asked as he fell into place beside Melissa.
“Yeah. If I had to guess, James and you have already ranked up, huh?”
James replied with a nod that would have been imperceptible in the tunnel's darkness, if not for Koji’s mask.
“Uh… no,” Koji replied to Melissa.
“What? You’ve definitely gotten enough Karma to rank up! Why did you-?” Melissa whirled back to face Koji as she spoke, her lips parting in shock as she stared at him. “Just to survive the trial? Or was it something else?”
“Something else. I think you still haven’t answered my question, though, Melissa.”
“Hmm, you’ve changed Koji. What happened to the sweet Koji, who was compulsively checking his screen and stuttering every time I asked him a question?” 
“What happened to the kind hearted student who helped me that first day? The worried, anxious, serious girl,” Koji countered.
“She never existed. She was made of other people’s expectations. Your turn. What changed?” Melissa said with a snort and a pointed look towards Koji.
“Nothing changed. I’m still the same,” Koji answered, while raising his hands defensively to placate Melissa.
“Fine. If you don’t want to share, you don’t have to. I'll tell you about the rank up rewards and then you can tell me about why you didn’t rank up.”
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Melissa explained to Koji that ranking up had given her a new screen titled ‘Origin’, which had enabled her to use a new ability related to the Surgery system. It had also increased all her attributes by ten points. Koji, in return, explained what had happened when he reached level twenty-five and the options he’d received: Evolution, Creation, and Static. He even told both Melissa and James about the newly upgraded Crimson Reliquary.  
They kept talking even as they passed through the first cavern. They shared thoughts on attribute growth, spells, skills, and what they could do better when they confronted the tower. Alright, Koji admitted that even with his newfound excitement for spells and magic, Melissa was doing most of the talking and planning. The first monster they encountered, the terrifying Ratghoul that had almost killed Koji the first time he’d seen it, was drained dry of blood by James while it was still alive and nearly thirty feet away from them. The dried husk of the leftover corpse was greeted by a simple slash by Melissa for her system before being kicked into the Recycler portal by Koji as they passed.
The next room and the ambush were much the same. Only when they reached the third room did their conversation die off as Melissa stepped ahead of the ground.
“I need a good excuse to test out the upgrade. Do you mind if I take on this room alone?” Melissa turned back and asked with a thin smile.
Koji and James barely had time to nod before Melissa darted into the cavern. Koji crept to the edge of the tunnel, his chest swelling in excitement as his thoughts swirled about what she could show. There was no wave of monsters this time. Melissa didn’t pull the monsters and take advantage of the terrain to lure them into a chokepoint. She rushed at them. Each of the young dark-haired woman’s steps propelled Melissa further and further. When she reached the first ratverine, Koji had expected her to stop, but her heel planted and Melissa’s body twisted. Two quick flashes of steel blurred out from Melissa and she moved again.
As she zipped from monster to monster, she maintained her speed. Each flash of steel striking a different body part on the various rodent monsters. When she approached the final Ursarat of the room, movement dragged away Koji’s attention. The first ratverine Melissa had struck staggered forward. Its body twitching and trembling as its eyeballs rolled out of its sockets, clean cut stems now perfectly on display where Melissa had severed them. Around the battlefield, the other rat monsters, one by one, had the same reaction. A ratghoul’s spine slid out of its back, a ratverine’s intestines spilled out from a clean incision on its stomach. Each monster had something different cut away. The worst part of the grotesque sight was that, despite the missing organ, the monsters were very much alive and in pain.
By the time Koji had emptied his stomach, glanced at the gruesome scene again, emptied his stomach once more, and wiped his face clean, Melissa had finished with the ursarat. Worse, she somehow had left it alive even as its jaw and tongue flopped around on the ground. Thankfully, James was now walking into the cavern and out of the clean incisions and surgical cuts that Melissa had left behind, a torrent of blood flowed toward James. Soon the several rivers of blood joined into an ocean that lapped at James’s feet. A long sharp nail extended from James’s index finger and cut into his palm. Like a hungry dog greeting its master, the blood leapt up at James’s hand and flowed in through the slight cut.
Koji stumbled into the cavern shortly after James finished absorbing the tide of blood. The score plus of monsters that Koji kicked into Recycler portals were little more than bags of skin and bones. When he finished disposing of the carcasses, Koji rejoined James and Melissa.
“W-Was that your new Origin ability?” Koji stammered out, unable to hold back his excitement.
“Yeah, what did you think? It enables me to see a line, and if I slice that line perfectly, I perform the needed cuts, turning what would normally be a dissection into a vivisection. It’s called Kominski’s Delight. I wonder if that’s a famous Surgeon in Agilgeia. What about you James, was long distance blood drain your new Origin ability?” Melissa asked excitedly.
Koji squinted at Melissa’s words, trying to remember where he’d heard the name Kominski in the context of surgery. It was just on the tip of his tongue when James spoke in a gruff voice.
“No. Just an upgrade.”
“You got an Origin ability though, right? Can you show it to us?” Melissa asked and when James’s only response was to stare at her in silence, she added. “Please. It’ll help us clear that tower in the fifth room if we knew each other's powers.”
This time James gave a nod in response, turned and hurried down the tunnel to the next room. Melissa and Koji followed in silence. They reached the next cavern in record time. James’s hurried steps set the pace for the group. Melissa easily kept up flitting across the ground with each step. Koji, however, struggled to keep up with the two more physically inclined members of his party. They cut the walk that had previously taken over thirty minutes before down to under ten and left Koji panting as they stopped at the threshold of the cavern.
James turned and for the first time Koji could see the man’s eyes, deep red lines and veins obscured almost all the whites of James’s eyes. So entranced by the strange enthralling crimson gaze was Koji that he almost missed what James said before proudly sauntering into the cavern.
“It’s called Bathory’s Blessing.”
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The name clicked into place as the last puzzle piece. The bloody countess herself, Elizabeth Bathory, murderer of hundreds of young women, rumored to have bathed in blood in order to become immortal. Worse, the sudden realization also helped Koji place the name Kominski. A prime suspect in the case of Jack the Ripper, one of the most brutal and sensationalized serial killers in history, who would carve out pieces of his victims.   
Suddenly feeling incredibly nervous, Koji tried his best to swallow and remain calm. He snuck a glance at Melissa out of the corners of his eyes, only to realize that she seemed unperturbed by the name of the skill. Maybe he was overthinking it, Koji told himself before taking a deep breath and refocusing on James just as he was about to start his performance.
The increasingly pale man only walked a few steps into the cavern before stopping. Koji could see his lips move, but couldn’t hear the words. By the time he had thought to cast the Forlorn Whisperer, James’s lips were sealed, and he’d drawn his new tomahawk. Koji wasn’t sure what he had expected, but ‌James’s next actions were rather shocking.
The blade of the tomahawk flashed down and Koji let out a sharp breath as it severed James’s left hand at the wrist. He was about to run towards James to cast Nature’s Grace when the magic started. Small blurs of crimson darted out from the stump remaining on James’s wrist, impacting on the foreheads of the distant monsters and drawing their attention. Only once each monster had a small drop of James’s blood on their forehead did James’s lips part once more. Koji activated Forlorn Whisperer just in time to hear the final few whispered words.
“Reap what I have sown, return to thine bloody home.”
From across the room, the monsters shrieked and screamed as the small dot of blood on their forwards grew to an enormous bubble the size of James’s head before popping and splattering on the ground. The blow killed none of the monsters. Even the weak ratverines were still alive, yet each of the monsters seemed weakened, especially the smaller monsters. The charge that came because of James’s attack was lackluster and lethargic. Even with just one hand, James batted aside the monsters with his tomahawk, cutting and chopping them open with ease. Part way through the bloodbath, the tide of crimson that was flowing from the dead and dying carried his hand back to his stump, and Koji watched in awe as the severed hand was perfectly reattached.
The process only sped up once James could use both of his axes and he soon reduced every enemy in the room to piles of dried meat. Melissa was in the cavern using her knives to carve up the corpses in whatever way her system required. Koji‌ turned away to look back down the empty tunnel, in order to stand guard and keep a lookout, not because he was queasy. The hovering blue translucent screen before him gave him an escape. The Hearthkey cooldown had finished. 
Just as Koji was about to press the button and step away from the gruesome sight to rest, he paused. Was this the best choice? They still had the fifth cavern to conquer, the tower to wipe out, and then who knows what else? What if they found the hidden boss and the last trial started immediately while he was low on mana?
Koji closed the screen after a moment. He’d save the Hearthkey activation, for right now he had some monsters to clean up.
It didn’t take long for Koji to summon a few Recycler portals. Both James and Melissa helped him this time, and in the end, they left only a few dried scraps of their battle. Their trio set off down the next tunnel, still making record time. Koji struggled internally about what to say to his new acquaintances about their skill names. Should I even tell them?
“What do you think, Koji?” Melissa’s soft voice interrupted his thoughts.
“H-Huh? What?” Koji stammered out in surprise, realizing at the same time that they were rounding the last bend in the tunnel and almost at the entrance to the fifth cavern.
“About the plan. Can you cast six of those soft earth spells to slow the enemies down?” Melissa said with a note of amusement.
“You mean Sinking Fallow? Six of them where?” Koji replied as he looked out at the mostly empty cavern.
“One close to us, two bordering that, then three more bordering that. Think of it like a triangle with us at the tip. The patrols will have to cross the earth before they can get to us. It should slow them down and limit how many we have to fight at once,” Melissa said as she gestured towards the dirt floor of the cavern.
“Yeah, I can do that.” Koji said with a quick check of his mana.
It was easy enough to step out of the tunnel and cast the first few Sinking Fallows. As Koji reached the outer edge of the triangle, however, and began to cast, a roar came out from a neighbor patrol as an ursarat sniffed the air and suddenly an entire platoon turned in his direction. He barely had time to cast two quick Sinking Fallows followed by a cast Stride of ShadowFaux, before the patrol barreled down on him. At the same time as they entered the newly formed soft earth, he disappeared and re-emerged behind Melissa and James.
“Save your mana for now and hold the exit while we clean them up. We need the levels!” Melissa shouted as she and James stepped towards the oncoming room full of monsters, weapons drawn.
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The one thing that Koji hated about this room, above all else, was just how noisy the monsters were. The ratbears' movement was the bass. Their heavy paws thudding into the ground and shaking it as more and more of the hulking monsters streamed towards the trio. Their constant deafening roars filled the cave and shook Koji’s ears. Beneath all of that noise was the underlying high pitch chittering of the skavelings as they rode on the backs of their bear-rat hybrids.  
Melissa and James met them in the middle section of the soft earth. The enormous mass of the bears caused them to sink deeper and be at a disadvantage compared to the two elite, nimble humans. Melissa’s movements had been hard for Koji’s eyes to follow in the third cavern. But as she leapt up onto the head of an ursarat, severed its throat with one blade while decapitating its rider and flitted off to another monster, he realized she must have been holding back before. His vision quickly lagged behind, as he could not keep up with Melissa’s movements. He instead followed the explosions of blood from the ursarat’s jugular and the skaveling’s carotid again and again.
The other side of the battle was a different, yet equally impressive, sight. James stood in place at the center of a circle of soft earth. His hands and arms blurred as he released his axe and tomahawk, only for them to zip back to him a moment later. The process repeated as a bloody, twisted energy grew around his weapons each time they returned, coated in the blood of the monsters. When the monster horde finally reached James, the blades of the axes had grown. A crimson aura had formed extensions of solidified light that made the initially small blades into huge guillotine like weapons that James sent crashing down on the waves of monsters.
They carved large chunks out of the ursarats. The long spears of the skavelings were knocked aside, and the first wave came sliding to a halt in front of James. Koji realized then that James hadn’t moved from his position and had yet to draw from the growing pools of blood. It was a simple and savage display of brute force. Even as wave after wave of the skavelings and their mounts crashed into the spot James defended, he remained unmoved and continued to chop.
The battle was nearly over by the time Koji was required to act. Even then, it was just a few simple motions. Using repeated casts of Gust of Tornadus, Koji shoved the dead and waiting to be harvested monsters out of the way of Melissa and James. He forced the monsters to travel through the soft earth rather than charge over their dead companions. The results of the spell were much better than the underwhelming gentle gust of wind, Koji had thought it would be. Focusing on an area he could see while triggering the spell, Koji was able to use his free hand to shove things around with a single push. The wind itself was nearly impossible to see, but the flying bodies and whipping hair of the monsters made the spell's effect rather fun to look at.
Not even a full day had passed since they had last challenged this room and almost lost two people, yet now James and Melissa could clear it without breaking a sweat. What would happen as they continued to grow at this speed? Would they even be human anymore? A hungry smile spread across Koji’s face at the thought of becoming so powerful. He’d never have to deal with home intruders again, or go to state-mandated therapy, or even get out of bed if he didn’t want to. Even the divine would tremble at the thought of knocking on his door mid-nap.
Koji shook his head clear of the silly ideas and pulled his smile back into a more neutral expression, so no one would be worried. He stopped and blinked for a moment, his fingers lifting to lightly touch the mask covering his facial expression, the hungry smile once more spread across his face as his hand fell away. With the mask on, he didn’t need to worry about things like that. Koji let out a soft laugh before stepping out of his rearguard position to help with the cleanup. The battle was over and it was time to recycle.
The efficiency of the harvesting had shot up today as well. With most of the corpses Melissa killed already being dissected or vivisected, she was done faster than usual and with James’s kills having been stacked up in several piles throughout the fight; the blood had been draining out of them for the entire duration. It was pretty simple for Koji to just walk behind Melissa and drop the monster bodies into Recycler portals. The process became even faster when James, from across the room, threw a massive ursarat arm in a perfect arc that spiraled right into the portal.
It devolved from there with the harvested parts of monsters being thrown across the room into Koji’s portals. Just as Melissa started coming up with rules and asking for multiple portals at varying distances, the monster carcasses dwindled to nothing, and their fun was over. Melissa frowned as the last monster corpse sailed through the air and landed in the makeshift basket.
“We’ll have to try this again later. I’m pretty sure I got more in the portals, but it was hard to keep count,” She said with a tilt of her head.
“I don’t think adding rules or points, or distances will change the fact that you lost,” James said in response, the normally stoic man now wearing a faint smile.
“Hey, that's not fair! You started before me!”
Koji just watched the two bicker, while wondering if this is what it felt like to be a referee and just what exactly their physical attributes were. He wasn’t on the sideline for nothing after all. He had tried to pick up one of the massive limbs, but could barely lift it, let alone throw it over twenty feet like they had been doing.
“Alright. Let’s talk about our plan for the tower now that we’ve cleaned up.” Melissa’s voice pulled Koji away from staring at his attributes and back to the matter at hand, climbing the tower.
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Melissa had made sense as she explained her plan. Some of it, like the lack of an exit tunnel on the other side of this gargantuan cavern, Koji had already started to piece things together, but Melissa had essentially solved the puzzle while Koji was still trying to find the pieces. Koji tried to replay the theory Melissa had come up with as he moved into his assigned position.    
First, the fact that this room lacked any exit either meant this was the last room or they had to ascend through the top floor of the tower. Second, since all the monsters in the trial caverns had earth animals smashed together, the hidden piece was most likely something unique to Agilgeia. Third, the structure of the caverns and the constant respawning with only one place being safe to rest, clarified that the caverns were meant to be cleared in one shot. Fourth, the distance from the starting cavern to the fifth cavern, including a small amount of battle time, was almost a full day if you included the walk back, showed that there was more than a single hidden boss. It was possible each tunnel ended in a confrontation with something otherworldly.
Koji glanced over at Melissa with a shiver. He had thought his Intelligence attribute was high at the start, but what had hers been? Even if only half of what Melissa had said came true, she’d be at the level of Sherlock Holmes or Judge Dee. A shiver went down his spine at the memory of the poor ratverine’s eyes rolling out of his skull. He still hadn’t decided if he wanted to tell her about his theory on the 'origin' of her Origin ability, it was a little strange to be contemplating starting a conversation with someone… Koji couldn’t help, but frowning as his thoughts unraveled from that stray thread, he glanced away from Melissa to check on his screen.

Hearthkey


No countdown left. He could leave‌. Maybe now was the perfect moment, slip away in the calm before the storm, be back before anyone noticed he was gone. Koji reached out to cast the spell, only for Melissa to spoil the moment.
“Now!” Melissa shouted as both she and James sprinted towards the large closed double doors at the base of the giant pillar of stone that made the tower.
With a soft sigh, Koji’s finger lifted, and he pressed a spell other than Hearthkey. He emerged from the shadow of his target window. He easily stepped into the tower, his fingers splayed and ready to press every spell possible should a horde of monsters somehow be waiting for him. What greeted him on the inside of the tower, however, was nowhere near as exciting as that. A greasy and dusty kitchen that looked like it hadn’t been used in a decade was not exactly the worst-case scenario he had been planning for.
After thrusting a hand out the window to give a thumbs up to his allies, Koji crept across the dirty room and towards a wooden door set against the far wall. It didn’t take him long to slowly pry open the door. The wood gave a loud creak as it protested, leaving its snug home in the doorframe, and the hinges gave a squeak as Koji pulled it open just enough to let his head peek out into the hallway.
Koji thought he might have heard a cricket chirp for a second as he stared out at a completely empty landing. Something both he and Melissa had agreed on was that the tower itself was going to be dangerous. He had expected to have to fight his way down the tower to open the door, or Plan B to find a rope to lower for James and Melissa to climb up. Rather than a gallant and brave adventure into the unknown, this felt like exploring an abandoned house. 
Koji stepped out of the kitchen and onto the slightly curved landing. To his left was a staircase that spiraled upwards. Across the hall were two more doors, both equally dusty and disused looking, while to his right was a small staircase that spiraled downwards. Koji took the stairs down one at a time, careful to hug the inside corner while wishing he had some kind of stealth skill or invisibility spell right now. Casting Forlorn Whisperer didn’t help either as it made each footstep sound like a drum had gone off beside his head. 
With his heart’s thump‌ growing louder and louder under the effects of his spell, Koji continued the slow, careful journey down another landing. He soon arrived in the entrance hall. A half rotten red carpet filled the spacious hallway. Several tables and doors decorated either side of the hall, and at the far end the double doors waited, a large wooden bar laying on the inside to hold the doors in place. 
About halfway across the room is when it happened. Something shifted beneath him. Koji felt it more than heard it, the vibrations coming through his boots. Click was all the warning he got after that, as a spinning blade was ejected from a tiny sliver of space in the wall to his right. Forlorn Whisperer let him hear the sound and drew his gaze to it, but all he could see was a flash of metal. Koji tried to dodge, but as his feet left the ground, the spinning blade hit just above his right knee and kept going. The sharp metal cut clean through his muscle and bone. The force of the blow even flipped his midair body so that when he finally landed, it was face first with a dull thud. This was immediately followed by a sickening crunch as Koji’s nose broke against the floor.
The scream that escaped from Koji’s throat left his ears ringing as Forlorn Whisperer amplified the sound into a mind splitting headache. Koji’s vision swam and darkened, his stomach twisted as a warm red puddle of liquid grew beneath him. As his focus narrowed, Koji’s arm flung out and his hand passed through the spell screen hovering before him just before he passed out, only a few feet from the door.




Chapter 76


Warm, gentle hands rubbing against his forehead were the first thing Koji could feel as he woke up. Slow blinks cleared his vision, allowing him to notice his surroundings. At some point Forlorn Whisperer had thankfully deactivated and the pain in his skull and leg had gone down to a dull throbbing. Around Koji was a scene of chaos. Frost covered the floor and half of the walls were damaged. Sharp blades, knives, bolts, arrows, and even a large-bladed pendulum were buried in the decorations and building. A glance down the hallway at the door revealed burn marks, and a broken wooden bar that had been ground into splinters in the entrance. The tables and doors to the side had been demolished, and even bits of the ceiling had fallen down. Rubble was everywhere. Even a random leg was sticking out from beneath a collapsed display of shelves.  
A random leg?
Koji’s body trembled as he looked down the hallway at the severed leg. His fingers curled and dug into his palms, bracing himself before he glanced down to where his right leg should be. A stump met his gaze, shredded jeans exposed where his pale skin gave way to a healed nub that ended just above where his knee should have been. He stared at it numbly, as the most likely scenario for what had happened settled into his brain and sent a chill down his spine.
“Your healing spell doesn’t regrow limbs, huh? That’s good to know,” Melissa said in a cold, clinical voice.
“How on earth would that be good to know?” Koji retorted as he pushed up to a sitting position.
“There could be trials in the future that make us fight one another,” Melissa replied.
Koji rolled his eyes at Melissa as he reached down to examine his leg, grumbling under his breath as he did. 
“That better not foreshadow some life or death duel.”
Koji honestly wasn’t sure what else to do. Maybe he could find a limb regrowth spell or would sleeping in the bed heal this? Was it considered a status condition? One-leggedness? Make a crutch for now and try to stay in the back to use magic. Nothing has to change in the battle plan. As Koji, still mostly in shock, with wide eyes and trembling fingers, thought about ways to overcome his new difficulty, he was completely unaware of the actions of James. 
The shaggy-haired man pulled the severed leg free of the rubble, dragged it back to where Koji sat and dropped it down beside him. It was only when James drew his tomahawk, did the flash of gleaming steel draw Koji’s focus.
“What are you doing?” Koji asked in a tone of confusion.
It was too late though as James’s tomahawk came crashing down. Koji moved, but was far too slow compared to someone who had physical attributes. Pain exploded from his leg as the tomahawk sheared through the recently healed skin. It set the already sensitive, irritated nerves into overload. He could barely watch James’s next action, his head lulled to one side and the room swam as his vision fell. James took the severed limb and slowly pushed it against where it had been cut from before muttering to Koji.
“Cast your spell.”
James’s words didn’t register over the pain. Out of Koji’s mouth came a grinding sound in response as his teeth pressed together and his jaw clenched while he worked it from side to side.
“Koji! Heal yourself!” Melissa’s warm hand on his shoulder and shouted words finally broke through the wall of agony that had erupted in his mind. Koji flailed an arm up to trigger the spell from the still open screen.
By some stroke of fortune, his fingers brushed against the correct text and soft green light flowed over his body as Nature’s Grace activated. A soft tingling sensation came from the fresh cut on his leg and hesitantly Koji glanced down. The two pieces of body were slowly knitting back together. Switching to his main menu, Koji watched as his health points slowly ticked up and his skin stretched and stitched itself back together.
It itched terribly. Worse, the newly healed flesh stung and flaked when Melissa helped him to stand and he flexed his leg. After some brief tests, jumping jacks, walking, and crouching, Koji found that the leg was nearly as good as new. It just itched where the cut had been and a pink perfect circle of new flesh existed. 
“Thanks. How did you know that would work?” Koji said to James as the trio climbed the tower.
“I’ve seen those kinds of injuries before. Normally, if you can get the limb on ice and back to a doctor in time, you can save it,” James replied with a nonchalant shrug.
“Oh. Were you a doctor before… before all this?” 
“No.”
“Worked in a hospital?”
“No.”
“Ah. Well, regardless, thanks for the quick thinking. I am pretty sure I was in shock. Still am in shock, probably.” Koji stared down at his bare leg and blinked as he remembered another useful spell. “A moment, please.”
When the others stopped, Koji gave them a nod of thanks before kneeling and switching back to his spell screen. Pulling the torn pant leg back up, his fingers held the two pieces of fabric together as he cast Minor Mending. It took two casts to completely repair both sides of it. When the job was done and he stood up, Koji felt a little better. Maybe it was not having to see the injury or the reminder of his carelessness, but some of the itching faded to the back of his mind. He could once again focus on following behind Melissa and James as they traveled up the tower.




Chapter 77


It was slow going traveling up the tower. Melissa insisted that ‘it’s a rogue’s job to clear out traps’, like that explained things, and that we slow our pace. So as the time ticked down on the last day, Melissa carefully investigated every hallway, staircase, landing, door, and room their group came across.  
Koji was thankful for the quiet that had settled in. James wasn’t exactly the chatty type and, with Melissa fully focused on detecting future dangers, Koji started to relax and calm down. He fell into a steady rhythm of breathing once again, wincing as he heard the therapist's calm voice in his head. In and out. In and out. Breathe and release. 
He spent his newfound time peering into the rooms they passed, seeing ordinary size cobwebs, rotten furniture, and dusty empty shelves. Despite the tense situation and worries that the clock was running out, Koji wondered what had happened to the tower's inhabitants. Had they been those rodent humanoids, the skavelings? Or something else. The lack of art, literature, or any identifying markers didn’t help determine the fortress’s inhabitants. What did help was the dimensions. The size of the beds was about a twin size from Earth. The doors were almost the same size as the beds. He never had to duck, neither did the taller James. The rooms were more mundane than Koji had thought he’d find in a magical tower at the bottom of a dangerous trial. Laundry rooms, kitchens, dining rooms, a study, many bedrooms, and even what looked to be a recreation room with wooden boards laid out on tables waiting for the tower's inhabitants.
A shudder ran across Koji’s shoulders as their group passed by a window that opened to the outside. A quick peek had revealed just how high up they’d climbed in the last few hours. It wasn’t just the cold that made his spine tingle, though. Every time Koji glanced into a vacant room now, after seeing hundreds of them, he couldn’t help but wonder. What happened to the people here? The excruciating slowness of their journey didn’t help, either. They found not a single mechanical or magical trap during their entire climb. It was only when they reached the last room did Koji notice something different.
He stared out at the hallway before them that ended with its massive double doors held together by a wooden bar on this side. Koji’s left eye began to twitch and his right leg started to itch just above the knee. A glance down confirmed it. A half rotten red carpet filled the middle of the hallway. To either side of it were unsalvageable tables and shelves. This was the entrance hallway, or at least a replica, right down to the cracks in the stone and the wreckage.
Melissa crept forward slowly, keeping to one wall while examining small hidden crevices and slits in the stone.
“Melissa,” Koji hissed after her from just outside the hallway.
“What?”
“Let me handle it.”
“I could get a skill related to trap-finding or detect traps, or better yet something related to trap-making if I do this, though,” Melissa retorted, yet she moved back towards the doorway where James and Koji waited.
“We only have a few hours left. I think I can clear the room and get us out of here.”
“I know. Time’s running out. That’s why I’m here. Just… don’t take any unnecessary risks, okay?” Melissa said as she stepped out of the hallway to stand beside Koji. She gave him a cautious head tilt and nodded towards the room, before she moved a step back to stand by James.
Koji nodded back to Melissa in return and stared at the hallway that had not only caused him to almost lose a leg, but embarrassed him. It had been the first time he’d been seriously injured down here, hell if he hadn’t healed with Nature’s Grace, he might have died from blood loss. A chance to right his wrongs, Koji smiled and his eyes narrowed as he focused on his target and positioned two fingers in the air. Once sure of the path he’d take, he triggered his spell. 
Stride of ShadowFaux carried him to a shadowed doorway halfway down the hall. He triggered Pulse of Frigga and quickly followed it by another Stride of ShadowFaux. Again and again he leapt to predetermined shadows, sending out blasts of ice that shattered and activated the trap mechanisms. He then disappeared and repeated the process. At the last cast of Pulse of Frigga, Koji visualized the space he wanted to move to and pressed the spell. His body twisted and emerged behind him, back down the hallway in the empty space of the doorway he had started out.
Looking back down the tunnel, he heaved out a deep breath at the fact the spell had worked and gave the others a thumbs up.
“Magic. Solves. Everything.” He said between gasping breaths.
“Alright Houdini, now that you’ve wasted all your mana on showing off. We can wait a bit before investigating the outside.” Melissa’s grumbling didn’t quite fit the wry smile on her lips, however.  




Chapter 78


Wisdom showed its usefulness now as Koji watched his mana rapidly refill. Instead of waiting an hour or more for Melissa to disarm all the traps and clear the hallway, it only took twenty minutes for Koji’s mana pool to recharge. Once his main menu showed his mana was full, Koji nodded to Melissa and tabbed over to his spell screen.  
James had agreed to remove the large wooden bar, while Koji stood just behind him. He was ready to rain down lightning or summon frost, while Melissa lurked to the side of the door. 
Thud.
Even when James tossed the bar a few feet from the door, there was no response. Melissa and James shared a glance for a moment before James gripped the left door and pulled the large wooden door out from the frame.
Creak.
The ancient wood of the door resisted even James’s strength for a few moments before it finally gave way. Koji tilted his head around James to peer into the thin opening, while James made it wide enough for them to enter.
It wasn’t another tunnel or cavern. The room on the other side had pews. A soft, diffuse, colorful lighting came from large stained glass windows on either side of the room. A large dais with a podium upon it sat at the far end of the room, and behind that a round circular portal was propped up against the far wall.
When enough space opened, James took the lead into the room, walking between large ornate stone pillars and into the center of the room. Melissa slunk in behind him and moved off to the left, almost immediately vanishing from Koji’s sight. He was the last person in the room. Beneath the mask, his eyes narrowed as he took in the red carpet that filled the center aisle between the pews. Red carpets previously had hidden pressure plates and other trap mechanisms. James was already halfway down the aisle before Koji thought to open his mouth. 
He was just about to call out to James when the first wave of movement came. Koji almost missed it, as his focus was on James’s booted feet falling on the rug. From beneath the pews, slender and small pale fingers appeared. Not just from a single pew, but every pew suddenly had fingers digging into the bottom of the seat. As more of the bodies came into view, the full hands and wrists of the creatures being revealed, Koji found he had been wrong. The creatures weren’t just pale; they were skeletons, as finger bones and wrists came into view. What he had mistaken as pale was, in fact, bone white.
Koji moved to cover the rear, positioning himself at the start of the carpet, while James paused at the halfway mark and drew his axes. The second these creatures attacked, they’d be ready. Only the attack didn’t come. The skeletal figures clawed their way out from beneath the benches. Rather than lunging towards the obvious target James presented, they pulled themselves up into a seated position facing the stage. 
With fingers still hovering in the air, ready to press the spell screen at a moment's notice, Koji tore his gaze from James. He glanced at the skeletal figures in the pew closest to him. They were smaller than a human, almost the size of a child, with narrow faces. Their backs had a slight hunch, and a bone protruded from their rear. What drove home the fact that these were monsters though, was that as they bowed their heads and clasped their hands together in a mimicry of prayer, light reflected off the sharp claws that peeked out from their fingers and marked them clearly as predators.
He’d electrocuted, buried, and burned enough of them that even without witnessing Melissa’s dissections, Koji could tell what kind of creatures these were. Skavelings. These were Skaveling skeletons, Koji was certain of it. How were the bones sticking together, though, without muscle or flesh to bind them? Just as Koji leaned forward to examine the empty gaps between bones, the squeak of a door opening on the dais caused him to flinch back.
On the stage, a larger version of the skeletal skavelings, wearing a black and gold robe with a matching large ornate round hat, had walked out of a small door set behind the stage. The robed rodent skeleton tottered across the stage until it was standing behind a small podium. Its bony claws gripped either side of the marble podium and its mandible fell open to release a horrible, unholy screeching sound. The high pitch and shifting warbling of the noise combined to make it into something otherworldly, and Koji felt the hairs on his arms stand up. 
Around him, the skeletal parishioners lifted their heads out of their prayer. They slowly turned their empty eyesockets towards James and Koji. Mandibles dropped open to display sharp carnivorous teeth. In unison, the undead monsters lurched out of their benches and turned to face the center row. Koji moved at the same time as the monsters. He pushed away from the bench and the creature he’d been examining. His fingers trembled in anticipation, only an inch away from the floating spell screen. 
When the monsters lifted their claws towards him and shambled forward, Koji pressed the spell screen. He let the familiar ring of electricity spread out around him.




Chapter 79


Koji felt a sense of relief as lightning rained down around him. It fell onto several scores of undead skavelings and did absolutely nothing. Bolts of lightning struck down onto the skulls of the monsters and the electricity crackled down their forms before dissipating into the stone beneath them. It only left behind the faintest of scorch marks. Koji’s mouth was suddenly dry at the sight of the approaching undead congregation. A shiver ran down the back of his neck as the thunder boomed around him, stunning the monsters briefly and stopping their advance, albeit temporarily.    
Fingers flew up and down over his spell screen: Sinking Fallow, Heavy Rain, Pulse of Frigga, and even Smothering Tithe burst out from where Koji stood. The skeletons were too light to sink into the soft, fallow earth, and the dense drops of liquid found no purchase on their bones. Only Pulse of Frigga seemed to have some slight effect as the frost bound their ankles to the floor momentarily. In that moment of free time, Koji could glance around and find James struggling to chop through enemies that had no blood for him to manipulate. Even the acrobatic Melissa with her agile short blades was unable to deal effective damage to enemies that had nothing for her to dissect, slice, or stab.
Short bursts of wind pushed away the approaching undead as Koji triggered Gust of Tornadus to buy himself some time to think. He stared at the spell screen running down the entire list of powerful magics. None of which seemed especially useful against magically reanimated skeletons.

Recycler 10
Thunderdome 24
Nature’s Grace 15
Final Breath of Yama 30
Sinking Fallow 20
Heavy Rain 15
Orbs of Odyssey 30
Gust of Tornadus 10
Minor Mending 20
Stride of ShadowFaux 30
Smothering Tithe 50
Celestial’s Glimpse 40
Compelling Count’s Count 10
Hearthkey


Blasts of winds continued to batter away the skeletons, doing minimal damage, while Koji continued to stall. Finally, in an act of desperation, as his mana dipped low, he cast each spell on the list. Near the end of the list when he pressed Celestial’s Glimpse, the world changed. The stained glass windows glowed. The stone bricks of the walls, and even the pillars took on different hues of colors. A thin gray line that touched the top of each undead skaveling skull. He traced the line all the way to its end, to the podium where the robed skeletal minister stood. Was it powering these monsters somehow? What did it mean to be connected? 
Another piece of the puzzle clicked in Koji’s mind. Melissa had said the hidden boss had to differ from the ordinary monsters. This had to be it! An animated skeleton was controlling a bunch of undead ratmen.
“Kill the priest!” Koji shouted while pointing towards the stage while searching for a shadow to target with Stride of ShadowFaux.
“Got it!” Melissa answered without hesitation while pirouetting away from a swipe of claws. 
James cut a path towards the stage as well and Koji felt the tide of the battle shift as they found a common target. He had just found a spot in the shade of the stone ring behind the podium and was about to trigger Stride of ShadowFaux when an arrow streaked over his shoulder. The arrow continued on to pierce through Melissa’s thigh and knock her off the pew she had been balancing on.
Koji spun around, hands coming up, ready to gust away the skeletal reinforcements he expected to see. Instead of undead archers, Koji found Quinn nocking another arrow just inside the doorway. Jake, Sam, and the others filed in as Quinn twisted her bow towards him and let loose. Koji felt the world slow around him as his finger raced towards the spell screen as the arrow flew towards him. It was too late. Pain burst from his stomach as the arrow ripped through his shirt and skin at the exact moment he shifted.
When he emerged to the left of the large double doors, the arrow's momentum continued, erupting out his back and knocking into the stone wall behind him with a clunk. Koji stared in shock at his fellow humans as Quinn nocked another arrow and aimed it towards James, who was still fighting in the center.
“James!” Koji shouted a warning just in time. The deadly arrow missing his comrade by inches and shattering the stone floor behind him instead.
“Enough of that!” Jake snapped as his fingers flicked and two cards flew down to the floor beneath him. Their dull brown swirling card backs floating in the air, but doing nothing else. 
“Jake—” Koji said, only to be cut off.
The moment Koji spoke, one card Jake had set facedown flipped over and a deep bass filled voice boomed out. 

“SILENCE!”


No matter what Koji said or how he moved, no sound came out. His warnings to James went unheeded as Quinn began to rapidly fire arrows at him. Sam, Andy, Trish and the others fanned out from the doorway, forming into a semi-circle. They moved with perfect precision as Jake gestured for them to take different defensive positions behind the pews. A faint stinging pain started then in Koji’s belly and, glancing down, revealed his bloody wound was coated in a thin green oil. Poison. 
Through the translucent screen before him, Koji saw Jake gesture towards his position. Sam pivoted immediately, his spear lowering to the level of Koji’s chest as he approached. Koji hit Nature’s Grace and Stride of ShadowFaux, ‌wanting to use the last dredges of his mana to heal through the poison and teleport to safety.

“NULL MAGIC!” 


The authoritative voice boomed out at exact moment Koji’s fingers hit the screen. He felt more than saw his mana dissipate into nothingness as, for the first time, his magic failed. His vision shook as the words and their effect set in. His magic was gone. He pressed spell after spell, working down the list, only to find none of them activated. Despair washed over him. His nostrils flaring and his lips quivering as the stinging sensation turned to a burning pain in his stomach. Sam stepped closer, the spear's tip now leveled directly at Koji’s face.
Sam’s lips moved, forming unspoken words. ‘I’m sorry.’ Before the spear thrust came as Koji pressed the last spell on his list. An ordinary wooden door sprung into existence directly in front of him, followed by a thunk as Sam’s spear struck the other side of the door. Koji didn’t have time to think about why this spell worked, or any of the other countless worries. His vision darkened as the pain in his stomach intensified. His fingers pawed numbly at the door handle, opening it and staggering inside. The back of his hand knocked against the door and he slammed it shut in front of a startled Sam who had just rounded the corner of the door frame.




Chapter 80


The image of a spear tip coated in a green oil growing larger and larger before him till it swelled to engulf his entire vision was the last nightmare that Koji endured before waking. Gasping for breath, he jerked upright, swiped away the sheets, and staggered onto his feet. The reassuring sight of his personal bedroom greeted him and a memory assaulted him shortly after. Slamming the door shut on Sam’s face, clutching at his stomach as he staggered down the hallway. He clawed at the bedroom door handle briefly, then pushed through wobbling forward all while leaving a trail of blood behind him, before finally collapsing into bed and passing out.  
His fingers drifted down to his stomach and found dried blood where the wound had been. Glancing back at his bed revealed blood covered sheets and the occasional drop of a sickly green oil. A groan left his lips at the realization that he’d have to do laundry in a magical world. Maybe there is a spell for that? He thought idly, his fingers coming up to stroke his chin while he considered how that spell might function. Could he use Heavy Rain and Gust of Tornadus for-.
“AHEM!”
Koji’s head snapped down towards the source of the voice. The stone statue of Kyeltha stood next to him, hands on her hips as she glowered up at him.
“Shouldn’t you be thinking of ways to kill the people who betrayed you rather than daydreaming about household appliances? Have a sense of urgency. Your life is in danger.”
Koji’s left eye twitched as Kyeltha directly commented on something he clearly hadn’t said out loud.
“Voyeur through and through, huh?” He asked as he cocked his head to stare down at the mind reading goddess.
“I am not! Be more considerate of how you speak to deities! NO NO NO! We are getting off topic. How do you plan to take your revenge?”
“Revenge?” Koji asked as he prodded his torn and ripped shirt.
“Against those who betrayed you! It will be a classic tale of a newly summoned hero, betrayed by his dastardly companions on the final day,” Kyeltha said excitedly.
“Why would I do that? Also, who goes around making up stories like that?” Koji pursed his lips thoughtfully, taking a moment to cast Minor Mending on his shirt before he continued. “I’m more interested in why. Why did they follow us here and attack us now? The hidden boss is right there. All of us can make it out.”
“I bet you would know if you spent a little more time talking to the people around you, rather than hiding.”
Koji scowled at Kyeltha as he wiped away the remnants of his dried blood. Once satisfied with his clean up and consecutive mendings, he crouched down to where his backpack lay by the edge of the bed, beginning the slow, rather tedious process of sorting out his items and options, while trying to think about what to do next. He first took out the empty books and slotted them onto the bookshelf. Then, with a scrap of cloth and some help from the Watering Hole, he scrubbed the bloodstains off the floor and rinsed the blood from his clothing.
“What are you doing?! Now is not the time for housework! I should know.” Kyeltha seethed and moved her small stone feet to stand in the puddle, blocking Koji’s attempts to clean up a rather large, dried puddle.
“You’d know because you are the Goddess of Home and Hearth?” Koji replied wryly.
“EXACTLY! Wait, you’re being sarcastic again.”
“What exactly can I do? Seems fairly clear to me I’m about to get sucked out of the front door in...” Koji checked his screen. “6 hours and 23 minutes. I would then end up in the middle of a group of people who seemed pretty intent on killing me. I would have no access to magic and no ability to reason with them. I’m pretty sure that the Silence card Jake used means I won’t even get any last words...”
“So that means you’ll just give up?”
“I assume since you are saying something, you have a plan. So tell me, oh great deity, how am I to escape my death? What’s my enemy's weakness? How do I rain destruction down upon them?” Koji said with a half smile and a snide tone.
“Well- The thing is… I can’t tell you about the other survivors.” Kyeltha shrank back, stepping out of the puddle and looking away from Koji.
“Wait. What? The home intruder goddess with a voyeur hobby doesn’t have any information on the other survivors,” Koji said in a voice full of disbelief.
“NO! It’s not that I don’t have any information. It’s that I can’t tell you the information about Travellers who have divine protection.”
“Divine protection?”
“Yes. The deities have made an arrangement to not provide information on each other’s Marked.”
“So you are just going to keep saying words I don’t know the meaning of instead of answers?” Koji replied with an arched eyebrow.
“At some point, the people in the party came into contact with a divine medium. Perhaps an artifact or a fragment, something related to a divine domain, maybe. Through that, they are now protected. I can’t tell you about their weaknesses or how to defeat them, true. But I can tell you how to become strong enough that it doesn’t matter. You have an incredible amount of points and resources just waiting at your fingertips. Listen to my guidance and you’ll make it out of the trial. Fail and you will never get another chance to visit your parents.” 
Koji’s lips pressed into a thin line beneath his mask. A long, deep sigh buffeted the mask before he let his shoulders slump and resigned himself to his fate.
“Alright goddess, what do you want me to do?”




Chapter 81


“You need to upgrade the Training Room and test your limits. Don’t spend any Karma points on levels until you’ve come out. Also, try to think of what you want for your divine boon.” Kyeltha said as she walked out the open bedroom door leading Koji towards the hallway and the never opened Training Room door.                         
“How is fighting a bunch of mindless monsters supposed to help me escape people with superpowers who want to kill me?” Koji replied as he followed behind Kyeltha.
“Ugh. Do you have to question everything, Koji? All the time? Can’t you return to the stuttering, avoidant person I liked before?” Kyeltha turned and tapped her foot impatiently as she came to a stop in front of the Training Room door.
Koji paused in the hallway, considering Kyeltha’s words while weighing them against what had happened in the last few days.
“No, to both. No, I don’t question everything and no, I can’t fade into the background here, not until I’m sure I can survive.”
“Fine. Fine. Do whatever you want. It’s not like I’m trying to save your life here or anything.” Kyeltha snorted while crossing her arms.
“So what next?”
“Open up your menu and upgrade the Training Room as much as you can.”
Koji protested that he needed to save some Karma and points, but closed his mouth as the small statue sent a withering glare up at him. Instead, he opted for opening his Home screen and seeing what he could do.

Home Level: 4
Duration: 16 Hours
Artifacts: 0/1
Rooms unlocked: 2
Bedroom: Watering Hole, Fred’s Bread Box, Crude Mattress, Shrine to Kyeltha, Shoddy Bookcase,
Meditation Room: Level 1
Training Room: Level 1
Biomass: 3972
Building materials: 2789
Spirit stones: 13
Upgrades: 6
Recycler: Level 4
Hearthkey is available in 00:00:00


With a grunt of effort, he jogged back to the bedroom, scooped up the Karma splinters he had just sorted out of his backpack and bled all over them.

Upgrades: 13


Koji glanced over at Kyeltha for reassurance, only to find her foot still rapidly tapping away at the floor. He rolled his eyes, opened the Upgrade option and scrolled down to the Training Room.

Training Room Level 2: Train like your life's on the line. Upgrades the existing training room with increased options and customization. Survive waves of enemies in the room to unlock upgrades and rewards. (Costs 1 upgrade point, 100 Karma, 100 Biomass, and 100 building materials.)


It was surprisingly cheap for something that was going to save his life. Koji bought the Training Room Level 2 immediately and then paused, only for Kyeltha’s tapping to intensify. He quickly bought the next few upgrades regardless of the rapidly increasing price.

Training Room Level 3: Train like your life depends on it. Upgrades the existing training room with new options and customizations. Survive waves of enemies in the room to unlock upgrades and rewards. (Costs 3 upgrade points, 300 Karma, 200 Biomass, and 200 building materials.)
Training Room Level 4: Train like each day could be your last. Upgrades the existing training room with new options, customizations, and unique settings. Survive waves of enemies in the room to unlock upgrades and rewards. (Costs 5 upgrade points, 900 Karma, 500 Biomass, and 500 building materials.)


“Was that it?” Koji asked Kyeltha as he scanned through the Upgrade list, unable to find a further Training Room listing.
Kyeltha paused, and her gaze twisted away from Koji to stare into the empty air for a moment. When her head swiveled back to him once again, she gave it a slow shake while answering. “No, upgrade your Home level once more and you should be able to see the upgrade you need.”
“It really seems like you can see my screens or something. I thought you couldn’t interfere with the Home system?” Koji asked skeptically, even as he pulled the screen of Home level up.

Home Level 4
Level up requirements:
Install 5 permanent upgrades - True
Invest 4,000 Karma - False
Invest 400 building materials - False
Invest 180 Biomass - False
Install two fourth level upgrades - False
Reached Personal Rank F Level 25 - True
Would you like to invest?
Karma+
Building materials+
Biomass+
Yes/No


It only took Koji a moment to close the Home leveling tab, open the upgrade tab and scroll down to find a cheap fourth level upgrade.

Mediocre Twin: Not the evil kind. It just has worn padding and squeaky springs. Replaces the Crude Mattress with a Mediocre Twin. An hour of rest will cure almost all status ailments and fully regenerate the Home owner’s health and mana. Now comes with a self cleaning function. (Costs 3 upgrade points, 100 Biomass, and 400 Building materials.) 


Koji quickly purchased the level up for his bed and watched as his few upgrade points drained away even further. Once the bed had finished its transformation into a new clean, albeit small twin mattress, he flicked back to the Home leveling screen. He poured in his Karma, building materials, and Biomass then hit Yes to upgrade.
He didn’t bother to close his eyes this time. Koji just let the darkness swallow him and stared into the void until he felt the world tremble beneath his feet and the bedroom snap back into place around him. The previous rough wooden floor was now polished and well fitted, the bloodstains erased from existence, and the walls now spread even further. 
“Something's wrong with me. How is this starting to be normal? Am I going to wake up now?” Koji murmured even as he navigated the screens and triggered the Training Room level 4 upgrade.
“Good. Quickly now, drink some water, replenish your fluids, and then get into the Training Room. I can manage the controls from the door. All you need to worry about is survival inside” Kyeltha snapped at Koji as his thoughts drifted downwards once again.
Koji followed Kyeltha’s instructions perfectly. He plodded over to the Watering Hole, sipping greedily from it, before staggering out of the bedroom, down the hallway. Soon he went into the Training Room for the first time.




Chapter 82


Stepping through doors and finding himself in a brand new place was becoming the norm for Koji. His boots landed on the soft spongy grass beneath him and for the first time in a long time, he took a deep breath and drew in fresh air. The darkening blue sky above him, the lush plant life, and the flowering oak trees around him allowed Koji’s shoulders to loosen and posture to relax. For the first time in three days, it did not confine him to a cave or a small room.  
“Let’s start you off with something simple.” Kyeltha’s voice floated down to Koji from the sky above, her normal warm tone was replaced by something ethereal and faint.
From behind the trees, a pair of slender ratverines emerged, their sharp teeth and claws gleaming from beneath the shade provided by the leaves. Koji flicked to his spell screen and triggered Thunderdome immediately. Let’s fry some rats. He thought grimly as he waited for the ring of electricity to spring out from beneath him. Only, it didn’t. The ratverines quickly scampered through the underbrush, hissing at him as they came closer.
“I’ve disabled spellcasting in the Training Room, enabling you to practice in conditions that match the circumstances that await you outside of your Home.” Kyeltha chimed in helpfully as Koji stepped backwards, trying to put some distance between him and the rapidly approaching monsters.
Panic set in. Koji’s eyes shook and his fingers trembled. His arms hung limply at his sides, the screen floating in front of him, worse than useless as it obscured his vision. Koji’s fingers twitched and brushed against the pockets of his pants. He froze as a forgotten, repressed memory of his first day in this hellhole awoke within him. Stumbling over a rat the size of a trash can, bashing its brains in, the feeling of blood coating his fingers hit him. This was all before his spells, before the tutorial, before magic, or attributes.
Both hands reached behind him then, gripping the hilts of his daggers as the ratverines crouched a few feet away. Tension filled his body while Koji waited, watching the rodents' back legs coil and bunch before they released and sprung at him. The rightmost monster opened its jaw, leading its lunge with sharp teeth. Koji's arm spun out in a circle and the wicked, wavy dagger followed just behind in his hand. The sharp tip of the blade, backed up by his ever-increasing strength, pierced through the rough hide and tore out the creature's throat. The vicious strike knocked Koji back a step and dropped the corpse to the ground.
His second blow was not quite as well coordinated or timed. As the ratverine led with its sharp front claws, he tried to swing the carving knife in his left hand at its face. He missed as the impact from the first rat sent him backwards. The short blade tore through the air and, moments later, the claws tore through his left arm. He let out a scream as his muscles spasmed from the pain. The knife fell from loose fingers and hit the grass with a thump. 
Before the monster could land a second strike, Koji stomped down and brought his boot down onto the creature's head. His heel landed awkwardly, and he tumbled forward as the rat squirmed beneath him. Gripping its naked segmented tail with his free left hand, he held the monster in place as he drove his dagger again and again into its stomach as it writhed beneath him.
Some time after his hand and wrist were covered in warm, thick blood, Koji realized the monster had ceased squirming several minutes ago. He rolled off the creature and pushed up. Blood rushed to his head from the sudden motions and he wobbled for a moment as he tabbed over to the spell screen, pressing Nature’s Grace repeatedly.
“The next round is starting. Prepare yourself.” Kyeltha's voice chimed in from above.
Koji’s only reaction was to grunt and continue futilely prodding the Nature’s Grace spell on his screen. It wasn’t until the pair of ratghouls walked out of the tree line that he readied himself. He extended the dagger towards the closer leftmost ratghoul while his vision darted down towards the grass at his feet. Koji tried to find the dropped carving knife.
The ratghouls didn’t wait though. The closest one pounced and Koji pivoted to block it. Thrusting his dagger up into its chest, jerking his head to the side to narrowly avoid the sharp tongue that darted out of its mouth and directly at his face. The dagger pierced into the torso, sinking to the hilt and covering Koji’s hand in yet more blood. The screech from over his right shoulder reminded him of the second enemy then. He yanked the dagger free from the dying first monster and twisted around.
It was a moment too late. The creature's sharp claws impacted his chest and tore through his shirt. Its fingers clenched and kept their grip on his flesh, dragging him to the ground even as he tried to drive a knee into its legs to knock it away. His injured free arm flailed against its head as the ratghoul reared back and opened its mouth. The long needle tipped tongue darted out and this time he had nowhere to dodge as it pierced through his eye and buried itself inside his skull.




Chapter 83


Koji’s scream stopped as he stood in the grove once again, the pain completely gone. Deep, ragged breaths pushed out of his chest. Adrenaline coursed through his body at the thought of what had just happened. The memory of a needle driving into his skull and scrambling his brains was horrific.  
“WHAT THE FUCK WAS THAT?” Koji shouted up at the sky.
“You lost the round. So you have to restart,” Kyeltha replied primly.
Rustling from the underbrush drew Koji’s attention and his vision snapped down to where a pair of ratverines were scurrying forwards. His hands reached behind him, wrapping around the hilts of his weapons as he backed up. He stopped when his back pressed against the thin trunk of a young oak, hands still behind him. He waited for the attack he knew would come.
It was the same as before. The right ratverine leapt forward, mouth open. Koji caught it with a quick strike, tearing out its throat with his dagger and slamming back into the trunk of the tree. He used the trunk as leverage, pushing off and lifting his leg to let his boot drive into the left monster as it led claws first. A soft Thud filled the clearing as he knocked the monster from the air and dropped it to the forest floor.
He didn’t give it a chance to recover, leaping onto its prone form a moment later and ending the creature without injury this time.
“Kyeltha, I’m not joking. I need answers. I felt that monster’s tongue pierce into my skull and kill me,” Koji said as he stood up and examined his body.
“It’s a Training Room. It wouldn’t be interesting for anyone if you died while practicing. I’m sure that the Home system agrees. Didn’t you read the description? Train like your life is on the line.”
Koji scowled at the half-assed explanation. He checked his arm, leg, and finally his face for injuries from the previous fights. His hands came away clean, his prodding caused no pain, and his clothes were still intact.
“Even if I don’t die, I still felt the pain. I still felt that happen to me. That’s messed up, even for you miss home intruder.”
“Round two is starting.”
No sooner had Kyeltha said it was starting than the ratghouls scampered out of the tree line. They zipped quickly through the underbrush towards Koji’s position. He raised his dagger while lowering the carving knife and shifting back towards the tree. The first attack followed the same pattern, the leftmost ghoul leading with claws and tongue. Koji stepped to the left, avoiding the claws, letting the needle tongue drive into the tree behind him, and putting the stuck ratghoul between him and the other ratghoul.
A slash to the rotting creature's throat caused it to slump to the ground. Its job buying time was finished as the other ratghoul circled around further to the left. Koji spun to face the monster just as it lunged, claws first. He ducked under the claws and drove both short blades into the creature's chest in rapid succession. It flailed weakly above him, leaving several shallow marks on his back before its struggles ceased.
Koji had barely stood back up and wiped the dark sludge of blood from his hands when Kyeltha called down from above.
“Round three.”
Koji held the back of his hand to his mouth and he averted his eyes from the ripped open chest of the ratghoul as he tried to control his nausea. The next wave of enemies revealed themselves then. It was a trio of the fast springrats, with their overdeveloped hind quarters. The round after that was a quartet of spidrats that scurried down from a nearby tree to reveal themselves moments after he finished the last springrat. The fights were quick, brutal, and painful. He took the first creature out with ease, but the others would always capitalize on his movements to cause deep wounds and injuries.
Bleeding from multiple claws marks and even a bite mark on his left leg, Koji held both weapons and gritted his teeth as Kyeltha announced round five. If it’s a single monster, I can definitely win. It’s when there are a lot of enemies that the problems start. Koji thought as he glanced around the small grove, looking for the next swarm. The heavy thump‌ sound was the first indicator that Koji might be in some trouble. He spun around to face the sound and watched as a bulky ursarat lumbered out of the forest, knocking aside trees and uprooting bushes with its passage.
The second its large black eyes found Koji, it let out a loud roar and charged. It was slow at first, but as it closed the distance, its speed grew faster and faster until it was nearly about to barrel into Koji. He looped a hand around a tree and tried to spin away, only for the ursarat to lower its head and crash through the tree trunk, knocking Koji away. Scrambling to stand up after the blow, Koji spun around just in time to see the right front bear's paw swing at his head. Ducking under it, Koji stepped inside the ursarats' reach and drove his dagger into the monster's shoulder. Again and again he stabbed and pulled out, stabbed and pulled out, repeating the process as he tried to pierce the hide and hit the muscle beneath.
When the ursarats' left paw descended, Koji scampered back, stumbling over roots as he avoided the ratbear’s retaliation. He tried to assess the damage then. Thin streams of red were trickling down the bear’s arm from what looked like pinpricks given its size. The right bear paw lashed out again then and Koji tried to dodge to the side, only to find his feet snared by thick roots. Unable to move out of the way, he brought his arms up to form an X before him and blocked the heavy blow. The last thing Koji managed to do, after his arms broke and his ankles snapped, was mutter a curse at those sadistic voyeur deities, just before he was flung into a distant tree.




Chapter 84


Another restart, green plants, and a wonderful grove infested with monsters. Koji cursed the goddess for putting him in here with each round that passed. Ratverines, ratghouls, spidrats, and springrats, Koji became increasingly adept at taking only a single strike to end a monster. Rarely did he need a second. When the ursarat lumbered towards him, he cut at its throat and eyes, injuring it and even partially blinding it before the monster bit his torso in half.    
He woke screaming in the grove and repeated the process, using the first four rounds to plan. It was here he found that not just his spell screen was disabled, but that he hadn’t gained any Karma for the monsters he’d slain, nor had there been any noticeable improvement on his screens. 
It was as the fifth round started once again, that Koji flicked to his skill screen and frowned. Kyeltha had said spellcasting was disabled, but what about skills? Was there anything in his short list of skills that could be useful?

Slice and Dice
Aura of Styx
Crimson Reliquary
Forlorn Whisperer
Mercurial’s Twitch


Five skills compared to the massive list of spells weren’t impressive. As the ursarat thundered through the trees, Koji tried to remember the use of each of these skills. By the time the monster was bearing down on him, he had figured out a way to win the fight. Just not this round. With that in mind, he closed his eyes and braced for impact.
When he reappeared in an empty grove of trees, Koji’s fingers dug into his palm. His eyes shut for a moment as he suppressed the phantom pain that came from having your mind think your body had just been shredded in half. Then he moved, drawing his ritual dagger. He crept towards the first ratverine while his other hand manipulated the skill screen. First, he turned off Crimson Reliquary. He no longer had access to his spells, so he didn’t need the additional mana regeneration. Then as he reached the striking range of the ratverine, he activated Aura of Styx.
A shiver ran down his spine at the sudden changes. A chilly mist seemed to hang around his body, and cold sweat clung to his skin as, with the activation of the skill, his body changed subtly. He barely had time to take in everything as the ratverine leapt, mouth open, at him. Koji swept his blade out, cut through the monster's throat, and stepped to the side. The momentum of the monster’s leap carried it past him, where it hit the ground with a thump. 
Turning to face the second ratverine, Koji fought against the chill and suppressed a shiver as he lowered his dagger. The monster came in hissing at him, with claws streaking through the air and leaving thin ribbons of red on Koji’s chest. Each time the ratverine struck, Koji dodged away, taking care that only glancing blows struck his side or arms. He kicked away the ratverine when it went for deep bites or tried to latch onto his legs.
The chaotic fight turned into a slow dance, as Koji took advantage of his superior Agility and Strength to control the rabid monster as it struck him. His vitality and newly restored health regeneration worked hard to heal the minor wounds. All the while, the chilling mists grew darker around him with each strike. The entire slow, careful fight took longer than the last few rounds combined.
When the mists had grown to where drops of icy water clung to the nape of his neck and his clothes were drenched and clung to his frame, Koji swung the ritual dagger and reaped the ratverine’s life. The next few rounds were the same as they had been before, and Koji easily dispatched the monsters with just his blades.
“Round five.” Kyeltha chimed in helpfully as Koji wiped his blade clean and tucked it into his back pocket.
The ursarat lumbered out of the foliage and let out a roar upon spotting Koji standing calmly in the center of the small grove. Koji kept his eyes on the monster as he opened his screen and pressed Aura of Styx for its second activation. The results were rather anticlimactic as the rat bear hybrid immediately dropped dead where it stood over twenty feet away from Koji.
“Kyeltha, how is that different from magic? Who decides what’s a Skill and what’s a Spell?” Koji asked as he slowly stepped back towards the trusty tree trunk that had served him so well in the prior rounds.
“Round six,” came the immediate answer, followed a second later by an indistinct murmur. “Skills are internal, Spells are external. Depending on where you are summoned when the trial ends, you’ll be able to receive an education that explains more. For now, focus on the training. You still need to survive.”
Two large ratantulas emerging from the deeper reaches of the forest silenced any complaints Koji might have had. His dagger slipped back into his right hand. He slowly walked clockwise around the pair of monsters, trying to line them up so they could only come at him one at a time. When the lead ratantula eventually spotted the approaching Koji, its mandibles let out a chittering shriek, alerting the second monster before lunging at him.
Koji dodged the first few heavy spider legs that tried to pin him to the ground. Reactivating Aura of Styx even as the rough bristles of the monster's legs scraped at his flesh and drew blood. Koji moved inside the monstrous arachnid's reach and plunged his dagger into the underside of its jaw. Once the blade was fully inserted, he ran forward, opening a gaping wound behind him as he pulled the dagger along with him.
He left the dying spider and its now opened stomach on the ground behind him as he ran headfirst into the second ratantula. 




Chapter 85


The gigantic spider responded differently than Koji predicted, its legs bunching up before it sprung towards him. He ducked and rolled to the side, but was still clipped by several legs as they impacted his lower back and legs. He went to the ground, spinning uncontrollably before coming to a hard stop against the trunk of a tree.   
His left hand darted towards the screen for a moment, then stopped himself. Slowly, his fingers pulled away from the floating screen and the Aura of Styx's skill. As he pushed back up to a standing position, using the trunk for support, Koji eyed the approaching monster.
“How many rounds are left, Kyeltha?” Koji asked as a series of coughs wracked his chest.
“If you can survive round eight, your chances of survival in the trial will double. It will be difficult for you to go any further than that,” Kyeltha replied.
“What happens if I make it through round nine?” Koji asked after spitting out the blood that had come up with his coughing fit.
“You’ll earn rewards for the later rounds. If you were to pass round nine, I’d say your odds of surviving triple. It’s best not to think about rounds beyond that. Even if you had access to your spells, you’d find round ten and beyond almost impossible,” Kyeltha replied after a brief period of hesitation.
The ratantula once again interrupted the conversation. It skittered forward quickly and lunged towards Koji with its mandible. It was the wrong move from the monster. Koji leapt and let his knee slam into the spider's face, his dagger driving down through its beady eyes, causing a disgusting splurt. The monster slumped to the ground, dead, as Koji freed his blade and rolled away from the disgusting sight.
“Round seven.” 
Not a second passed between Kyeltha’s announcement and the creature's abrupt arrival from out of the underbrush. A lesser skaveling stepped into the clearing. A chill went down Koji’s spine as he remembered the first time he’d encountered one of these semi-intelligent monsters. The crude spear in the skaveling’s grasp sported a stone tip with a glistening green tint to it. Poison. Koji frowned at the sight and stepped back, putting distance between himself and the monster while trying to figure out what to do.
Nature’s Grace had been sealed, so getting hit with the spear was a death sentence as the poison would end his advancement and send him back to round one. Was there something else he could use? The monster didn’t give him time to think though, dashing forward, it moved with shocking speed. The skaveling came within ten feet of Koji and it sprung up from the ground and pushed off a tree trunk. It turned its body into a horizontal line that lunged directly at him; the spear extended towards Koji’s chest.
Koji ducked under the spear and kicked at the skaveling’s shoulder as it passed over him. Koji twisted back around in time to see the skaveling roll across the ground and spring back up to a standing position in a display of acrobatic skill. Its naked tail rapidly struck the ground as its beady eyes glared at Koji. Then something changed. The monster slowly advanced, its spear held out towards him. Even once it passed within ten feet of Koji, it held back from attacking.
Pushing down his heavy breathing, Koji tried to regulate his body, fighting off his adrenaline and excitement in order to watch the monster. It was smaller than the ratantula, weaker than the ursarat, and not as fast as the ratverines. However, the poison made it far deadlier than his previous training opponents. It was because Koji was so preoccupied with staring at the green tinted spear tip he could see the attack when it finally came. 
The skaveling’s shoulders bunched, and its right arm shot forward. It gripped the spear in the middle and the poisoned tip came screaming through the air towards Koji’s left shoulder. He twisted out of the way only to see the skaveling’s left hand nudge the base of the spear off its line of attack. This revealed that the first motion was a feint as the spear extended and swiped down towards Koji’s now exposed side.
Koji tried to move his body to dodge the abrupt change in trajectory, only to find his body slow to respond, as it was still settling from the last motion. Muscles strained as he tried to force his legs and waist in the opposite direction they were moving to dodge the blow. He jerked his body left, falling out of the path of the spear and avoiding a direct blow. Still, the sharp tip left a deep scratch across his back and Koji felt an instant stinging pain erupt from the wound. 
He hit the ground hard and didn’t bother to roll, instead his free hand reached out and wrapped around the skaveling’s tail. Koji yanked on it and threw the creature to the ground beside him. Using his superior mass and increased Strength attribute to manhandle the creature as he felt his health tick down, Koji climbed atop it and drove his dagger into its vulnerable throat. Above, Kyeltha’s distant voice announced the start of the next round as his vision darkened and the screen in front of him flickered off.
“Round eight.”
Soft footfalls emerging from the forest brought a groggy Koji lurching up to his feet, and he looked around in a daze. Surrounding him were several of the skeletal skavelings. He lifted his right hand and brought his dagger up to his chest, ready to fight. The bony creatures fell upon him and tore his weakened form to shreds. The poison sapped his strength and his focus diverted as he tried to suppress the ever increasing fiery pain of the poison.




Chapter 86


Upon respawning in the grove, Koji’s left eye twitched rapidly. His left hand reached behind him to press down on spasming muscles and twitching nerves in his back that still thought they were being poisoned. It took a full two rounds before the stinging phantom menace faded from his body’s memory. Another round passed with Koji moving on autopilot as he considered what to do against the intelligent monster. Finally, just before the fifth round started, he found what he needed, a large dead tree branch to serve as a staff.  
When round seven started and the skaveling lunged at him with its poison spear extended, Koji swept out clumsily with the stick. 
Clack 
It connected perfectly on the shaft of the spear, knocking it to the side, and in that moment, Koji slid forward and sliced open the monster's throat with his dagger.
“Round eight. Good luck!”
Koji gritted his teeth at the cheery tone of the announcement. Somehow, Kyeltha had made even that sound sarcastic. Dropping the branch, Koji hoisted up the spear, passing his dagger to his left hand as he tested the weight of the spear with his right. He had just found the balance of where to hold the spear when the undead quartet swarmed out of the forest. Pale bone claws were raised high as they lurched in unison towards him. 
His spear swept out, and he crashed the stone tip down onto the shoulder of one creature, only to have both the bone and the stone spear tip chip. The skeleton moved forward, unphased by the blow. Its arms crashed down onto the spear and wrenched it from Koji’s grip. As the other skeletal creatures surrounded him, Koji released the spear and stumbled back, passing his dagger back to his right hand as he did so.
The two leftmost creatures jolted forward then, streaking towards him. Koji barely saw the motion from the corner of his vision. He brought the dagger up to defend himself, only to be struck from behind as the furthest right skeleton took advantage of his momentary distraction. Its bone claws shredded his lower back. Gritting his teeth, Koji darted forward, driving his dagger into the forehead of the leftmost skeleton. It chipped away the bone and knocked the creature back. The monster beside it returned the favor by lashing out with its claws and doing far more damage to Koji’s right arm.
He leapt back, trying to keep out of range of the bone claws. Slowly, he circled around the creatures, trying to keep them all in front and to stop them from surrounding him again. Blood dripped down his clothes and over his muscles as his health trickled away, while he used a series of quick strikes to test the skeletons. He’d dart in and aim for a joint. The eyes, the jaw, and the ribs were the targets. Again and again he’d strike and retreat as he tried to inflict a killing blow rather than just chipping away at their bones.
After fighting for several minutes while constantly moving to avoid the skeletons, Koji situated himself between two trees. This forced the skeletons to come only two at a time. Despite this, his strikes still had almost no effect, leaving small chip marks on their skeletons. 
He lunged forward and sliced his dagger down onto the outstretched arm of one monster, knocking it away. A second monster took advantage of his lunge to scratch at Koji’s back. He jerked back, trying to knock away the undead. His left arm came up as his hips and waist twisted, his weight going into the blow as the skeleton moved forward, too close to be hit by Koji’s fist. Instead of being able to punch or knock away the skeleton, the sharp point of his elbow connected with the side of its skull. A loud snap sounded throughout the grove before the bottom half of the undead creature's skull split from the top and the entire skeleton crumpled to the ground.
Koji stumbled back from the heap of bones. He moved through the trees and funneled the remaining three monsters as he tried to understand the situation. When a skeleton lurched through the trees, he flowed forward and, rather than cutting with his dagger, used the pommel to crack the side of the monster's skull. The side of the monster's skull shattered upon impact and the entire mess of bones clattered to the ground. Repeating the trick of using blunt strikes on the bony creatures twice more, Koji swiftly brought forth Kyeltha’s announcement. This allowed him to take a breath.
“Round nine.”
Nothing emerged from the tree line. No monsters lurched out from the underbrush and attacked him. A soft, rhythmic chant wafted out from the depths of the forest. The shrill, high pitch of the voice combined with the irregular tempo of the chant brought the hairs on Koji’s arms to stand up. He had just moved towards the sound when movement in the clearing caught his eyes. The ratverines he had killed in round one were now standing back up, their glassy, vacant eyes turning towards Koji.
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Thick, partially coagulated blood dripped from the dead ratverine’s throats as their corpses stood and shambled towards Koji. They displayed none of their normal nimble movements. Instead, they crawled in a straight line towards him. Koji circled to the right, in order to take on one at a time. He crouched and darted forward, driving his dagger into the creature's ribcage with two quick strikes. Koji then leapt back. He easily avoided the clumsy, slow claw strike the monster responded with.  
The creature staggered on regardless of the blood that now oozed out of its side. Koji tried to repeat the previous trick now, dashing in and bashing the pommel of his dagger against the monster’s temple. The reanimated ratverine staggered in place, dropping to the ground. Koji let out a breath of relief, only to have it catch in his chest as the creature stood up once again.
Bushes rustled and dried leaves cracked as, one by one, the dead monsters of the previous rounds stood back up and shambled towards Koji. When the hulking corpse of the ursarat twitched, Koji turned away from his tests on the undead ratverine and ran. Out of the clearing and into the deep forest, towards the incessant high pitched chanting.
Koji ran past corpses pulling themselves back together. He watched as the piles of bones he had left behind clattered, un-life returning to them once more. He switched from running to full out sprinting towards the chanting as behind him a heavy thud‌ sound came from where the ursarat was pulling itself to its feet.
After nearly three minutes of all out running, when Koji’s chest had just ached and his lungs burned, he found it. A skaveling, larger than the others with malice filled eyes stood in the center of a bloody pentagram. Humanoid corpses lay at the tip of each star. Its ornate robes and hat matched the ones the skeletal creature had worn inside the cathedral. This monster, however, was very much flesh and blood, its red beady eyes filled with an intense hate upon seeing Koji burst into the rituals area.
It chattered and shrieked in a warbling voice, black smoke twisting out of its mouth and floating towards the humanoid corpses nearby. Koji didn’t give it the chance to create more reinforcements. He dashed forward and with a powerful right swing brought his dagger down on the skaveling caster's head. When his attack was just about to penetrate the monster's skull, a flicking, pale blue shield of light appeared in the air between its head and Koji’s dagger. His dagger impacted the shield with a dull clang and slid off. 
The shield of light fizzled out a moment later and Koji attacked again, feeling the corpses around him beginning to stir. He stabbed towards the creature’s throat, but was blocked by the shield appearing again. A cut to its shoulder, lead to it being blocked by the shield. A strike towards its stomach was blocked. Koji’s eyes narrowed. His teeth ground together as the corpses shambled towards him and in the distance, a low series of booming footsteps were drawing closer.
He struck again, swinging the ritual dagger out in a half circle, before cutting back in towards the left side of the monster’s head. A dull clang sounded out as his dagger impacted the shield once again. He pressed down this time, trying to force the tip of his dagger through the shield and towards the leering face of the caster. The caster cackled and chanted safely behind the magical shield. The creature’s hate-filled eyes were so focused on Koji that it missed when his left hand rose. Koji drove the smaller blade of the carving knife under its chin and into its head, then jerked his hand down and bisected its windpipe.
The shield fizzled into nothingness then, and his dagger slipped down to pierce the monster's skull. Around Koji, soft thump‌ noises echoed as the corpses fell to the ground, dead once again. As Koji let the skaveling magic user slide off his blades and topple to the grass, Kyeltha announced the start of the next round in a gleeful voice.
“Round ten! Good luck!”
Koji leaned forward and pressed his boot down on the top of the skaveling magician, ready to attack if it suddenly came back to life. When an enemy did finally reveal itself, rather than being happy to not be facing immortal death defying monsters once again, Koji felt a knot form in his lower back and a crick form in his neck. He tilted his head back to stare up at the towering behemoth of stone and clay lumbering out towards him.
“Is this why you said it would be impossible, Kyeltha?” Koji murmured under his breath as he jogged towards the golem.
No response came from the goddess, not that he had expected any. She had been uncharacteristically quiet inside the Training Room, especially in the later rounds. He had just come within five feet of the golem when it swung. Its massive bulky form clocked in at nearly seven feet tall and it towered above Koji. Its long arms draped from shoulder to ground and swung before Koji was anywhere near close enough to return the favor with a strike. Instead, he tumbled forward, dodging under the wide swing of its left arm and rolling beneath it. A quick glance back showed him the deep imprint of a fist the golem’s missed swing had left in the ground.
Gulping at the realization that the golem would literally turn him into Koji pizza, even if he could respawn, it was not an experience he wanted. He came out of the roll by the monster’s left ankle and struck out with his boot, intending to knock the golem off balance. It was a mistake. The sole of his boot connected with the stone and it didn’t move an inch. The shock that ran up his leg at the impact sent him staggering back. Just in time to avoid a sweeping downward punch from the golem’s left arm. 
Koji twisted around to find himself facing the golem’s back and the large glowing red ruby embedded there.
“Well, that’s definitely not a weak point or anything.” Koji said with a snort, before dashing forward and raising his right arm high. He let the dagger’s tip strike the ruby as the golem struggled to turn its bulky form. Like an icepick into a block of ice, the tip of his dagger pierced the ruby and a spiderweb of cracks formed beneath the impact zone. When a grinding sound came from the golem’s body, Koji suddenly had a terrible premonition that he was going to experience the feeling of being crushed beneath a pile of stone and rubble.
Pulling his dagger free of the golem and dashing away, Koji put a good ten feet of distance between himself and the monster. The ruby on its back was now leaking, thin wisps of a red mist wafted out between the cracks. The golem didn’t seem to be about to take it's injury lightly, though. 
Koji gawked as its torso began to twist and spin. Its arms extended fully as its body spun faster and faster. In only a few breaths, the golem transformed from a strong, bulky figure into a buzzsaw of death that was rapidly advancing towards Koji. The stone arms spinning with such velocity and speed that they sheared through tree trunks and decimated its surroundings.
Flying debris struck Koji’s face, pebbles and tossed away bark, scratching at his clothing and exposed skin. His options were simple though: run back through the forest till this monster collapsed, let it destroy everything here and hope that he could outlast it, or do something about it now. Beneath Koji’s alabaster mask a twisted manic smile formed at the recent memory of Kyeltha calling the flailing top of a creature before him an impassable round. Koji hoisted up his dagger and sauntered towards the whirling machine of death before him, adrenaline and excitement coursing through him.
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Koji opened his screen as he surged forward, just as the whirlwind of stone cut into the ground before him. Koji activated his trump card, Mercurial’s Twitch. The world came to a stop. No. As Koji watched, the arms in front of him were still moving. They had been moving so fast that they were a complete blur. However, with Mercurial’s Twitch active, it was easy for Koji to slip between the golem’s arms, snake around its form, and repeatedly pierce its ruby core again and again.      
When the skill ended, the world snapped back into place around him. Koji was aware the ruby shattered beside him before the pain hit. Every muscle in his body spasmed, twitched, and seized at once. His extreme speed and incredible movements all catching up to his physical limitations and wreaking havoc on his body at once. He dropped his dagger as fingers opened and his body dropped to the ground shortly after.
As pain wracked his body, Koji could hear Kyeltha’s announcement of round eleven. He understood then what level of difficulty he would face after the ten rounds and knew why Kyeltha hadn’t mentioned going beyond it. The trees and bushes had transformed, twisted eyes opening on ancient and young trees alike, cruel smiles forming in the cracks between their bark. Hungry roots and thorny vines came for him from above and beneath, blessedly ending his pain-filled existence.
Soft flickering light and wooden walls had never been so reassuring. Koji came back to awareness in the hallway of his Home rather than inside the Training Room. His teeth bit into his lower lips as he held back a scream and let the phantom pains wash over him as he came back to reality. Opening the spell screen, he cast a quick Nature’s Grace and let the green light flow over his body. It did nothing except soothe his mind and reassure that he was out of that hellscape.
“Well done! I knew you could do it,” Kyeltha said cheerfully from the center of the hallway.
“Knew I could do it? I’m pretty sure the words you used were almost impossible. You didn’t sound very sure I could do it then,” Koji countered as he hobbled towards the bedroom door, planning to get his backpack and get ready for the fight that awaited him now that time was running out.
“It was just a bit of motivation. Not everyone can have a deity operated Training Room giving them a pep talk. You should be grateful. But aren’t you forgetting something important?”
“What?” Koji turned and said, only to immediately feel stupid as he spotted what she was talking about. 
Surrounding the statue goddess were three small objects, the sight of which made some of the pain Koji had just felt worth it, treasure chests. Exhaustion vanished at the idea of opening his rewards. Koji bound back down the hallway, displaying the same level of enthusiasm a child would barreling towards presents on Christmas morning. 
Knowing how long the brutal training had taken and expecting to feel vibrations kick him out of his Home dimension, Koji immediately opened all three chests and inspected their contents. The first held a proper knife, a large sixteen inch blade. The entire piece seemed to be forged of one solid block of metal and they wound comfortable tan leather around the hilt for a complimentary grip. In the second was a red skillbook that Koji eagerly flipped over and read the summary.

Body of the Grove (Epic)
Skill user gains +5 Toughness and minor resistance to non-magical Bludgeoning damage. 
Requirements: Takes 30 seconds of channeling to activate and 5 seconds of channeling to deactivate.


It was a simple, efficient skill. The more Koji thought about why he would receive this type of reward, the more it made sense. Blunt strikes had saved the day more than once inside the Training Room. Toughness was an apt stat for what he had done to himself, even on the final winning rounds taking repeated damage in order to win. He opened the book and absorbed the knowledge within before turning to check the third chest.
Inside was a small slip of paper. Koji reached down and plucked out the slip, unfolding it so he could read it.

Victor of the Ruined Druids (Round 10)
+5 to Intelligence +5 to Vitality  Unlocks Spell: Scourged Earth (Rare)
Unlocks Wasteland Training Room.


As soon as he finished reading, the paper unraveled into bits of grainy sawdust that fell through his fingers. As the final bit of dust drifted from his fingers, knowledge of the spell flooded through his mind.
“That’s more like it!” Koji said excitedly as he flicked open his Spell tab and then his Achievement tab to confirm the two new additions.
“I told you the Training Room was a worthwhile addition. If only you’d listened to me sooner. What a shame,” Kyeltha said playfully as her small statue walked towards the bedroom. “So, have you picked out your boon yet?”
“Do we have time for that?” Koji said as he followed Kyeltha, hurriedly picking up his backpack off the floor while flicking to his Home tab to check on the duration. “I only have- Wait. What!? Three hours? How’s that possible? I was in the Training Room for at least eight. Even if I upgrade the Home system’s level, I should have AT MAX thirty minutes.”
“Well, don’t be mad, but the payment for the Training Room isn’t time. In fact, no time has passed in here or out in the trial.” 
“So what is—” Koji started to say as he flicked through his tabs, then he spotted it. At the bottom of his main menu, what had once been over sixteen thousand Karma, now totalled a pitiful six thousand. “THAT COST ME TEN THOUSAND KARMA!”
“No, no, no.” Kyeltha raised her hands above her head in a placating gesture, trying to get Koji to calm down from his sudden loss. “It only cost a little under eight thousand. You had to spend some to level up your Home and unlock the level four Training Room.”
“THAT DOESN’T MAKE IT BETTER!”
“It was worth it, though, right? You seemed pretty happy a second ago,” Kyeltha mused.
“It might have been worth it, but… that’s so much Karma. I could be level fifty with all that. Would I even have needed to go in the Training Room if I just used the Karma to level up?” Koji asked, while rubbing his hand against his forehead. “Just… Just tell me next time. If something in the future is going to cost me, tell me the cost beforehand. Don’t just assume you know what’s best for me.”
“I’ll see what I can do. Sometimes you mortals think you know everything, though, like teenagers, I swear. Now that we’ve moved past that tiny expenditure, do you have an idea of what you’d like as a boon?”
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Kyeltha and Koji walked to the Shrine as Koji started to format his fragmented idea into words.      
“I want something that stops people from peeping on me. There are billions of other people for you deities to watch and get your rocks off. I don’t want to be one of them. I want obscuration? Yeah. I think that’s the word. I want a boon that stops you guys from reading my mind and watching me at all hours, like a bunch of creepy neighbors from my HOA.”
“I don’t appreciate the way you are comparing deities to a homeowner association,” Kyeltha said, while scowling and crossing her arms over her chest.
“That wasn’t a no,” Koji said as he crouched by the watering hole and took care of his basic necessities.
“I can not grant something like that by myself. I’d have to ask the other deities involved in the Traveller program.”
Koji merely shrugged in response while wondering what she was waiting for then. Kyeltha briefly glowered at him in return before walking over to the Shrine, pressing her hands to the pedestal, and letting her eyes close. No fancy light show or brilliant magical power appeared. Kyeltha merely opened her eyes a few seconds later, her lips forming into a wry smile.
“We put it to a vote and after much debate, the vote passed. You’ll receive a Greater Boon of Obscuration, that will protect your mind from being read and it will make scrying attempts nearly impossible.”
“That’s great. Who knew you guys were so democratic and giving?” Koji said eagerly.
“However, certain terms and conditions apply.” Kyeltha immediately shut down Koji’s growing smile.
“That’s more like the democracy I know and love. So tell me, miss home intruder, what terms and conditions are there?” Koji’s voice held a bitter dry tone to it as he replied.
“In order to get enough of the pantheon to agree, I had to concede with a certain deity. The condition behind his vote was that while between worlds, you spare the lives of any Travellers under his protection and help them pass the final trial.”
“Alright, I guess that makes sense. Can you tell me who this deity is and which Travellers have his protection?”
“Yes, his name is Triten, god of storms, sorrows, and schemes. His mark of protection is a soft blue cloth wrapping that’s created from pouring water over a divine object.”
Koji groaned at Kyeltha’s explanation as several pieces of the puzzle clicked into place. Her new inability to tell him about the other survivors, the strange clothing every member of Jake’s group had suddenly started wearing, why their group was so united, and perhaps-.
“Is the divine object a small statue holding a trident?” Koji asked abruptly.
“Yes,” Kyeltha answered plainly, not attempting to hide the soft smile that spread across her face.
“So I can’t do anything to any of those paranoid, lying, overdramatic traitors?”
“If you want the Greater Boon of Obscuration? Yes.”
Koji let his fingers slide through his dark hair, ruffling it and pushing it back, only to have his hand come away greasy and sweaty. It reminded him just how much he needed a hot shower.
“Fine, if it’ll stop you guys from peeping at me in the bathroom, I can do that. Give me the Greater Boon now. I’ve only got a few hours to figure out how I’m going to persuade a bunch of traitors, rescue my party members, and kill the hidden boss.”
“We do NOT peep at people in the bathroom!” Kyeltha scoffed and crossed her arms once more before letting out a sigh of resignation and uncrossing her arms to point at the Shrine. “Take off your gloves and place a hand on the top of the pedestal. I’ll do the rest.”
Koji knew he’d won that particular exchange and said nothing else. He devoured the last few crumbs of bread available and tugged off his Alchemist’s Gloves. Then he strode across the now rather large bedroom to place his hand upon the smooth top of the marble pedestal. Soft golden pulses of light swarmed down to Koji’s hand, like a brilliant swarm of fireflies in the night. He gawked at the beautiful sight while bracing for pain. A cost had accompanied every increase in power in this new world, typically in his suffering or pain.
Instead of searing pain, Koji felt a soft warmth spread out from the back of his palm as the golden swarm touched his skin. When the lights slowly winked out of existence, the warmth faded. All that was left behind was a small golden double circle in the center of which rested a strange symbol, all swirls and curves with no straight lines. Koji tilted his head at the sight, but rather than complain about his new arcane tattoo, he opened his menu and checked for changes. Koji found it in his Achievements tab.

Magical Massacre
Victor of the Ruined Druids (Round 10)
Greater Boon of Obscuration


“Alright. Now is there any chance you can turn into an alarm clock for the next four-ish hours? So I can get some shuteye before the big battle?” Koji asked as he closed the tab and stared down at the goddess.
“If that’s your way of asking if I could wake you up in four hours, then yes. I could wake you up before the Home duration expires.” Kyeltha punctuated her words with a huff and a pouty frown that didn’t quite fit her mature features.
“Good. I’ll see you in four hours, then,” Koji said as he strode across the bedroom to the hallway door, opening it and gesturing for Kyeltha to step outside.
“What? Why can’t I wait here?”
“I just went through all that trouble in order to make sure no one could spy on me. Do you honestly think the first thing I want to do is go to sleep while some creepy possessed doll lurks in my bedroom staring at me while I’m passed out?”
“I am not a doll! This is an avatar placed inside a fragment of- Ugh. I’ll see you in four hours,” Kyeltha said primly and stomped out of the bedroom to wait in the hallway.
Finally alone, Koji collapsed onto his bed, tugging off his boots and wrapping himself in the blanket. He had thought after everything it would be nice to get some shuteye, maybe he'd actually get to sleep, and feel rested before going into battle against the only other people he knew here. He still didn’t understand why Jake’s group had acted like that, though. Had they really intended to kill him, Melissa, and James? Was he really going to spare them?
Koji spent the next few hours, not in restful slumber, but constantly fidgeting as he stared at the blank ceiling above him, anxiety slowly gnawing at him.
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It was that night again, bright blue lights blinded the younger Koji. Loud screams and sirens deafened the boy, even as he hid and crouched behind his bedroom door. Terror-stricken fingers clung to the door, digging into the hardwood and drawing blood. Still, the child Koji kept his head down and body pressed to the door, praying that everything would be alright. As dawn came, his older sister crawled through the rubble to find him beneath the door. Her soot covered arms pried him from his desperate hold on the door and carried him to safety. The child, Koji, buried his head against her chest while he tried to understand. Why did this happen?                      
Knock Knock Knock
KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK
“It’s time to get up!” Kyeltha's muffled shouts came from the hallway after Koji ignored her repeated knocking.
A quick glance at the countdown before it would eject him from his Home, let Koji know he had a little under an hour left. The twisted, sweat soaked blanket was untangled from his legs, his boots were pulled back on, and he even managed to take a sip of water before opening the door for Kyeltha.
“What took you so long?” Kyeltha asked as she made her way back into the room.
“Planning?” Koji answered while scratching at the stubble growing on his chin. 
“Sure you were, and I was waiting outside playing poker with Midas for a pair of copper pots.”
“I’m glad we were both being productive then. Did you win?” Koji said as he finished packing his backpack and slid his weapons into his back pockets.
“You know I was being sarcastic!” Kyeltha said with a huff. “So, what are you going to do now? You have an hour left in here, I’d ask you to go out there and get it over with already, but fat chance of that with you being such a homebody. You’ll probably wait until your system kicks you out. So tell me, what’s the plan?”
“I want to use the last of my Karma and level up as much as possible before going out. After that… I have an idea I want to try,” Koji said as he opened his main menu.

Traveller# A8002738255K 
Koji Athame
Attributes
Strength: 15  Agility: 15
Vitality: 28 Intelligence: 45
Wisdom: 38 Luck: 12
Health 232/232
Mana 232/367
Rank: F
Level: 38
Karma: 6185


With a soft smile on his face, Koji remembered Melissa walking beside him on the first day. She had explained how important it was to spend your points when you got them and not wait. A soft chuckle escaped his lips at the memory. He’d make sure she never found out about him not listening to her advice. Especially not that he’d been scammed out of over ten thousand Karma because he had been saving it rather than spending it. With that bitter taste in his mouth, he quickly opened the leveling screen and emptied his Karma.

Traveller has acquired enough Karma to level up.
Would you like to spend 390 Karma to increase your level?
Yes/No


Koji triggered the prompt repeatedly, leveling up again and again, only stopping briefly at level 50 as multiple prompts appeared.

Traveller has reached level 50 and can rank up.
Would you like to rank up?
Yes/No


Koji dismissed the rank up prompt immediately more interested in the reward prompt he could see hiding beneath it.

Traveller has reached Rank: F Level: 50!
Please wait while the system checks your spent Karma.
Compiling data…
Rewards loading…
Please select your reward type:
Evolution
Creation
Static


This was what he had wanted. Koji quickly pressed on Evolution and waited eagerly for the next list to appear.

Evolution options:
Nature’s Grace: (Rare)
Pulse of Friga: (Uncommon)
Slice and Dice: (Uncommon)
Heavy Rain: (Uncommon)
Forlorn Whisperer (Uncommon)


The options weren’t exactly inspiring, but Koji had landed the one skill he was interested in finally getting to read a description for. 

Evolution complete!
Slice and Dice: (Uncommon)
Evolved into
Deft Cuts: (Rare)
While active and wielding small blades, the Skill user gains a small percentage increase in attack speed, movement speed, and accuracy.
Requirements: Takes 5 seconds to activate and 1 second to deactivate.


It sounded underwhelming and perhaps a little simple. However, after the Training Room, Koji knew just how important this skill upgrade would be for his next battle. He pressed the level up prompt twice more before running out of Karma at level 52. With the 14 Attribute points gained from the level up, Koji settled down on the edge of his bed to do an experiment. He unsheathed his new knife and worked through a quick series of cuts in the air before him, then adding a point to Agility and repeating. It wasn’t noticeable with the first few points, but as more and more points went into Agility, the blade cut through the air faster and faster, till his hand was a blur.
Once the last point was allocated and Koji could run through the simple routine flawlessly, he activated his new skill, Deft Cuts. He felt the difference immediately. It wasn’t the same bonus as adding an Attribute point or getting better at moving; it was cumulative and added on after everything else. The percentage increase had been marked as small, but as Koji watched, his hand disappeared with each fluid motion and strike perfectly where he wanted. He couldn’t help but wonder what a large increase would feel like, especially once he had higher Attributes.
Koji checked through each screen once satisfied, making sure his health and mana were active, and each useful skill was active. It was the first time he’d attempted to turn on Body of the Grove and after a few failed attempts at triggering the skill; he found that for the entire thirty seconds of the channel duration; he needed to keep his finger pressed to the text. That was harder than it looked as the screen moved with his vision. It forced him to be very still, even letting his eyes close as he kept his finger pressed to the screen before him.
When the skill finally activated, he let his eyes close and the voice of his therapist washed through his thoughts. It purged his thoughts as he breathed in and out, falling into a deep state of meditation. He prepared himself for the most important battle of the Trial, combat against other Travellers.
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Koji opened his eyes and let out a deep breath as the first vibration came. Once the bed stopped shaking, he untangled his legs and slowly rose to stand. Everything he needed was already in place. He ambled out of the bedroom and to the front door of his small Home. For once, he intended to leave of his own accord rather than be ejected by the timer. Drawing his large knife, Koji hefted it up and down. He felt the weight as he opened the door and stepped back into the cathedral of bones and traitors that awaited him.  
The sharp, gleaming spear tip that drove directly towards his face was probably the thing Koji had thought about the most. Sam had almost killed him before he’d escaped with his Hearthkey, but this time, things would be different.
Koji’s left arm came up and swept out, knocking the spear off its line and into the space behind him where the door had just disappeared. With Sam now over extended from the lunge, Koji took a step forward, slipping inside the reach of his spear. Not that it matters though, as Koji’s right hand flickered twice and the spear dropped from now limp fingers. Koji’s strike accurately severed the muscles in Sam’s left and right, lower arms. The darkly complexioned man brought his soft, confused brown eyes down to gaze into his eyes. Koji’s left hand drove the pummel of his Ritual Dagger into the side of his temple.
As the man toppled unconscious to the ground, Koji sheathed the dagger once again and caught the man. Quick fingers checked the man’s throat for a pulse. Upon feeling a strong steady beat, Koji gently laid the apologetic man down in the fairly remote corner of the chapel. With some luck, the skeletal skavelings wouldn’t bother the unconscious Sam.
Koji had barely stood back up when an arrow shrieked through the air and under his left arm, impacting the wall behind him, and burying itself into the stone. Across the room at the entrance, Quinn was nocking another arrow. With the removal of Sam, Jake’s group had turned to face Koji in unison. He could only risk a quick glance toward James and Melissa before arrows flew towards him once again.
Quinn had only fired a single arrow, but as it crossed the distance, it split into three spinning arrows, causing Koji to abandon his plan of dodging to the side. Instead, he dropped to the stone floor, letting arrows whiz past him and crash into the cathedral behind him. His left hand and both feet pushed off the ground like a professional athlete, his body lunging across a sizable gap towards Quinn.
A conflicted Daniel and a solemn Trish moved in front of the archer. Daniel was now wielding a large shield with both hands that he placed between himself and Koji. Trish wore a pair of leather gauntlets with the fists embossed in metal edges. Compared to Sam’s spear or Quinn’s arrows, though, the motions of these two and their weapons were slow and sloppy. Koji led with his left leg, striking Daniel’s shield with his boot and using his greater Strength to slam the shield back into the larger man and knock him back into Andy behind him.
Koji used the motion of pushing off the shield to vault towards Trish. She tried to respond, but to Koji it felt like the dangerous fists were moving in slow motion or through water. He easily slipped beneath her wide swings and, with a quick pair of cuts, severed her arms at the elbow, just above where the gauntlets covered. She let out a scream of rage and pain, diving at him, mouth open, head first. Koji knocked her aside with a quick, smooth strike, the pommel of his dagger once again being used. This time, however, he didn’t break their fall.
As Trish toppled to the ground and Daniel groaned from atop a knocked over Andy, Koji walked towards the now trembling Quinn. Her fingers shook as she tried to put an arrow on the string, only to fail again and again. Several arrows clattered to the floor as she tried to grab a handful from her quiver and throw them at the approaching Koji. It was futile, though. The arrows barely made it a few feet and did nothing. Koji walked over to them, stood over the obviously scared Quinn, and looked down into her eyes. To his surprise, he found anger there, hate and rage. Even as her body shook, her lips pressed into a thin line and her eyes narrowed to glare up at him.
When she opened her mouth to speak, Koji gave her the same fate as the others. A quick pommel strike to the temple. He stood over her body as she dropped, watching. His eyebrow arched up quizzically when a small obsidian statue fell from her worn clothing and rolled onto the ground. A glance around Koji showed that Jake and Amelia had retreated towards the doors of the cathedral, leaving behind the handful of downed party members.
Amelia moved to put herself between Koji and Jake. A pair of short blades held in her hands let out a soft orange glow as she took what looked like a knife fighting position. The right blade was extended and held high, while the left was held low and close. Her body turned to angle towards him. Koji tilted his head to the side at the obvious, practiced ease the woman showed. The last time he had seen the young woman had been when she had been gravely injured and was about to die. Yet here she was, trying to kill the person who saved her life.
Koji suppressed his anger and darted forward. He raised his right hand to strike with the knife, bringing it down in a overhead strike and aiming towards Amelia’s shoulder. She switched her stance, falling back and bringing her right to knock away Koji’s attack while her left tensed to strike. Koji watched her grip tighten on the hilt of the left blade. His wrist twisted and the feint to her shoulder revealed itself, his blade slipping in front of her rising block, missing it narrowly. 
He could see the panic in her eyes as she tried to reposition to pull back, but it was too late. Koji’s blade severed her left wrist in a clean cut and before she could bring her right hand down to counter, his body lowered and he drove his shoulder directly into her chest. His larger mass, greater Strength, and increased Agility sent her flying back to impact one of the large double doors of the cathedral.
Beneath his mask, Koji gave a grim smile as he advanced towards Jake. He thought of the hardest lesson he’d learned in the Training Room, and it was the same lesson he was teaching these traitors. Fights in real life are most often won in a single quick exchange, not a long drawn series of acrobatic movements, witty quips, and exchanges of blows.
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It was a little disappointing for Koji, when the man who had mocked him so many times shriveled back in fear while clutching at the air to withdraw his pair of cards. The cards flew back into Jake’s hand and Koji felt a comforting invisible pressure settle back over his body, something he hadn’t noticed he’d missed. His fingers flicked the screen to the Spell tab, and he gave a test cast of Nature’s Grace just to be sure. The soft green light glow enveloped his body and healed the minor sprains his extreme motions had caused.  
Reassured with the return of his magic, Koji looked back at Jake. With Koji’s focus now solely on him, Jake seemed to be slowly calming down. The second Koji finished with his test of magic and turned back to regard him, Jake spoke.
“What is it you want, Koji?”
“So you do know how to say my name correctly,” Koji said flatly as he took a step back and crouched by the unconscious form of Quinn.
“What? Oh! That was just me joking around, you know, one of the buddies, one of the guys, friends rib each other,” Jake said while forcing a shaky smile out, his fingers flicking through a stack of cards. His eyes occasionally darted away from Koji to check a particular card.
“And this?” Koji gestured at the scene behind him with one hand while he spoke. “Is this your idea of what friends do for each other? Stab them in the back when they are trying to help you?”
“Are you persisting with that delusion? Some secret boss that unlocks everyone's survival? THERE’S NO WAY SOME CONVENIENT BULLSHIT LIKE THAT EXISTS! Especially with you finding out about it on the last day!” Jake’s smile shattered and transformed into a mask of anger as he shouted down at Koji.
“What makes it so hard to believe?” Koji answered as he finished his inspection of the horned, bat winged obsidian statue and stood once again.
“Look, I get it. You want to make sure you leave here with the most benefits possible. We don’t have to do this though, since we can make some kind of deal. Work with me. I’ll make sure you survive. You just have to tell everyone that Melissa or James came up with that lie and that you were just going along with it.”
Koji arched an eyebrow at Jake’s words and risked a glance back at his allies. Despite Melissa’s wound and James’s poor match up, they were holding back the skeletal horde for now. 
“What makes you so sure my words were a lie?” Koji asked even as he began to slowly close the distance between himself and Jake.
“We’ve had contact with the gods. I don’t know if you’ll believe me or not, but gods are real here. Quinn and Sam have both encountered deities. After we traded and spoke this morning, we talked as a group about what you said, and Quinn sacrificed a portion of her health in order to ask a question of her deity. The god verified that there was no hidden boss or secret way out. Someone’s getting left behind, no matter what,” Jake said, as he finally finished flicking through his deck of cards. With several cards now stacked in his hand, the shaky voice slowly receded as he spoke, and a note of confidence returned to his posture.
“Which god?”
“What?” Jake seemed puzzled by the question.
“Which god did she ask?” Koji replied, stopping just within ten feet of Jake as he did.
“I don’t know. She didn’t tell us. That’s not important. What matters is that I’m going to need your answer, Koji. Are you with me?”
“Who gave you the new clothing? Sam or Quinn.” Koji said as he gestured to the light blue cloth wound around Jake’s right shoulder, marking him as protected by Triten.
“Sam. I think that’s enough answers from me. It’s your turn to give me an answer. Are you with me or against me, Koji?” Jake said as he held up a golden brown card. He balanced it between his index and middle finger while pointing it menacing towards Koji.
This has to be the dumbest thing anyone has ever done in a fight. Koji couldn’t help thinking as he looked at the confident Jake, that disgustingly smug swarmy smile plastered on his face. Beneath his mask, a slight smile spread across Koji’s face as his left hand fiddled with his screen and a second thought flashed through his head. Let’s find out if it’s arrogance or confidence that feeds you, Jake. 
Jake chose that moment to act, flicking his wrist and sending the card to the space between the two of them. It floated in the air as it turned to show its face towards Koji as it expanded. Behind it, Jake shouted.
“I summon you, Breath of the Golden Primordial, Ky’leviar!”
The nearly three foot tall card facing Koji displayed the image of a dragon's head. Its scales were made of golden coins. Its violet eyes gleamed with a look of superiority. As Jake finished his summoning, the large mouth of the dragon opened and without warning, a wave of golden fire spewed out from the card directly towards where Koji was standing. The flames sprayed out in a wave, engulfing the stone and nearby pews. The temperature soared for a moment as the heat became oppressive.
When the fire subsided and the dragon’s mouth retreated into the card, only a hole of molten stone remained. 
“Wow. That would have hurt,” Koji murmured as he emerged from Jake’s shadow and gave the back of Jake’s head a quick pommel strike.




Chapter 93


Jake’s limp form collapsing onto the ground in front of him allowed the last few bits of worry slip away from Koji. He had thought Jake would have a few trump cards or perhaps had been saving the best items or skills for himself, but the fight had been a little underwhelming. Jake had been full of bluster. Koji glanced at the still melting pool of stone where the fire had hit and the memory of a card that had blocked his spells played through his mind. Perhaps Jake hadn’t been completely full of it.    
Koji stepped over the unconscious forms of Jake and Quinn, walking back into the cathedral proper. A noise to his right caused him to turn towards where Andy and Daniel were picking themselves up off the floor. Upon receiving Koji’s attention, Daniel grimaced and gave him a subtle nod before going limp atop Andy, making it harder for the other man to get up. 
With that problem solved, Koji turned back to confront the genuine threat, the monsters of the trial, and the menacing skeletal skaveling priest. Its bony fingers clutched at the top of the podium, while its empty eye sockets surveyed the room. Its jaw was even bouncing up and down in a silent laugh as it stared towards the entrance of the cathedral. To the spot where the humans had just lost part of their force because of internal struggles.
Stride of ShadowFaux carried Koji to Melissa’s back, and he moved in sync with her, mirroring the movement of her whirlwinding blades and nimble acrobatics as he cast Nature's Grace and let his hand rest on her shoulder. For the next few moments, as her stomach injury healed, a deadly dance carried the pair around the pews. They returned to the central row, where James fought a slugfest with the skeletal creatures. The monsters could not do any lasting damage to the rapidly regenerating man. However, James ‌would shatter an undead ratman to dust, only to be swarmed by two more while the original pulled itself back together.
Reassured that his party members were safe for the moment, Koji activated Stride of ShadowFaux and vanished. The undead monster leaned over his podium, his skull swiveling side to side, roaming across the room, clearly searching for the dangerous human. Only once a ring of electricity spread out around it did the rat lich think to look up. Hanging directly above the skeletal spellcaster, Koji’s right arm was wrapped around a sturdy rafter whose shadowy exaggerated beams he’d teleported to. Dangling above the monster with his left hand free had enabled him to cast multiple spells undetected. Dense drops of liquid metal fell, the stone dais transformed into soft squelching dirt, and lightning rained down from above.
A glowing shield of light sprung into existence above the monster, blocking the first bolt of lightning as it neared the skeleton. Interestingly, though, was the lack of grounding. With nowhere else to go or connect to in its attempt to reach the ground, the lightning pulsed and wrapped around the shield, electrifying it. That electrified shield spelled the creature’s doom as a boom of thunder pressed down on the monster. It knocked the plate of crackling energy directly down onto the bright skull of the monster.
When the empowered blast hit the monster’s skull, its body was knocked to the ground where its skull fractured, but did not shatter into pieces. The priest refused to die even with the combined elemental forces. It raised its head in glorious defiance and opened its mouth to let out a scream of hatred, only to have Koji’s boots crash into its face. He landed directly atop the creature and smashed the fragile spellcaster’s skull into dust as the blast subsided.
He spun on the stage, ready to deal with the undead congregation, only to watch as, in unison, the entire horde collapsed into heaps. For a few moments, the clatter‌ of bones hitting the stone floor filled the cathedral. When the bone dust settled, the fight was over, and a message scrolled across Koji’s vision.

Congratulations on vanishing a Hidden Piece of the Traveller’s Trial! 
We hope you’ve enjoyed the Cathedral of Bone Edition of the Trial and that it has adequately prepared you for the threats that you’ll face in your new lives.
As a reward for walking a path where few dare to tread and succeeding, all still living Travellers within the Trial are awarded with the Achievement: “Traveller Trial Adept.”
Portals to the Underworld will now open! All Travellers have 2 hours to vacate the Cathedral of Bone and its associated caverns.
Good luck!


The system or beings behind it had proved they were interested in helping the Traveller’s and by extension Koji. Why did all of their direct eyeball announcements have to read like a used car salesman wrote it? A quick survey of the room and Koji ordered the things he had to do next. He was just about to move and start healing when he noticed Melissa and James gawking at him, not just them either. Several of the waking members of Jake’s group were staring at him. He shrank away from their gazes and chuckled wryly at the result. 
Moving aside had allowed him to better see what people had been staring at. The announcement had mentioned something about portals. The mass of rippling azure liquid that had appeared inside the ring of stones mounted on the wall could only be a portal. Koji stepped off the stage to rejoin Melissa and James in the center of the cathedral.
“Well, that was interesting. Should we split up and look for loot?” Melissa asked as she brushed away the dried blood covering her now healed wound.
“Are we not going to talk about the fact that someone just tried to kill you?” Koji asked in response, blinking rapidly as he peered at Melissa in confusion.
“Nope. Loot, then the last part of the trial, the Underworld, and then we’ll be in a new world. I can sort it out then.”
“That’s remarkably… mature of you?” Koji said slowly as his lips tightened and his left eye squinted at the normally focused and stoic Melissa.
“What did you expect? Me to go over there, kill everyone in some kind of outrage, and then maybe I’ll dissect them to find out if my Surgery System works on more than just monsters.”
“Yes, to the first part, no to the second part,” Koji muttered under his breath.
“What was that?” 
“Nothing! Do you mind if I heal them? I kind of made a deal that I’d try to help them get out of the trial.”
“Sure. James and I will look for the chest. Hopefully that’ll soothe our bruised egos a bit, and make up for fighting skeletons who don’t have blood to extract, or anything for me to dissect. Completely useless to both of us.”
Koji gave Melissa’s shirt a quick Minor Mending and recast Nature’s Grace just to be sure. He then wandered back over to the gathering of injured survivors.




Chapter 94


Koji was once again grateful for his mask as he moved to stand before Trish, Daniel, and Andy. They were the only members of their group aware enough to raise their weapons towards him, or in Trish’s case, bare her teeth at him.  
“You’ve seen the System announcement. You know I was telling the truth about having a way out now. Let me heal you and then the others before we go to the final stage.”
Their trio shared confused looks for a moment, and ultimately, Daniel turned to face Koji and responded.
“I’m not sure what you are talking about, but I don’t think anyone is going to turn down a free heal. Then maybe you can explain to all of us what's going on.”
“Sure.” Koji said while motioning for Trish to step closer and for Daniel to hold her arms in place.
It took a few casts of Nature’s Grace to patch up Trish and the withering glare that she gave him throughout the spell's duration was disturbing. A small silver lining, however, was that while he healed Trish, Daniel woke up people one by one and brought people to line up to get healed. No one even tried to attack Koji and his worst fears about having to subdue someone and drag them into the portal in order to fulfill his divine obligations. Andy’s ankle was next. It was broken when Daniel had been launched on top of him. Then came Sam’s hands, which Koji found he had to heal one at a time. He couldn’t help but wince at the sight of the now paler, dizzy slender spearman whose health value would not rise any higher. 
Opening his backpack, Koji pulled out a parrium fruit, passed it to Sam, and murmured softly to him. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be. You did what you had to do in order to survive. I thought I was doing the same. The system announcement seems to indicate I was in the wrong and I owe you an apology,” Sam responded before biting into the fruit hungrily.
“Save it for after we make it out.”
“Fair enough.” Sam ended the conversation with a nod and plopped himself down on a nearby vacant pew.
Next up was a silent, brooding Jake. Throughout the healing, Koji found himself incredibly grateful for his mask, since it hid his smug smile. Finally, an equally silent and sullen Quinn stepped up for healing. For a moment Koji thought about not healing the dramatic troublemaker, or interrogating her about the statue he’d found on her earlier, but he didn’t. Dealing with these people was exhausting and worse, he still had to explain to them what was going on. 
When everyone had been healed and whispered amongst themselves, Melissa called out to Koji.
“Found it! Get over here, let’s divvy this up and get a move on!”
Grateful for the break and still unsure of what to say to the, for now, non-hostile survivors, Koji hurried up to the stage where James and Melissa were. They were currently looming over the podium the undead clergy member had clung to so desperately. Beneath the podium in a hollowed-out section was a small, ornate golden chest. Koji shared a look with James and then, in unison, they nodded towards Melissa.
She gave each of them a half smile before dragging the chest free of the podium and flipping open the lid on the stage. The three of them gathered over the chest and stared down. Inside were only three items: a small syringe containing a violet liquid, a slender wand made of polished bone, and a smooth round stone the size of a fist.
“I’d like the syringe. It seems like something I could study in my downtime. Who knows? Maybe this Agilgeia will have research equipment I can use,” Melissa said.
Koji and James glanced at each other briefly, neither apparently thrilled by the left over options. After some time, Koji gave James a nod and let him choose first. James took the bone wand and tucked it into his waistband, leaving Koji with the stone, which he promptly placed in his backpack. Done with the looting, Koji stood and surveyed the cathedral once again, to find that the other survivors had gathered in front of the stage.
“So, about that explanation?” Daniel asked from the front of the small crowd.
Koji froze as everyone’s attention settled on him. He had been planning this out, what to say, how to explain that everyone could live. He thought about how to say that their betrayal, their plotting and scheming had been for nothing, but… Did he still have to do that? With the system announcement, was it even important? Or was he just letting his hatred of people and of being the center of attention get to him again? Ultimately, he settled on a middle ground.
“The last trial has started early. You all read the system announcement. Walk through the portal. We’ll fight whatever it is together and once we’ve defeated it and reached our destination, we can talk about what just happened.” Koji spoke while doing his best to remain perfectly calm and keep a neutral tone. As he finished speaking, he even performed one of those silly speech class gestures and motioned with his hands towards the glowing blue portal.
It wasn’t perfect, and it didn’t really explain anything. What it did was uphold his end of the agreement without him having to launch into a long speech about why the people he had to fight alongside against unknown horrors were idiots. Or remind them they had tried to sabotage their only hope of escape. After his plain explanation, Sam was the first to move forward, stepping up onto the dais, spear in hand.
Koji tensed and his right hand drifted back towards the hilt of his knife as Sam turned towards him and spoke.
“Thanks for not killing me when you could have.”
With that said, Sam gave Koji another nod of acknowledgment and stepped into the portal, vanishing from sight. That seemed to be enough for the others. Whether it was that they wanted to get out here, wanted to follow Sam, or the reminder that Koji could have killed all of them, each Traveller from Jake’s group quickly stepped through the portal. Even Jake himself and the trouble maker Quinn followed the pack into the portal. Finally, Koji gave the Cathedral of Bone and its wreckage a last glance before stepping into the portal with Melissa and James.




Chapter 95


What greeted Koji on the other side of the portal was a crimson sky, dark clouds, and a ruined battlefield. The dead lay everywhere. Not just humans either. Blue skinned tall creatures, smaller stout creatures, and a myriad of other races in all different manner of attire. The humanoid races covered only half the desolate field. In the distance the other half was filled by hordes of monster bodies. Tens if not hundreds of times more bodies sat on the monster's side of the battlefield, their bodies as small as a ratverine or sometimes even larger than a hulking ursarat, all dead.    
Koji barely had time to take it all in before a screen sprung up in front of his face and a flashing prompt with a countdown began.

Battle of the Underworld!
Every monster slain by Travellers in the last three days will be given a second chance. Resurrected and Demonized, the monsters will face off against the Travellers who used them to level. The winners will ascend to Agilgeia, while the losers will feed future Trials.
00:01:41


“Fuck!”
Koji spun around in shock to the source of the voice. It was the first time he’d ever heard Melissa curse. James too was looking at Melissa with his lips parted and an eyebrow raised in question.
“What? It fucking sucks. The Trial is punishing the people who worked the hardest. They are targeting the people who were grinding monsters. It’s- It’s like they know gamers want to maximize efficient XP gain and are deliberately punishing them for being successful.” Melissa said while clenching both fists.
Koji blinked at the new terms of grinding and XP, frowning as he tried to use context clues to figure out what they could stand for. When he turned back towards Melissa, intent on asking her what she meant, he found everyone had stopped talking and was all staring at him.
“Yes?” He asked softly, a smile spreading on his lips as he responded to the group's sudden focus without stuttering.
“Uh, Koji… How far did you explore while we were resting?” Melissa asked softly.
“I mean… I made it to what I think was the last room on the other side of the Trial.” Koji answered, his brows furrowing as he tried to figure out where Melissa’s question was leading him.
“And… How many monsters did you kill during your solo explorations?”
Suddenly he understood and looked out towards the distant horizon, his eyes widening as the horror of what was happening dawned on him. 
“Hundreds, at least. Maybe thousands. I’m not sure.” He said in a very soft voice.
“Shit.”
A collective gasp came from the others, and Koji tore his gaze away from the horizon to look back at the other Travellers. They had ten people, ten humans who have had the system for almost four days versus thousands of deadly monsters. 
“Jake, how about your group? How much grinding did you squeeze in between your little schemes?” Melissa asked coldly.
“We were grinding the first, second, and third caverns on a thirty-minute loop by the third day. There wasn’t anything too crazy in the rooms, but numbers will be a problem. The worst thing to worry about might be something called a ratantula,” Jake replied stiffly.
Koji blinked as he tried to remember the names of the monsters that had filled the cracks in the fourth room, or the gigantic creatures that had lurked in the darkness in the fifth. Had he really been in such a hurry and skipped over them?
“Uh… I think the fourth room on the left path, were fire spiders maybe? And the fifth room on the left path had school bus sized spiders, I think.” He supplied helpfully.
“Great.” Melissa said, as she turned to stare at him. “Koji, could you cover for the monsters you killed on your solo adventures if the rest of us pull our weight?”
Koji didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he opened his screen and flicked to the main menu. Upon seeing his slowly refilling mana value, he flicked over to the Skills tab and turned on Crimson Reliquary before tabbing over to the Spells tab. As the timer ticked down, he examined the long list of spells. A single spell caught his attention, and a smile spread beneath his mask.
“Yeah. I can handle it.” Koji replied.
“Perfect! Alright, assuming the monsters come from that direction, I want you to take the right side of the field. The rest of us can cover the left side. Jake, fill me in on the capabilities of your group so I can formulate a defense plan. Be quick about it. We’ve only got a minute left.” Melissa said as she started to pivot back to the other Travelers, only for Koji’s next words to cause her to freeze in place.
“No. I mean all of it. I can handle the entire battle.”
Once again, everyone’s eyes snapped back to Koji, and he had to resist the urge to swallow and shy away from their sudden interest. Strangely, it was Sam who stepped forward and broke the silence.
“How sure are you?” 
“90%,” Koji replied truthfully, but at the still skeptical looks, he added. “I don’t have to hold back since they are monsters, not humans.”
A collective shudder ran through the crowd as it reminded them of the events in the cathedral. Sam was slowly nodding though and seemed to be reassured either by Koji’s calm demeanor or words.
“Alright. I’ll step to the back of the battlefield and form a defensive line. That way, if any get past you, we can take care of them. Maybe even get a few scraps of Karma.” Sam said before hoisting his spear onto his shoulders. He walked towards an edge of the battlefield where the corpses were fewer.
One after another, the others followed until it was just James and Melissa standing beside Koji. Then finally, they too began to walk away.
“Wait!” Koji extended his hand towards the pair, stopping them and moving in close to murmur. “I need a favor from each of you.” 




Chapter 96


Koji stood at the halfway point of the battlefield, where dead humanoids and monster corpses mingled. His masked face dragging back and forth on a swivel, staring out at the horizon as the timer ticked down to zero.    
The crimson sky shook for a moment, then in the distance, well behind the lines of death that made up the ancient battlefield, the earth erupted. From the newly made crater, the monsters surged onto the field. Waves of rat creatures, spider creatures, and many hybrids flooded out, spreading like a wave expanding in every direction.
Koji watched calmly, the earth beneath him already soft, the winds and dark gray raindrops swirling around him as he waited. It wasn’t until they passed inside of fifty feet that he cast his first spell, Scourged Earth. Immediately the world around him changed. The soft, well fertilized earth turned gray and lifeless. Pock marks and rigid holes formed on the surface and a foul gray waste liquid pooled inside each.
The horde of monsters marched onwards. They were uncaring of the small head sized holes that now dotted the scarred earth around Koji. At least they were until the monsters in the front came into contact with the vapors drifting up from the pools of toxic sludge. The swift springrats and ratghouls had it the worst. Their unprotected forms leapt across the pits and came out the other side with their skin and the hide melted away. Their muscles sloughed off their exposed bones. As the smaller, faster creatures in the front realized what was happening, the larger creatures packed in the middle pushed them forward and into their deaths. 
Koji stood before the army of monsters as the hissing sounds of toxic vapors laid waste to the enemy’s frontline. Shrieks and screams of pain and agony washed over him. And yet, their army marched on, unbothered by the minor losses. His lips pressed together in a thin line as even with the high frequency of vapor pits, some of the more nimble monsters wove through the deathtraps and came into range of him. He didn’t take any chances. Instead of drawing his dagger or one of his knives, he studied the creatures briefly, trying to see what changes their resurrection and subsequent Demonization had wrought.
The creature's beady eyes were now pupiless and solid red. Their previously opaque nails and claws were now solid black, and from their mouths dripped a dark ichor. Still, despite the cosmetic upgrades, a cast of Thunderdome from Koji was all that was needed to wipe out the few approaching creatures that made it through his overlapping defenses. The crackling circle of electricity, rapid strikes of lightning, and constant booming thunder muffled the agonizing sounds of the dying monsters.
The middle section of the monster army lumbered into Koji's spells then, the slower, larger hulking brutes, the ratantulas and ursarats alongside some unknown monstrous spiders. They pushed through the toxic vapors, their hides and size protecting them ‌but as they crossed into the Thunderdome section, Koji’s increased Intelligence attribute and the power it brought to his spells was on full display. Each bolt of lightning shattered spider legs, or tore off ursarat limbs. Each peal of thunder knocked around the large bodies of the monsters. Sometimes it drove them down into the pockmarked ground and into direct contact with the acidic gray sludge that ate away at their bodies.
Koji risked a glance back then. James, Jake and the others had formed a line around the edge of Koji’s Scourged Earth. Weapons drawn and looks of determination plastered across the majority of faces, only James seemed to not be paying attention to the monsters, instead focusing on his target for any signs of movement. 
The arrival of the semi-intelligent monsters on the front line of the battlefield was heralded by a barrage of javelins striking the ground around Koji’s feet. His attention jerked back to the threat at hand. He watched the skavelings and some rather terrifying half-human half-spider monsters throw spears, shoot bolts, and in some rare cases spit acid from the border of his Scourged Earth spell. The first wave of projectiles missed completely. It was only once they began to carefully weave through the pockmarks that their attacks landed closer and closer to him.
Even with that threat looming over him and each ranged attack landing closer, Koji still waited to activate his trump card. He needed to secure victory with one fell swoop, not this tedious grinder of a battlefield, so he continued to stand in place, the center of attention. When the first of the dead monsters on the desolate field rose, he knew the battle was almost over. Insidious, high-pitched chanting wafted in between blasts of lightning and the booming thunder. Koji’s head slowly swiveled to track the noise until he found it. Polished ebony covered the creature's skeletal figure, its once holy regalia now replaced with a gown of black oily thorns and a tall hat woven of fresh skaveling hide, the undead lich held the rearmost position of the enemy army, it’s freshly demonized form showing the true horrors of the process. Waves of its arms and the constant chants brought the recently seared and ruined monsters back to life as sturdier zombies.
The undead shambled forward, a black ooze dripping from their eyes. The constant lightning only stunned them for a split second before they continued on their ravenous journey towards Koji. Still he waited. It wasn’t until he saw the flash of movement that he acted. As Melissa streaked forward to sever the spine of the fragile spellcaster and shatter its skull, Koji emptied his mana pool into his final spell, Storm of Koios.
When Koji had read the cryptic description of this spell and seen its absurd mana cost, an inkling of what it might be able to do had formed in his mind. It was only after he had absorbed the knowledge contained within the spellbook that the pieces had clicked for him. Koios was not a god in Earth’s mythology. He was a Titan, above even the deities. He sat above the Earth, the personification of questioning and querying. The storm brought by such a being was not weather or a byproduct of the clouds, but a storm that ripped open the fabric of reality and space.
Thin blades of nothingness spun out from Koji’s head. Twisting and spinning, they expanded as they moved, shredding through the vapors, lightning, and the monster's flesh all with the same ease. The space the terrifying blades traveled through rippled and warped as reality was shredded with their pacing. Around Koji, the world between worlds the Travellers currently inhabited was being torn asunder and with it, the enemy army. Each blade was as thin as a small wire and sharper than a scalpel, as it passed through flesh and bone, not even blood or air remained in its wake.
Nearly all the sentient monsters perished as the nothingness passed over them. Koji thought for a moment perhaps he saw a glimmer of hope play across a few of the skaveling’s faces. He couldn’t help but shudder and wince as the prelude of the spell ended. The air inside the spell’s massive area of effect shuddered and drained away, sucked into the small cracks in reality left behind by the blades passing. In exchange, tiny glinting spatial particles drifted out and whirred around inside the spell. Anywhere they passed through, they obliterated. The effect of the thin blades now repeated on a vast, impossible to predict, scale with a speed too fast even for Koji’s enhanced vision to see properly.
With chunks of organs and bits of bodies flying under the effects of the terrifying meat grinder the spatial dust had become, Koji felt his own insides swell with bile. He swallowed down the discomfort, forcing himself to watch the carnage his magic wrought as the in-between world was rended into nothing.
When the spell ended several minutes later, nothing remained within one hundred feet of Koji. Only a small pillar of earth existed beneath his feet, even the ground around him having been erased. A flickering and clearly failing blue screen popped into existence before him, only to wink out a moment later. In its place garbled system text was projected across his vision.

Congra**** Travell***
You’ll no*** Agilgeia.
Foll****  ****res.


No sooner had the text streamed across his vision than the world darkened and his stomach lurched, letting Koji know he was being moved.




Epilogue


Freshly mended and washed clothes were provided courtesy of Kyeltha, with Koji opting to keep his new boots instead of wearing his old sneakers. He tugged on the dress shirt’s collar, pulling it away from his throat to give himself some breathing room. Fiddling with his cuffs, buttons, and even his belt could only last for so long though, eventually Koji pushed open the iron wrought gate and began the long walk down the well-maintained stone pathway. Neat healthy grass, high stone walls, and well trimmed bushes framed the grounds, never forcing Koji to see too many of the stone monuments at once as he passed by.   
It had been a long time since he’d been here. The dark memory still held a firm grip on his mind, enabling him to remember to take the third left turn, and then the second right. Koji stepped off the path then and into the small sectioned off area that was his destination. His trembling fingers gently detached the mask from his face as he lowered his head toward his parents and whispered.
“Mom, Dad, I… I came to visit. Sorry I’m a little late. I tried to visit on your anniversary, but… life, ya know?”
Koji felt hot, salty streams of liquid pour down his face as he continued.
“I hope you guys have been doing alright here. It’s worth the price just for its privacy alone, I’m sure.”
He let out a nervous chuckle at the lack of response, not that he’d expected any. His fingers gently wiped away the tears as he pushed onwards.
“Would you guys mind if I told you what’s been going on in my life? I could take a seat and talk?”
After a few moments of silence, Koji lowered himself to a seated position between the two tombstones and murmured. He shared the events of the trial at first, and then more, going all the way back to the day of the tragedy.
It was nearly dusk when a soft swirling mist filled the graveyard, slowly enveloping Koji and eventually whisking the still seated Traveller off to a new world. 




Author's note


Wow! Thanks for reading, as a newer author I'm always so happy to have even just one person get through the book and read this note. Thank you very much. I hope you enjoyed reading the story as much as I did writing it! 
If you'd like to see more Traveller's books please drop a rating or a review, I'm currently alternating back and forth between the next Homunculi book and the next Traveller's book, your feedback helps support me and inform me which book I should prioritize.
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