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CHAPTER 1
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It sucks to be me

––––––––
[image: image]


IT ONLY TAKES MY BRUSH getting snagged on a tangle three times for me to realise it’s going to be one of those days.

One of those days where the universe conspires against me.

Well, that or I’m just cranky and tired from having to get up at the ass-crack of dawn for my sucky part-time job, but I prefer my first theory.

In the mirror, I glare scornfully at my long chocolate-brown locks and consider—not for the first time—cutting my hair really really short. 

I know I won’t, though. Even if taking care of it is a pain in the ass, I like how it looks too much and I’m too stubborn to give that up.

My eyes travel down to the black, slightly too-tight blouse I’m wearing. I consider attempting to close another button, but, no, it would be futile. To be honest, despite the unfortunate amount of cleavage, the uniform from the hotdog stand isn’t the worst I’ve had the pleasure of wearing.

At least it’s black, I think, shuddering to remember the aggressively pink sales-outfit I had to wear while slinging cotton candy once upon a blue moon.

Also, considering many of my customers will be dressed as their favourite characters from their favourite Japanese cartoon, it’s hard to really feel embarrassed about what I’m wearing.

Still, the logo on my back—literally a burning dog—is pretty horrifying.

“Emma, you’re going to be late!” my mother hollers up the stairs.

I glance at my phone and swear. 

Spot on as always. My mom really missed her calling as a fortune teller.

“No I won’t, I’ll be down in a sec!” I yell back, already pulling my hair back into a simple ponytail.

I take a moment to appreciate my handiwork. 

Eh, good enough.

It’s just going to be me and Manny manning the cart today, so I don’t bother putting on make-up. 

That hurdle cleared, I begin digging through my room for my car keys, lifting up abandoned pieces of clothing and gaming paraphernalia left and right. I stare longingly at my laptop when I come across it, the only decent piece of technology that I own. 

Well, it’ll be there when I get back. 

I ultimately find my keys on the electrical engineering textbook that’s been gathering dust on my nightstand for far too long.

Not for much longer though, if I have anything to say about it. I almost have enough to get started on my master’s.

And all it cost me was hundreds of hours of minimum wage labour and most of my dignity. You’d think a bachelor’s degree in electrical engineering would be enough to get a slightly more decent job, but nope. Anyway, it’s a small price to pay for a brighter future. I am not ending up like—

My mom looks up from the piles of laundry she’s sorting on the kitchen table as I hurry down the creaky stairs two steps at a time on my trusty black sneakers. With the table occupied, there isn’t really a proper place for me to eat breakfast in this rundown little shack we call home, but I don’t have time anyway.

“There you are,” my mom says with a sigh upon my entry, “I need you to pick up your little brother from—” 

“Karate practice this afternoon, got it.”

“Right, and your little sister from—” 

“Ballet, because they both felt the need to fulfil their stereotypical gender roles, I’m aware.” 

My mother raises a brow at me, a talent I’m grateful to have inherited. “Save your sarcasm, young lady, you’re going to need it today, I’m sure. Can I count on you?”

The question stings a little, and I try not to let it show on my face.

To be fair, I wasn’t always as helpful or organised. My initial reaction to the realisation of the inherent unfairness of the world I was born into wasn’t exactly... productive. I went through a pretty bad rebellious party girl phase, with all the wrong friends and bad decisions. 

It took a pregnancy scare to make me realise I was on track to repeat history and convince me that if I wanted to break the cycle, I’d have to start with me.

“You know you can,” I say, as I brush past my mother to grab the least spotty apple from the counter.

And she really can, ’cause one of the first things I vowed to become, was a better big sister. 

The twins—fraternal, obviously—are twelve, going on thirteen, making them nine years my junior, so mom often relies on me to help take care of them. From the racket outside I can tell they’re currently playing in the jungle-slash-garbage-dump-hybrid we call a backyard.

Honestly, I don’t even mind taking care of them too much—they’re little shits, but they’re my little shits. 

Figuratively, that is. Like I said, not planning to repeat the mistakes of my mother.

“Good,” mom says. “And remember, if you see anything weird going on—like flickering lights or atmospherical distortions—you get your butt out of there.”

“I know, I know,” I reply, not too worried. I don’t bother to tell her that it should really be ‘atmospheric.’ It’s not her fault she had to drop out of school. 

It’s mine, for existing.

Anyway, like most people, I’ve grown kinda numb to the threat of the strange phenomenon that occurs from time to time on our little speck of green and blue called Earth.

It started about a year ago. An enormous, swirling, dark-blue portal suddenly appeared at an international soccer game and swallowed up all the players, supporters, and whoever else was present, yet left everything else intact. The live camera footage showed the ball, coasting on its remaining momentum, roll into the goal uncontested.

Technically, it could have been considered a win for Belgium, but nobody cared. Well, except for the Belgians, maybe.

Since then it happens every month or so. The locations seem random, all over the world, except that they’re always large gatherings of people. A protest rally against big oil, a shopping mall on Black Friday, a ceremony to honour the fallen from World War II, a high school reunion... 

Every major power is investigating, of course, and they’re all terribly suspicious of one another, but so far nothing has been turned up. Supposedly. It doesn’t help that none of the people who’ve disappeared till now have returned.

People started avoiding large events after a while, afraid to get ‘portalled,’ as people have taken to calling it. Not everybody stays home, however; after all, many large events happen every day, and the phenomenon occurs only about once a month, at one location. Still, many events have taken quite a hit, selling up to 20% to 30% fewer tickets—enough to force budget cuts, but not enough to justify cancelling them, in most cases. 

At least, that’s what the news says. Frankly, I can hardly tell the difference at the Comic-Con where I’ve been slinging hot dogs the past couple of days.

I throw on a jacket to hide the hideous logo on my back and head for the front door. 

“Say goodbye to your dad!” mom shouts after me right when I reach it.

My hand freezes on the door handle to freedom, and I turn towards the couch where I know he’ll be.

I am not disappointed. Well, I am, actually, as he’s already cracked open his first can of beer and doesn’t even look up from the telly when I call out, “Bye dad!” 

He just sort of grunts, absorbed in his game.

The pile of empty cans on the floor gives me pause, and I sigh quietly.

Not his first, then. 

More likely he’s spent the night out in front of the telly again, insomniac from the pain in his back, self-medicating on cheap beer and aspirin like always. His liver must be working miracles. A macabre voice in the back of my mind wonders how long it will last. 

My gaze traces over his sallow face and sunken eyes. They were keen once, if mom’s pictures are to be believed, but that was before the accident.

Unable to bear the guilt roiling around in my gut any longer, I do what I always do, and get out of there post-haste. 

***
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Come on come on come on...” I mutter as the engine sputters. 

Three fruitless minutes later, I let my forehead drop onto the steering wheel with a frustrated sigh.

I’ll have to ask our next-door neighbour to take another look at it; that my trusty rustbucket with her off-white exterior and smelly upholstery defied the odds thus far, can be credited entirely to him, but even he won’t be able to keep her running indefinitely.

A sinking feeling in my stomach predicts this might have been my ugly duckling’s death rattle.

Having to get a ‘new’ car would definitely set me back a fair bit on my college plans, so I really hoped she’d last another two years or so.

All the more reason to not get fired. Come on, Emma, no time for a pity party. As always.

I take a deep breath, straighten my spine, and get out to fetch my bicycle.

***
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The advantage of taking the bike is that I can ignore most of the traffic congesting the roads, so I might actually still make it in time, even if it’s a literal uphill climb.

The downside is that the traffic that does bother me, bothers me a lot.

And since the last thing I’m waiting for as I struggle uphill with burning calves and sweat dripping down my brow, is for some smarmy douche to pull up next to me on a scooter and make an abysmal attempt at flirting with me, that’s naturally what happens.

“Hey there, sweetcheeks,” he calls out to me. “Your dad must be a baker, ’cause you’ve got some very nice buns!”

Great. One of those.

I glance over and my brows rise. Never expected to see Legolas riding a Vespa, obvious blonde wig billowing in the wind from beneath his helmet. Or to see him leering at my chest.

“Actually,” I huff out as I fasten an extra button on my jacket one-handed, “he’s an alcoholic. But thanks for playing, and better luck next time.”

Unfortunately, he does not take the hint.

“I’m fond of a pint myself!” he exclaims, like we’ve got something in common now. “How about we grab one at the Con? That’s where you’re headed, right?”

Really? I tell you my dad’s an alcoholic, and you suggest going for a drink? I’m officially calling you Lego-ass now.

“Looks like you’re struggling a bit there, you can hang on to my arm if you like,” Lego-ass continues, unaware that I’m seriously considering taking out my frustrations with the shittiest morning ever by ripping him a new one.

Ultimately, I decide to grit my teeth and bear it, as usual.

“Actually, I’m headed elsewhere,” I lie. “In fact, I have to take a right here, bye!” 

I make a quick right turn into a narrow alley that smells faintly of urine. 

“Hey, I didn’t catch your name!” Lego-ass calls after me. 

“Nonya!” I shout back, smirking to myself.

He shouts something after me, but I don’t bother to try and make out what he’s saying. 

Hang from his arm... I may not have a lot, but I still have my dignity.

Now I just have to hope Lego-ass doesn’t get a hankering for hotdogs today.

***
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Despite the small detour I had to take, I arrive at the Con only four minutes late. 

I hurry through security, throwing an over the top wink at my big pal Steve as I empty my pockets. Steve—a massive, muscular black dude with a shaven head—maintains his impassive façade like always. 

Some day I’ll get a reaction out of you, Security Steve. Mark my words.

When I arrive at the hotdog cart, anxiously glancing around for my boss, I do a double-take. “Josh? I didn’t know you were working today...”

Of course he’s here when I haven’t put on any make-up, and my hair is matted to my forehead with sweat. Screw you too, universe!

It’s not that I’m particularly interested in dating Josh. Frankly speaking, I’ve learned the hard way that dating is too expensive and time-consuming for me to afford right now, but I’d still prefer to look good in front of him. It’s the principle of the thing.

Josh looks at me with his pale blue eyes and smiles his dimply smile. “Hey Emma! Yeah, apparently Manny called in sick, so the boss was kind enough to inform me that I was running an extra shift today.”

Ah yes, good old Artie—our boss—ever the charmer. He got me this too-tight blouse on purpose. I know this for a fact because when I asked him if he had any larger sizes, he told me he did but wasn’t going to give me one, as me wearing the smaller size would help with sales.

I believe his exact words were, ‘If you wanna sell sausage in a bun, show ’em some buns and get ’em thinking with their sausage.’

Sexist prick.

“Speaking of the... person who signs our cheques,” I begin, glancing around. “Has he been sighted?”

Josh nods. “Yeah, he swung by. But don’t worry: I got here before him and covered for you, told him you were early but had to use the bathroom.”

I sag in relief. “Ugh, you’re the best.”

He laughs. “Why are you late anyway?”

I shrug. “Oh, you know. Just one of those days.”

***
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The morning passes at a snail’s pace as I shift my weight from foot to foot. Left right, left right, repeat ad nauseam. 

Somehow, people aren’t too hungry for hotdogs in the morning. Go figure. Artie still insists on having us there the whole day, as he thinks the people seeing us in the morning drives sales in the afternoon. 

Considering the densely packed crowds in here, I sincerely doubt it makes any real difference.

I spend my downtime watching the crowd, and the particularly fancy costumes, like the guy in the complete Iron Man suit.

Damn, that must have cost a lot of effort. Some people really have too much time on their hands.

I push down on the spike of envy that thought triggers.

Deep breaths, Emma. Getting jealous isn’t productive. Just stick to the plan.

At some point, mid-morning, a rather big girl in a Misty costume that does her no favours spots our cart. Her eyes light up, and she drags her blue-haired friend over.

I can tell the exact moment Fat Misty switches from drooling over the idea of processed meat-sticks in soggy buns to drooling over Josh’s pale blue eyes, and stifle a smile. 

It’s not an uncommon reaction. Josh plays it up too with his handsome smile; he’s the one who taught me all about the art of enticing tips. 

And we need them, because Artie pays shit.

Truth be told, it’s the only reason I put up with the too-tight blouse, and haven’t just taken to wearing a tank top underneath. 

I switch my attention to Fat Misty’s friend, with the blue hair. She has a cute heart-shaped face with a button nose and striking grey eyes. 

I bet she’d look a lot prettier with a smile though; she does not seem happy to be here. 

On a whim, I lean over the counter and call out to her. “Since you’re here anyway, can I interest you in a dog?”

“Oh, no, I’m—,” she falters for a moment as she looks up at my bright smile. “Ehm, I’m not that hungry.”

“You sure? ’Cause it looks like you might be here for a while,” I add, glancing at her friend conspiratorially. 

She glances at Fat Misty, who’s laughing way too hard at one of Josh’s lame puns, and cracks a small smile. “You know what—sure.” 

I take her order and begin assembling it, but take my time doing so, hoping to lengthen our interaction. It’s one of the things Josh taught me; speedy service is necessary sometimes, but it leaves you with less time to bond with your customer. I don’t have big hopes for a good tip from this girl, but all the little bits count.

Also, I’m bored out of my skull, waiting for things to pick up.

The girl watches me work, fidgeting, and right on cue, opens her mouth. “So, ehm, do you like working here?” She cringes a little right after she asks it.

I try hard not to grin. “Do I like working at the world’s lamest fast-food stand, selling phallic symbols made of processed meat? Sure, what’s not to love.” I wink.

I actually don’t hate it. I mean the standing, the hours, and the pay all suck, but preparing food and interacting with customers is pretty fun. So is fishing for tips. It’s like a game.

She laughs. “Do you not like hotdogs in general, or did I just make a terrible mistake?” she scrunches up her nose. 

“No, they’re pretty good,” I reassure her. “I’ve just had too many.”

Like the two I had for breakfast this morning, after arriving. Artie is terrible at keeping track of inventory.

“For the record,” she says after a beat of silence. “I meant to ask if you like working at the Con.”

“Sure you did. Nice save.” Another wink.

Her mouth falls open, but her eyes sparkle. “Hey! You’re mean.”

I don’t hold back my grin this time, as I start adding her condiments.

To be honest, the con-goers are a pretty good crowd to work. I may at times consider their choice of costume unfortunate, but at least they’re passionate about stuff and are generally nice, happy, and just pleasant to deal with.

Smarmy douches like Lego-ass are the exception, not the rule.

“I do actually like working here,” I say more seriously, as I hand her the hotdog. “Much better than working festivals.”

“Oh yeah? Why is that?” she asks 

“No drunks.” A final wink. I may have overdone it.

Her smile when she hands me her money says I’m fine. “Keep the change.” 

I nod thankfully. Don’t mind if I do!

She waves at me before melting into the crowd, dragged away by her enthusiastic friend.

“How much did you get?” Josh asks.

“One-thirty,” I reply, adding thirty cents to the public tip jar, and the rest to our hidden stash, which we’ll split at the end of the day. Artie doesn’t have a clue how much we actually make in tips, and we keep it that way, ’cause he’ll take any excuse to raid the tip jar for ‘crucial company expenses.’

Josh adds fifty cents to the public jar, all the while smirking at me. “I got three-fifty.” 

I snort. “Jackass.”

He opens his mouth to reply, but whatever he’s about to say is lost in the ear-piercing whine that erupts the moment a giant blue crack in space opens up overhead.

I can only stare up in horror as it expands into a swirling portal that envelops all of us.

Just one of those friggin’ days.
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CHAPTER 2
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F-10-D-A

––––––––
[image: image]


HAVE YOU EVER HAD ONE of those days where you get transported to another dimension and wacky hijinks ensue, but you manage to make it home before bedtime, safe and sound?

Yeah, me neither.

The first thing I notice after I get sucked into the portal—besides that I’m spinning uncontrollably—is how bone-shatteringly cold it is inside. My initial association is with the vacuum of space, but I immediately reject that notion.

Vacuums are perfect isolators; if I were in a vacuum, I’d feel warm. 

Also, there’d be less screaming.

I don’t have much time to consider the properties of this portal, however, for after what feels like seconds, I pop out of the other end, in an area of far nicer temperature. 

The temperature is about the only comfortable thing on this end, however. I land roughly on all fours, on a field of odd grass that’s silver on one side and cyan on the other. 

It’s a lot more painful than it sounds because the grass doesn’t just look weird: it’s tough as steel. It doesn’t budge under my weight, instead, it’s my skin and clothes that give, as the literal blades of grass pierce through and draw blood on my palms and knees.

At least the knifegrass grows densely, so my weight is divided over many blades and the cuts are shallow, but it still friggin’ hurts.

Then the nausea hits.

Dry heaving on my hands and knees, I manage to keep the contents of my stomach down by the skin of my teeth. When my roiling guts finally calm down a little, I look up to find myself no longer inside the jam-packed conference hall, but instead outside, on a slightly-less-crowded field of alien knifegrass. 

I get up clumsily, falling over twice in the process. I’m still dizzy and disoriented, but I also feel unusually heavy for some reason, and it’s throwing me off.

A change in the light causes me to look up. My jaw drops as I find myself greeted by not one but two suns, one orange-red and one bluish-white, shining down from a purple sky. 

The cause of the change in light that made me look up stands out as well: a lightning bolt crawls from the blue sun to the orange one in slow-motion. When at last it crashes on the orange sun’s surface, there’s a bright flash followed by a fiery, if inaudible, explosion. If my jaw could detach, it would be on the ground right now.

I stare at the two suns for a short while, as part of my mind rebels against the obvious conclusion it attempts to draw.

This... isn’t Earth.

It takes a moment for me to realise that I can directly stare at these suns without hurting my eyes, for all that they seem no less bright than the one I’m used to. 

The growing tumult around me as more people get up and get their bearings draws my attention away from the astronomical anomalies.

It seems like the entire crowd from the Comic-Con got portalled, leaving behind everything else. Well, the crowd and everything we were wearing, thankfully.

Most of them react quite how I’d expect, with varying degrees of shock, fear, and panic. 

However, there’s a sizable bunch that I could really just shoot right now, because they are screaming, crying, and hugging each other in joy, yelling things like ‘Finally,’ ‘Dimensional Transfer,’ and ‘Power Uuuuuuup!’

Unbelievable. What the hell do these people think is going to happen to them here?!

At least I understand now why the Con didn’t lose as much ticket sales with what was going on in the world. The world we’re no longer at.

“Are you okay?”

Behind me, I find Josh. His dark locks are messy and there’s a worried light in his pale blue eyes, as he gingerly makes his way over the sharp grass.

I’m hit by a wave of relief at the friendly face, which is immediately followed by guilt for being happy that Josh got pulled into this mess as well.

“Not really,” I answer. “This... it’s really happened, hasn’t it?” 

“I’m afraid so,” Josh says, squeezing my shoulder after he reaches me in what’s meant to be a comforting gesture, I’m sure. I just feel numb.

“So, who do you think got it right?” I ask half-jokingly. “Are we on an alien planet lightyears from Earth, in an alternate universe where everything’s topsy-turvy, or at Russia’s secret underground experimentation facilities?” 

Back on Earth, the media seemed to make a sport of it to see who could spout the craziest theories about the portals’ true origin. These are some of the milder gems they came up with, and judging from what I see around me, might actually turn out to be true.

All right, maybe not that last one, but you can’t blame me for being paranoid right now. 

“I don’t know,” Josh replies seriously, standing up a little straighter to look over the crowd. His brows crease from what he sees.

My curiosity piqued, I attempt to get on my tiptoes so I can look around as well.

I wince as the added pressure causes a few blades to prick through the nose of my shoes, and into my toes.

Wincing, I carefully rock back down onto my heels and settle for craning my neck; at 5' 9" I’m relatively tall, so it’s enough for me to get a glimpse.

My stomach sinks when I see it: a giant grey wall. What’s worse, as I turn, my eyes meet more wall in every direction. Six walls, to be precise. A hexagon. We’re like cattle in a giant pen.

Swallowing down the bile that rises in my throat, I turn to look at Josh. He seems to have drawn the same conclusion as me.

He opens his mouth then suddenly jerks his leg like he’s been stung. He pulls his phone out of his pocket and for a moment I naïvely think he’s receiving a call. The next moment, however, the phone bursts apart like a low-power grenade, lancing bright blue arcs all around.

I turn my face away just in time to avoid the plastic shrapnel. Thankfully there isn’t much force behind it, so it bounces harmlessly off my skin and clothes.

“Holy shit, are you okay?” I blurt out, turning back.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” he responds shakily, staring at his twitching fingers. 

I feel a little sting on my hip. Alarmed, I pull out my own dingy phone. The screen is dark, and it feels rather cold in my hand, but I can feel something building inside, so I quickly toss it on the ground a few feet away. 

It bounces once, twice, then bursts apart, causing nearby people to let out shocked yelps and gasps as they are hit by arcs of electricity and flying plastic. I cringe in upon myself and ready an apology, but the sound of cracks and pops are multiplying.

All around us people are yelping and cursing as various devices burst apart in their hands, pockets, and bags. 

One enterprising asshole attempts to launch his phone into the stratosphere, only for it to burst in mid-air and shower everyone in plastic.

I attempt to raise my voice over the ruckus. “What the hell is causing this? I can’t think of any technology that would—Hey, watch it!” 

Some dickwad runs into me and moves on without so much as an apology. 

“Maybe it’s an after effect of the portal?” Josh shouts back. “I wouldn’t—” he cuts himself off with a deep, rattling cough. It’s almost impressive. He raises a hand to his throat and looks around, frowning.

It seems like most of the devices have burst already, the tumult dying down as the last ones go off like the final stubborn kernels in a bag of microwave popcorn.

However, the noise level soon starts to rise again as, one after the other, people begin to cough. 

I realise with a start that there’s an itching in my throat as well, which seems to extend further down into my lungs.

“Shit, it’s—” is all Josh manages to say before his speech devolves into a fit of coughing.

Next to me, a girl in a kimono hacks up blood into Ron Weasley’s face.

I freeze up as people start to panic around me. Super Saiyan Goku snaps me out of it when he nearly slams into me, trying to get away from something.

Some deeply buried, long-forgotten instinct urges me to run as well, and my feet obey, even though I have no idea where I’m going or what I’m running from.

I’ve only taken a few steps when it happens.

I cough, and it feels like ants are biting my lungs from the inside. 

My feet falter as I realise what I’m trying to run from.

Oh god, it’s in the air, isn’t it?

People are milling about, frantically gasping and clutching their throats. The press of bodies around me is stifling, and the smell of sweat and blood is thick. Many seem to be in worse shape than I. Possibly because they were joyfully screaming their heads off just now. 

Serves them right.

Josh follows me and makes a valiant effort to shield me from the panicked crowd, but he’s coughing into his fist as hard as anyone. 

Blood seeps through his fingers. Oh god.

My breath is coming deeper and faster; that’s a mistake. I cough harder and harder and soon start to feel kinda woozy. 

Calm down, Emma; you’re hyperventilating toxic air! 

I hold my breath and let myself be pushed along by the throng of people, moving around yet going nowhere.

Well, not breathing obviously isn’t a long-term solution either. 

The pink Power Ranger whose elbow is hurting my ribs starts convulsing and slams into me. I gasp and trip over something. 

Josh manages to catch me by the arm and keep me upright. I cling to him for support, trying to ignore the blood he’s smearing on my arm.

This isn’t happening... There are so many things I still want to do! Also, if I die here, wouldn’t that mean I’ve been working my ass off on shitty jobs for nothing?!

A gap opens up in the crowd, seeming to lead to a less densely populated area, and Josh immediately steers us towards it.

We’re struggling to make it out of the throng of a crowd that seeks to do the same, when a morbidly overweight woman comes running into the crowd at breakneck speed.

Josh yells at her to watch out, but her eyes stare right through us as she frantically claws at her throat, and suddenly she’s upon us.

Josh pushes me out of the way, and all I can do is watch in horror as she crashes into him. 

There’s an audible thump at their impact. They go down in a heap, all flailing arms and legs, with her landing on top of him, a veritable mountain of flesh pushing him into the knifegrass.

I’ll never forget the tearing sound that accompanied numerous blades of grass penetrating his back.

She gets up in a daze, stepping on his elbow for good measure, and this time I can see several blades of grass pierce deeply into the soft, unprotected flesh of his lower arm.

I surge forward in a fit of rage and panic and shove her as hard as I can. She trips over something or someone and goes down again, this time right on top of Yoda.

Yoda lets out the most horrifying shriek I’ve heard in my life. My heart almost stops when I realise that wasn’t just a wrinkly old alien, but a kid in a mask. 

Shit!

I’m torn for a split second, but ultimately turn my attention to Josh.

Sorry kid...

I grab the hand of his uninjured arm and try to help him up, but the grass pulls on his flesh, and all I accomplish is getting him to groan in pain.

Realising the extent of the damage, I collapse onto my knees next to him, cradling his hand. The pain it causes is insignificant to the burning in my lungs, let alone the aching in my heart.

The crowd quickly thins as people collapse left and right, grasping their throats, so at least I don’t get trampled. 

Josh blinks, and looks at me, his pale blue eyes hazy. He smiles weakly and opens his mouth to say something, but only manages to produce a gurgling sound. 

“Shh, it’s okay,” I say through tears and coughs. “You saved me. My hero.”

I gently press a kiss to his forehead and remain seated there, holding his hand as the field slowly grows quiet around me.

My breath is coming in big, raspy gasps now, and the fire in my lungs has spread to my skin, but I hold on, fighting against the urge to lay down and allow my heavy eyelids to fall.

Is this it, then? Is this how I die, choking on whatever it is I’m breathing right now? Shit, that’s so unfair.

If I’d known this is how it would end, I wouldn’t have stopped partying. I would’ve danced in the rain, instead of spending so much time struggling upstream, trying my hardest to resist temptations and dodge detours.

Well, at least I didn’t end up like my parents, I think, the morbid thought pulling the tiniest smile from my lips.

Then, after releasing one last, shuddering breath, Josh grows unnaturally still. I look down in disbelief at his glassy, unfocused eyes.

With trembling fingers, I push his eyelids down, before finally allowing myself to succumb to despair and pass out.
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A GENTLE TINGLE emanating from the right side of my face slowly drags me from what feels like the deepest sleep I’ve ever experienced. 

I open my eyes, groggy and unfocused, and blearily take in my surroundings. 

I’m in a small room with the floor, ceiling, and all six walls made of familiar, smooth grey stone. 

The room is illuminated by a multitude of faceted crystals in a variety of colours, shapes, and sizes melded into the roof.

I push myself to sit upright, and take in the rest. There’s an actual bed in one of the six corners, with an unfamiliar backpack lying on top of it. There’s a small alcove in one of the walls, a full-length mirror in another, and finally, a single door in a third.

I can’t help but stare at the carving on the door for a moment, because it’s creeping me out. It’s a rather crude and abstract piece that depicts something that could be a man in mid-stride... if he were physically handicapped and had at least two knees in his right leg. 

Yeesh. That’s not exactly comforting. What the hell is this carving supposed to convey?

I take a deep breath and freeze for a moment when it burns going down my windpipe. The sensation quickly fades again, and I continue breathing, carefully. 

If it was going to kill me, I guess I’d be dead already. Like—

The image of Josh’s slack, lifeless face appears before my mind’s eye, and with a rush, the reality of the situation I’m in clears away the remaining fog of sleep. 

Tears pool in my eyes, blurring part of my vision, as memories of what happened resurface unbidden. Everyone coughing, clutching at their throats. The smells of vomit, blood, and other things. The woman slamming into Josh, followed by me pushing her onto a little kid—

I manage to get to my knees and crawl to one of the corners before I start retching. However, despite my stomach’s best efforts, nothing comes out.

Looks like I’m running on empty. How long was I out for?

When my dry-heaving subsides, I slump down against the wall and close my eyes.

I was supposed to pick up the twins... No, they’ll be fine. Their instructors will call mom. Oh god, mom, she’ll go mental.

I ball my hands into fists and open my eyes. 

Wallowing won’t get me anywhere. I’m still alive, there are walls and doors and even a bed here, which means civilization, of some kind. Time to get off my ass and find out what I’m working with.

I take a deliberately shallow breath and push myself up to my feet.

Except I kind of overshoot the mark and land on my hands and knees. 

That was weird.

I get up carefully, feeling strangely light on my feet, and wipe away my tears.

For some reason, only my left cheek is wet. 

I frown and move a hand up to my right eye. My eyelid reflexively flutters close as my fingers approach, but when I press against it, I can immediately tell something is wrong.

My right eye is hard as a rock.

Oh god.

I quickly move to the mirror, almost tripping over my own feet as I adjust to how light my body feels.

I step in front of it, and my mind goes blank.

My right eye is... gone. Or more like, it’s been replaced. Replaced with a perfectly round, smooth, and opaque cyan crystal. 

It’s objectively beautiful, but, well, SO WAS MY FRIGGIN’ EYE! 

Oh god, what the hell is going on here? Am I a subject of, like, alien experiments now?! Wait.

I close my left—my remaining—hazel eye, and—

How the hell am I still looking at my reflection?!

I hold my hand in front of the crystal in my right eye socket and move it closer and then farther away. 

At least it has good resolution. Seems like I could count the grooves on my fingers from an arm’s length away if I wanted to.

Hesitantly, I reach my index finger out to the crystal. It’s smooth, hard, and surprisingly cool to the touch. Also, even with my finger on the surface, its image is still sharp.

How the hell does this thing work? Is there a tiny camera inside? But even if there was, the material isn’t transparent enough to—

[Please state your name,] a slightly robotic, female-sounding voice chimes out of nowhere.

“Mother of god!” I yell as I jump nearly a foot in the air.

[That seems unlikely,] the voice answers. [Your name, please. A first name will suffice.]

“I-I’m Emma.”

[Name registration complete. Please remain calm and pay close attention while I explain your circumstances, Emma.]

I turn on the spot, my eyes darting around the room, as I look for the source of the eerie voice. However, despite my efforts, I can’t get a sense of where it’s coming from as it continues to speak.

[My name is Suri. I’m an artificial intelligence assigned to serve as your Personal Guide System and accompany you through your training.]

“My training? Training in what?” I blurt out.

[Survival. This facility and I were both made by your predecessors, to help those who are void-shifted into this Realm grow strong enough to survive.]

Okay. Okay, I can work with this. 

There are apparently people who’ve managed to survive in this place, even to the point that they were able to build this place and program an AI, and it doesn’t sound like they’re intent on doing weird experiments on me, so not the worst-case scenario.

“Great. One little question, WHERE THE HELL IS MY RIGHT EYE?!”

[Replacing it was a necessary procedure,] Suri chimes. [The Radiation Processing Crystal will help you adapt to this Realm faster, by allowing you to see things you otherwise couldn’t. Moreover, it serves as a transceiver for information I send you.]

I blink. “Hold up, are you saying I’m hearing you through this, eye-crystal?”

[Correct. My voice is directly transmitted to your mind through your optic nerve.]

“I’m pretty sure biology doesn’t work that way, lady.”

[Life in this Realm can be quite harsh,] Suri continues, straight up ignoring me. [Resources to help Trial participants grow stronger are available, but their quantities are limited, so you will have to earn them by doing well in the Trials.]

Trials? I don’t like the sound of that.

“Do you mean my performance is going to be rated to determine, what, whether my survival is worth investing in?” 

[It has been determined that those who cannot even survive the Trials have little chance of making it outside. Providing them with the scarce resources available to boost their precarious odds would, therefore, be counterproductive.]

“Survive the Trials? You have got to be f—”

[I’m sure you have many questions,] Suri chimes, cutting me off. [However, I’m only authorised to answer a limited amount. Therefore, you will have five minutes to ask as much as you like, and I will answer as best I’m allowed.]

My eyes widen. “Wait, what?”

[Starting now, you have five minutes to ask que—]

“No, yeah, I got it—shit, ehm, let me think.”

I take a deep breath, ignoring the slight burn in my lungs, and try to calm down. 

Should I just start asking questions? No, I need to prioritise my topics first. Quality over quantity.

After thinking it over for a few seconds, I realise I just don’t know enough to pick any specific topics. Instead, I resolve to first try and get a better grip on the overall situation, and then ask about the Trials in more detail.

“All right, first question: what is this room I’m in?”

[This is the preparation room for the First Trial, on Trial Track 11. Its purpose is to give you a chance to prepare yourself mentally and physically before you leave through that door and enter the First Trial.]

Wow, okay. So the only exit leads to the First Trial. How’d they get me in here? No, I need to focus on the important, big picture stuff.

“You said we were void-shifted into this Realm; who is responsible for that and why did they bring us here?”

[No-one. The void-shifts are a naturally occurring phenomenon.]

I blink. “Then, how come we landed directly in this facility? I mean, that open space where we landed is part of it, right?” 

[Correct. Hub One was constructed to serve as a landing spot for void-shifts, and no expenses were spared in developing the technology that redirects void-shifts to end up there. Without it, you might have ended up anywhere.]

Hmm. A convenient story.

“Couldn’t they have focused on technology that stops the void-shifts from occurring altogether?” 

[Void-shifts are still barely understood. Without knowing what originates them, it would be very difficult to stop their occurrence.]

But redirecting them from anywhere to a particular spot is, apparently, quite doable. I’m not sure if I believe this. 

Still, I better move on with my questions, because I doubt I’m going to get a more satisfying answer out of Suri on the topic.

“What Realm is this, exactly?”

[The Realm of Crystals.]

Great. Not like I know what that means or anything. “And the Realm I’m from, would be...?”

[The Entropic Realm.]

“Is there,” I swallow. “Is there a way to go back?”

[Attempts so far have proved unsuccessful.]

My shoulders droop. Of course it wasn’t going to be that easy. I mentally shake myself; no time for a pity-party. 

I frown. The Entropic Realm... they named our universe after entropy? That’s something to do with order turning to chaos and the eventual heat-death of the universe, right? Maybe I should be taking notes. 

I reflexively pat my pockets for my cell phone, but it’s gone of course. Actually, my pockets appear to be empty of all their previous contents. Not that I’d have much use for my keys and wallet anyway. Ugh, I’ll just have to trust my memory.

“Okay, ehm, what’s the main difference between our Realms?” 

[The fundamental laws of existence of this Realm are of a higher order.]

“Could you translate that to simple English, please?”

[Many of the laws of physics you are familiar with do not apply here, or work differently, as they are trumped by our Laws of Being.]

My mind goes blank for a moment. That... would explain our phones blowing up, I suppose.

“All right, tell me about the Laws of Being.”

[The First Law is: ‘All are One.’]

“And what does that mean, concretely?” 

[Well, take yourself for example. Back on Earth you considered yourself to be a single entity, ‘you,’ correct?]

“Well, sure, wh—”

[However, you were anything but. You were a complex structure consisting of trillions of cells that made up what ‘you’ considered ‘your body.’ But now that you’re in this Realm, you actually are a single entity. You are One.]

I blink and try to wrap my mind around it. “Are you saying my body is no longer made up of individual cells?” 

[The only individual left is you. Your body is still made up of different sections with different functions, but they are all still One with you.]

That... might explain how I’m hearing through my optic nerve. If she’s telling the truth.

“Ohkaaaay, I’ll take your word for it. What’s the second law? No, wait, how much time do I have left?”

[3 minutes and 21 seconds.]

Shoot. Gotta prioritise.

“All right... What happened in that open space we arrived in? Why was everyone coughing?”

[When you arrived in Hub One, your body was forced to adapt to living off Lavi.]

“Lavi? What’s that?”

[The closest thing to a synonym in your language would be ‘lifeforce.’ In the Entropic Realm, many lifeforms like yourself rely on the intake of oxygen to burn complex carbohydrates formed by photosynthesis for their survival. This Realm, however, contains none of those things. Here, you are One, and to remain alive, you require Lavi, which is produced by some of the native plants, crystals, and creatures. Take a look around you; your new eye should be able to pick up some specks of green. Those specks are Lavi.]

I close my left eye and squint. I hadn’t noticed before, but my crystal eye really does pick up different things. It’s like there’s way more colour here than I had noticed, far more detail on the walls. Also, there are small flecks radiating a greenish light floating in the air. Lots of ’em, in fact.

“Incredible,” I murmur. “That stuff is what’s keeping me alive?” 

[Indeed. Your lungs adapted to take it in from the Aether and managed to resist the Toxic Energy, and thus you were able to survive Hub One.]

Josh’s lifeless eyes flash in front of my mind’s eye, but I quickly push the image away. I have to focus on my own survival, for now.

I frown. “Aether... that’s just, like, an archaic word for air, right?”

[No. Air is a specific mixture of gases present on Earth. Aether is not a mixture; it is Aether. It is nearly everywhere in this Realm, and acts as a medium for energies to pass through.]

Right. I’m probably just gonna keep calling it air.

“So, the burning in my lungs, that’s the Toxic Lavi?” 

[Toxic Energy,] Suri corrects. [Allow me to clarify something: Lavi and Toxic Energy are as different as they are incompatible. Toxic Energy is just one of many forms of energy in this Realm, while Lavi, as the principal component of all life, is in a class of its own. That said, your Radiation Processing Crystal will similarly make Toxic Energy visible to you as purple specks.]

I ignore the urge to look. “How much time do I have left?” 

[2 minutes and 34 seconds.]

Right, better start asking questions about the Trials soon.

“Okay. You said I’m on Trial Track 11. How many Trial Tracks are there, and how many participants?” 

[There are 12 parallel tracks, and at the start of the Trials there were 289 participants.]

My blood runs cold. “Wait, 289? Weren’t there like 3000 people who got portalled with me? Wha-what happened to the rest?” 

[3621, to be precise. The rest perished in Hub One, as they were unable to adapt.]

Holy shit!

I clench my hands into fists and close my eyes for a second. More than 3000 people dead... but not all of them just because they were unable to adapt. How many got trampled like Josh? How many more could have been saved? 

Then again, how safe am I, really?

I open my eyes again. “Suri, you said I’m on Track 11. Is there any significance to the number? Is there some kind of ranking?” 

[No. All tracks are equal.]

I relax a little. 11th out of 12 didn’t exactly sound too great.

[Starting order, however, is determined based on a ranking.] 

I blink. “What position am I starting in?” 

[You are number 19 in your track, number 227 overall.]

My jaw drops. “What the hell? Based on what?!” 

[Viability of survival in the First Trial.]
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“GREAT. JUST, FRIGGIN’ GREAT,” I grumble, rubbing my temple. “Okay, how is that ranking established? Like, what are the parameters?”

[I’m afraid I’m currently not allowed to tell you that. Information about coming Trials is heavily restricted.]

Crap. “Time?”

[1 minute and 38 seconds.]

“Okay, what are you allowed to tell me about the Trials?”

[The scope of your question is too large. Would you like general information, or information specific to the First Trial?]

“The latter.”

[I can tell you it has to do with breathing and Toxic Energy.]

“The same Toxic Energy that killed people in Hub One?”

[There is only One kind of Toxic Energy.]

I blink. “Huh. Does it all come from the same source, then?”

[The Toxic Energy in the Aether is produced by many different creatures and beings, yet it is all the same. Well, in some cases it is given a Purpose, which influences how it affects you, but that’s currently not relevant.]

I open my mouth to continue my line of questioning regardless but stop myself. If Suri says it’s not relevant, I should probably trust her on that.

In fact, perhaps I’m focusing on the wrong bit. She said breathing and Toxic Energy. I skipped over the first bit initially, but it sounds like Toxic Energy is something external I have no control over. 

Breathing on the other hand...

“Suri, can you give me tips on how to breathe better?”

[Oh?] Suri chimes with an inflection that suggests interest. That’s new. [Well, like I said before, Aether has very different properties from air. For one, it is far more compressible.]

I frown. “Okay? How does that affect my breathing?” 

[It might be easier if I show you. Start by breathing in.]

I open my mouth, and start to inhale, ignoring the tickle in my throat.

[Keep going.]

I keep going, and, to my surprise, the inflow remains steady. It’s like my lungs have no maximum capacity.

Are the laws of physics as I know them truly useless here?

Lost in wonder and amazement, I keep inhaling. Then the burn kicks in. 

Shit, Toxic Energy!

I finally stop inhaling and close my mouth. The skin on my chest is taut and swollen like I’m a well-pumped tire. And my lungs... are on fire. 

I try with all my might to stave off the inevitable, but all too soon I lose control and cough with the force of a jet engine.

I’m launched backwards and lifted off my feet, as a spray of blood and lung tissue hits the mirror in front of me. My head hits the wall behind me with a resounding crack. 

Once again, I black out.

***
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When I come to there’s the distinct tang of copper in my mouth, but no pain.

I open my eyes a sliver. Well, my eye and my eye-crystal, I suppose. 

“I’m... still alive?” I mumble.

[Quite. Though it was a close call. Your breathing halted for some time, which caused your Lavi to nearly reach zero. You would be dead if it weren’t for the Crystal of Lavi, which supplemented your Lavi in-flows, and the Crystal of Restoration, which helped you recover from your internal wounds.]

I look up at the crystals in the ceiling. I thought they were only light fixtures, but now that Suri mentions it... among the various crystals in the ceiling, there are two that stand out as they are larger and brighter. I close my left eye, and with my right eye-crystal, I can see thin beams of Lavi coming off the green one. The other one is pink and gives off similarly pink rays of energy. That should be the Crystal of Restoration. 

“Lucky?” I grumble. “I nearly died just because I took a deep breath!”

And all I did was follow her instructions. Wait a minute... was that on purpose?!

I sit up, incensed. “What the hell, Suri, were you trying to get me killed?!” 

[Killing you is not my goal,] Suri chimes. [Otherwise, you wouldn’t be alive.]

I suppress the shudder that threatens to run through me at the coldness of that statement. “Then what is your goal, exactly?”

[At your current level of information privileges, that is classified.]

Damnit.

“Guess my five minutes are up, huh?” I ask sullenly.

[Quite.]

I cock my head to the side. “That was also a question though, and you answered,” I point out. 

[Basic questions of a practical nature will still be answered, but things like information about Trials and the nature of this Realm will have to wait until your next five minutes.]

I perk up. “And when will I get those?”

[After the First Trial. Granted you make it through.]

I mull this over for a bit. “Would asking you to continue your explanation on breathing in this Realm constitute a basic, practical question?” 

[Definitely not.]

Double damnit.

“How about this, then: You said my Lavi ‘nearly reached zero.’ Does that mean you are keeping track, numerically?”

[I constantly monitor the contents of your Lavi Pool, among other things. If you wish to observe the stats your current level of information privileges allow you to see, just say ‘Open Status Window.’]

“Ehm, open Status Window?”

A transparent window pops up in my view, like an augmented-reality application. 

[image: It’s a status window, that states my name as Emma, my level as 1 and my ‘information privileges’ as ‘Hub One.’ Next to the basic information, it has a list of stats. My Lavi is 19 out of 31 ‘O’, my strength is 7, agility 8, toughness 12, mental fortitude 11 and willpower 12. Finally, there is a mostly empty list of tolerances, stating that my Toxic Tolerance is 2.3%.]



“Wow, you weren’t kidding. It’s like a video game up in here.”

I try closing my eyes one by one. As I thought, the window is a function of my eye-crystal and disappears when I close it.

“All right, so I’ve got Lavi, which is like a health bar,” I mutter mostly to myself. “What does that capital O behind it mean?”

[It’s short for ‘Onkh,’ which is a unit of energy commonly used in this Realm. Even though different types of energy do very different things, they still share a common origin, which is why we can measure them in the same unit.]

“I see. Then there’s... Strength, Toughness, and Agility?

[Indeed. Strength is your ability to apply physical force, Toughness an index of how difficult your flesh is to deform, and Agility is a measure of the speed and precision of your movements. An average human female who has just arrived scores around 8 on Strength and Toughness, 10 on Agility.]

At least Suri provides quite thorough answers to my basic questions.

“Guess I should’ve hit the gym more,” I mumble. 

[Indeed. However, your Agility is relatively high. Could you tell me why?]

I purse my lips. “Well, I used to be a gymnast, so I guess it’s because I’ve got pretty good control over my body?”

[I see. That would explain, yes.]

Huh, that’s the first time Suri asked me a question... is she collecting data? Well, since she’s supposed to be helping me, I guess it’s a good thing for her to show an interest in me.

“Anyway, are those stats like averages for all of my muscles? What about those guys who only train upper body strength? You know, the ones with the skinny legs?”

[These stats are accurate measurements of your physical and mental abilities. Since you are One, they apply to you as a whole.]

“Okay. Am I correct in assuming my stats can be raised?”

[You are.]

That’s awesome!

“How?” I ask eagerly. “Like, do I need to train all my muscles evenly in order to raise my Strength?”

[A question like this is a bit of a grey area,] Suri chimes. [Hmm. Very well. Considering your five minutes were cut short earlier, I will answer a few questions like this.]

Sounds like Suri has more leeway to decide these kinds of things than I would have expected. I better stay on her good side.

[Put simply, the way to raise your Strength is to repeatedly push your body beyond its limits.]

Huh. Interesting.

“And what kind of Strength would I be able to achieve by doing that?” 

[For a human of your size, I would think the upper limit of Strength you might achieve would be around 30.]

Oh wow, and I’m only at 7 right now? 

“Does that mean I’d be around four times as strong as I am now if I reach that upper limit?” 

[Oh, no. You would be far stronger than that. The ability to apply force grows exponentially with increased Strength, not linearly. An increase of five points of Strength will approximately double one's ability to apply physical force.] 

Holy crap! My eyes widen and I let out a low whistle.

“What about, ehm, Toughness and Agility?” 

[I would expect your theoretical upper limit for those stats to lie around 30 as well.]

“Right. And what are the true limits; is there a cap on these stats?”

[Perhaps. Though it seems unlikely in the case of Strength; larger creatures are generally stronger. An Agility of much more than 50 doesn’t seem to really occur, but Toughness is the only stat that’s thought to have a true cap at 100.] 

I frown. “Why only that one?”

[Because it is the only stat that is purely qualitative.]

“Really? What about the mental stats; what were they again?”

[There’s Mental Fortitude—abbreviated MF—which is a measure of how well your mind can intrinsically resist outside influence, and Willpower, which is a measure of your perseverance, your ability to keep going when things get tough. They average around 10 for newly arrived humans.]

“And what are their limits?”

[No reasonable existence would have mental stats over 30. For a human, 20 seems about the achievable limit.]

“What about an unreasonable existence, then?” 

[At your current level of information privileges, that information is classified.]

Ah. There it is. Well, I wouldn’t really know what else to ask about this right now anyway.

“Got a more practical question for you, then: is there a toilet here?”
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IN LIEU OF AN ANSWER, I hear a click, and a hidden door swings open next to the mirror—which is still covered in blood and gore. Behind it, I find a simple bathroom with a sink and a toilet with a bidet.

Walking over, I am reminded that I still feel much lighter. Did my Strength go up somehow after I left Hub One? Doesn’t seem likely, since Suri said 8 was average.

“Suri, can you tell me why I’ve felt so much lighter ever since I woke up in here?”

[At your current level of information privileges, that is classified.]

Damn. I figured that was pushing it a little.

I first turn on the tap in the sink. 

Looks like water all right. 

However, when I stick my hand in the stream, I find it behaves... weirdly. It’s heavier than I expected, and it clings to my hand more than I’d expect.

I move to take a sip, then hesitate for a moment. “Is this safe to drink?” 

[Yes.]

Good enough. I cup my hands beneath the faucet and gulp it down, only now realising how thirsty I was. The water clings to the insides of my throat a little, but ultimately goes down. 

Weird.

After taking care of business, I flop down on the bed.

My head slams into the mattress with a loud crack. 

What the hell? Is this thing made of wood?!

Swearing under my breath, I try to get comfortable. 

Sheesh. If I brought this pillow to a pillow-fight, people would straight up die.

Even the fur bedding is hard, and its hairs poke me like needles. 

Is there nothing soft in this Realm beside me?

With a sigh I stop shifting, trying to accept in my heart that I will likely never be comfortable, probably ever again.

Since finding a comfortable position is out, I sit up and grab the backpack. Inside, I find a bag of Doritos, some cup noodles, a can of Mountain Dew and a couple of bottles of water. My wallet and keys are nowhere to be found.

“Suri, what’s up with this backpack?” 

[Is it not yours? Oh well, I’m sure it’ll come in handy.]

I blink. Maybe they found it near me? Or whoever brought me here threw in a random backpack. The contents do suggest this belonged to a con-goer.

I grab a bottle of water from my new backpack and inspect it. The seal is intact, so this should be genuine water from Earth. I unscrew the cap and take a sip. The water inside clings in my throat the same way the stuff from the tap did.

Interesting. Perhaps water just behaves differently in this dimension, no matter the origin?

A rumble in my stomach informs me that my body at least feels good enough to consider eating again. “Hey Suri, is there any real food here as well?” 

[Food will be provided upon your request. Would you like some now?]

I shake my head. “No, that’s okay. Maybe later.”

With my immediate surroundings explored and needs taken care off, my brain inevitably turns to analysing my situation.

Okay, so this facility was—supposedly—built to help new arrivals learn how to survive. 

I frown. It’s not off to a great start, all things considered. I can understand not being able to help people adapt to taking in Lavi instead of oxygen, but what asshole decided to plant knives in the landing zone?

I sigh. There’s weird shit going on here, but I can’t really do anything but play along and keep my wits about me. Which means I need to start using this room for its intended purpose. Preparation. 

“Suri, how long am I allowed to stay in this room?”

[In keeping with the time you are familiar with, the duration of your stay here is limited to be nearly one ‘day,’ or 23 hours and 50 minutes, to be exact. 18 hours, 32 minutes, and 13 seconds remain. But participants rarely stay here that long, as there’s not much to do.] 

I must’ve been unconscious for longer than I thought. Also, free food, a toilet, no risk of death as long as I don’t breathe too deeply... I wouldn’t mind staying here for a while longer, despite the uncomfortable furniture. 

For a while I just lie there in silence, thinking over what I’ve learned and pondering what I could do to prepare.

[You are an odd human,] Suri chimes unprompted.

“Gee, thanks. Why do you say that?”

[Most females cry shortly after realizing their eye has been replaced; though they ultimately always understand it was for the best. Actually, quite a few of the males cry as well. You seem oddly calm.]

I shrug. “What can I say? I’m a pessimist. It’s easier to roll with the punches if you assume life is out to get you. Life’s bound to give you lemons, so eat those suckers like a champ and at least you won’t die of scurvies.”

[You humans have the strangest sayings.]

I grin. “I’ve always thought so too. Let’s just say I’ve been through my share of shit. It numbs you.”

It also taught me that setbacks can make you stronger, and that you’ve only lost when you’ve given up. Though I must admit that finding out there’s no known way to get back to Earth, was enough to shake that conviction.

My stomach knots at the unbidden thought of the twins. They’re turning thirteen in a month. I promised to teach her how to do her make-up, and I was going to help him build his own Millennium Falcon model from cardboard... Am I ever going to get to do those things? 

My eyes widen as another chilling possibility rears its head. My god, that portal... it felt like it only took a second, but considering relativity, how much time actually passed on Earth during that second?!

I clench my jaws and inhale deeply, telling myself the burning inside my nose is just from the Toxic Energy in the air. No, I’m not going down that road. It’s not hopeless.

The portal can’t have been the kind of wormhole whose existence scientists speculate about; for one, I’m pretty sure those wouldn’t lead to another Realm, where the laws of physics don’t apply. I have to assume no more time has passed than I experienced, and that not everyone I know and love has already long turned to dust.

If there’s a way to get here, there’s a way to get back, I just need to find it. And I’m not going to do that by giving up on looking for it.

I have a sneaking suspicion it’s going to be a long road to get there, however. So the question becomes, what should my first step be?

I frown. “Hey, Suri, just hypothetically, what would happen if I tried to stay in this room for longer than the afforded twenty-four hours?” 

[23 hours and 50 minutes,] Suri corrects. [And you would receive a final warning 10 minutes before your time ran out. If you still were to fail to enter the Trial at that time, the room would be sterilised in preparation for the next participant, just as it would’ve been if you had started the Trial.] 

I shoot upright, all thoughts of leisure time forgotten. 

Sterilised? Is she implying I will be outright killed if I don’t enter the Trial? Survival training my ass, this is a death camp! The nerve of these assholes.

My jaw clenches and my forehead throbs with anger, but I suppress it. I am quite confident that throwing a fit isn’t going to get me anywhere. Especially if the people running the place are indeed monitoring me. Imagine they decide to... ‘disqualify’ me.

I have eighteen hours to prepare for the first deadly Trial. 

“Say, Suri, if I ask how many people make it through the First Trial...”

[At your current level of information privileges, that is classified.]

“Yeah, I figured you might say that.” 

I start taking a deep breath but stop myself just in time. I’ll have to bite the bullet and start practising how to breathe deeply without killing myself, I suppose, but that doesn’t sound like something that’ll keep me occupied for eighteen hours. What else can I do?

My eyes widen. The wheels in my head start turning.

“Suri, what was my Toxic Energy Tolerance when I got to this Realm?”

[At your current lev—]

“Got it. Just say ‘That’s classified’ from now on, please. I don’t need the whole spiel every time.”

[Very well. That’s classified.]

“Right. Anyway, earlier you said my lungs adapted in Hub One, so I’m just going to assume part of that involved improving my Toxic Energy Tolerance.”

I get up from the bed and sit down in a lotus position in the centre of the room. 

I’m a little scared to begin, but I’d be an idiot not to make use of the opportunity to practise while bathing in the radiation of a Crystal of Lavi and a Crystal of Restoration.

I take a deep breath. Not too deep, a controlled depth. I hold it for a little while, feeling the burn in my lungs before I release it. 

All right, I can do this.

I breathe in again, a little deeper.

I soon lose track of time and end up breathing for more than half an hour, before my stomach’s rumbling rouses me. 

“Open status window,” I croak with a dry throat. 

[image: This time, the status window indicates that my Lavi Pool is full at 31 out of 31 Onkh, and my Toxic Energy Tolerance has been raised from 2.3 to 2.9%. Other than that, nothing has changed.]



Let’s see, my Lavi Pool is full again, which I guess means all the damage from earlier has been restored, and—yes, my Toxic Energy Tolerance grew to 2.9%! Wow, it even specifies that it’s a 0.6% increase.

Perhaps I’m going to live after all.
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CHAPTER 6

[image: image]


Don’t you know that you’re toxic?

––––––––
[image: image]


I GET UP, drink some water from the sink, and ask Suri about the promised food. In lieu of an answer, I hear a rumbling as some stuff falls through a chute into an alcove in one of the walls.

On closer inspection, I still don’t recognise any of it. It’s a mixture of pale nuts the size of jawbreakers and a kind of fruit resembling a raspberry, except larger and pink. 

“What are these?”

[If you wish to know more about something, you can request information by saying: ‘Appraise.’]

“Really? Cool! Appraise.”

Two windows pop up in my vision.

[image: The first one describes the jicca nut as a consumable that is ‘in stock.’ The description reads: A nut from the jicca tree, quite suitable for human consumption due to its softness. Liked for its nutrition, loved for its flavour, it’s a relatively slow burn Lavi supplement, that’s become a staple in affordable meals. Below that, it is stated to have a toughness of 7, and to provide a Lavi supplement of 1.5 Onkh per minute for eight hours per portion.]



[image: The second window similarly describes the birberry as a consumable that is in stock. Its description reads: The berry from the birbush. This sour snack contains little Lavi but is still widely used for its intense flavour. It is quite refreshing, though it takes many berries to obtain a meaningful amount of Hydrum. Below that, it is stated to have a toughness of 5, and to provide a Lavi supplement of 1.5 Onkh per minute for eight hours per portion.]



“Quite suitable for human consumption, huh? Great. Real comforting. Are you sure I’m not going to die in some obscure way from eating them? Like, my brain fries because I have too little ‘flavour tolerance’?”

[That’s classified,] Suri chimes, sounding almost amused.

Of course it is.

“Fine. How much is a portion, approximately?”

[About a large handful.]

Sounds fair enough. 

“And let me take a guess, Hydrum is just another word for water?”

[Well, it is a very close analogue, which is one of the reasons you were able to adapt at all. Most lifeforms in this Realm are Hydrum-based.]

I’ll just take that as a yes.

I try one of the jicca nuts and nearly shatter a molar. 

“Good god, why is everything so hard in this Realm? I thought this nut was supposed to be soft!”

[It’s because your Toughness stat is low. The jicca nut has a Toughness of about 7, making it relatively very soft.]

Huh, that wasn’t classified apparently. I guess nuts are also One in this Realm, since they can have a Toughness stat.

I quietly eat on the bed. The nuts are tough, but the flavour is quite nice, hearty. The skin of the berries has the texture of rubber—thankfully not the flavour—but once I’ve chewed my way through, they are definitely... ‘refreshing.’

“Not sure about flavour tolerance, but I’m positively developing acid tolerance here,” I grumble, my face involuntarily pinched from the sour berries.

[At least you won’t get scurvy.]

I snort. “Touché.”

A thought strikes me. 

“Hey, Suri, could I survive without food in this Realm? I mean, I’m taking in most of my Lavi from the air, right?”

[You could subsist on Lavi for a long time, but you would ultimately still require food. You consist of matter powered by Lavi, and humans have a tendency to lose bits of matter in all sorts of manners.]

“I see.” Is it just me, or did that sound really ominous?

[If you are ready to start the Trial, just walk up to the door, and say: ‘Begin Trial,’] Suri chimes when I’m just about finished with my meal.

Ignoring her, I once again take a seat in the centre of the room and start focusing on breathing. 

Only now do I realise how much my breathing pattern has changed over the last half hour. My breaths come far deeper and slower than they used to. 

Intrigued, I try not to control the process, but instead listen to what my body’s telling me, the subtle feeling that suggests I need to refresh the air inside my lungs. The burn from the Toxic Energy obfuscates the signal a little, but if I concentrate, I can still make it out.

As I focus on my breathing, I slowly slip into a trance. 

***
[image: image]


When my trance finally breaks, Suri informs me that roughly six hours have passed. However, my mind is occupied by the pop-up notification unexpectedly hovering in my vision.

[image: It says I have obtained the skills Respiration and Meditation, both at level 1.]



What? Is this for real?

I get up and stretch, curiously watching how the transparent floating window follows my movements.

“Suri, what is this?”

That counts as a practical question, right? Pretty please?

[Congratulations, you have unlocked the ‘Skill System.’ For more information, take a look at your Status Window.]

Frig yeah! It’s high time I checked my Toxic Tolerance anyway. It should have gone up again; I definitely feel a little less burning when I breathe. At least, I think I do. 

“Open Status Window!”

[image: The status window shows that my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 2.9 to 7.1%. Other than that, my Lavi Pool seems to have grown from 31 to 32 Onkh. Below the stats section, a new section has been added listing my skills and some basic info. Respiration is listed as a level 1 Skill that facilitates an absorption of Lavi from the Aether at a rate of 8 Onkh per minute, and furthermore, has my lung capacity listed as meagre. Meditation is listed as a level 1 Skill that facilitates a reduction of my resting Lavi consumption of 1 Onkh per minute, and can provide a minor numbing of my senses.]



First, I look at my brand-new Skill List.

Meagre lung capacity? They call this meagre?! I’m already breathing what feels like twice as deep as would have been possible on Earth... Guess there must a lot of room to grow, still.

Meditation seems less useful at first glance, but it seems like it could help me restore my Lavi faster at least.

As for my Toxic Energy Tolerance... 7.1%, not bad!

It seems the growth of my Toxic Tolerance is slowing down, but I kind of expected that. 

What I didn’t expect, was for my Lavi Pool to increase as well. Did I stretch my body’s capacity by taking in more Lavi than I needed for a while? In that case, Meditation might be a more valuable Skill than I thought.

“Suri, how much time left?”

[11 hours, 41 minutes, and 57 seconds.]

Good. Plenty of time to continue raising my Toxic Energy Tolerance.

I’m going to ace this First Trial; I even got a breath-related Skill!

I happily sit down again.

***
[image: image]


When Suri’s voice finally breaks my trance, I feel rather disoriented. 

[Warning: your time in the preparation room is nearly up. The room will be fully sterilised in 600 seconds.]

What? Already? That was one deep trance...

My vision swims a little, and a blurry notification window slowly comes into view.

[image: It reads: Toxic Tolerance reached the 10% milestone. Low levels of Toxic Energy no longer harm the body. Current Tolerance Limit: 1.4 Onkh. Effects of higher levels of Toxic Energy will be slightly reduced.]



Awesome. I guess Toxic Energy is also measured in Onkh. Is 1.4 a lot? Not compared to my Lavi Pool, I guess, but since it’s a different kind of energy, I can’t be sure how it measures up.

I get to my feet.

My vision swims again. Man, I don’t feel too good. Guess sitting still for thirteen hours straight will do that to ya. 

I hurriedly make my final preparations, such as visiting the ladies’ room, eating some jicca nuts and birberries, and stuffing some more of them in my backpack as rations. 

I really wish I had asked Suri to wake me a little earlier; I’m actually a little nauseous, though it’s probably just nerves. 

I’m not getting sick, am I? Do they even have micro-organisms keyed to humans here? It seems unlikely. On the other hand, if the universe hates me like I suspect, this would be the perfect time for it to mess with me.

Cold sweat forms on my back as I take my position in front of the door. 

All right. Here goes nothing. Don’t be a baby, Emma, you’re going to be fine.

[180 seconds left.]

Oh god oh god oh god, I‘m going to die.

“Begin... hurk... Trial.”

The door rumbles open and a wave of sickly-sweet air flows in. In front of me lies a cave that somehow contains a garden. A wide variety of plants—interspersed with knifegrass—line both sides of a beaten earth path that stretches out in front of me as far as I can see. 

What catches my eye, however, is a flower roughly the size—if not the shape—of a sunflower, with an ominous purple glow. 

Well, that’s not ominous at all...

I take a deep breath as I step through the door and I feel it harshly burn my lungs. 

Oof. That tastes like a ton of Toxic Energy. Good thing I built up my tolerance.

Two pop-up windows appear in my view.

[image: The first one reads: Welcome to the First Trial. Your goal is to traverse the Toxic Moonshade Garden and reach the door on the other side. Try not to breathe in too much Toxic Energy. Good luck! Information privileges have been updated. Toxic Energy Tracker and Tolerance Limit have been added to the rightmost column of the status window. Unlocked 'Status Effects.']



[image: The second one is somehow even worse. It reads: Warning! Status Effect 'Toxic Energy Poisoning' has been added to the Status Window. The Toxic Energy in your body has built up beyond your Tolerance Limit, causing a weakened state and increased Lavi consumption. Amount of Toxic Energy currently in the body: 5.8 Onkh. Tolerance Limit: 1.4 Onkh. Lavi consumption increased by: 8 Onkh per minute. Current net Lavi intake: minus 3 Onkh per minute. Stats are reduced due to the weakened state of your body. Other symptoms may include: Nausea, Tremors, Dizzy spells, Fainting, and Death.]



The door slams shut behind me.
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CHAPTER 7

[image: image]


Over the limit

––––––––
[image: image]


“SURI?” I CALL OUT in panic.

[Yes?]

“What’s happening?”

[You are suffering the effects of Toxic Energy Poisoning,] Suri explains very helpfully.

“I’m aware of that! Is that why I’m feeling sick?” 

[Seems likely.]

“Then couldn’t you have told me sooner?!”

[Information about Status Effects is classified prior to the start of the First Trial.]

“Okay, but—ugh! How can my net Lavi intake be minus three all of a sudden?”

[Well, your net Lavi intake is the sum of all Lavi in and outflows.]

A window pops up in front of me. 

[image: It’s titled the Lavi Flows Window, and it lists my Lavi inflows, outflows, and net intake. My inflows are listed as 8.5 Onkh per minute absorbed from Aether and 1.5 absorbed from my stomach contents, for a total of 10 Onkh per minute. My outflows are listed as a Resting Lavi Consumption of 5 Onkh per minute and a Toxic Energy Lavi Consumption of 8, for a total of 13 Onkh per minute. Altogether, this results in a net Lavi intake of minus 3 Onkh per minute.]



[There’s a Crystal of Lavi in the preparation room, which supplemented your Lavi intake by roughly 5 Onkh per minute. Meanwhile, the meditative state you were in likely prevented you from noticing the effects of the Toxic Energy building up sooner.]

The blood drains from my face as I check the numbers. 

What the hell was I thinking, treating this like a game? Let’s go breathe in as much Toxic Energy as I can for hours, that’ll help!

“Open Status Window!”

[image: The status window shows that the size of my Lavi Pool grew from 32 to 34, but is only filled up to 32 Onkh. Furthermore, it confirms that my Toxic Tolerance increased from 7.1 to 10.3%, and in the Skills section, it shows that my absorption of Lavi from Aether with Respiration increased from 8 to 8.5 Onkh per minute, and the reduction in my resting Lavi consumption with Meditation increased from 1 to 1.5 Onkh per minute. Finally, there are two new sections. The first contains the aforementioned Toxic Energy Tracker and Tolerance Limit, which confirm that there’s 5.8 Onkh of Energy in my body, far over my limit of 1.4. The second lists Toxic Energy Poisoning as a status effect. It specifies that the effect is caused by 4.4 Onkh, affects my Lavi at minus 8 Onkh per minute, and reduces my Strength and Agility. Finally, the stats section shows me my Strength is indeed temporarily reduced from 7 to 4, and my Agility from 12 to 7. ]




There’s the tracker for my Toxic Energy. It reads 5.8 over 1.4 Onkh. Down at the Status Effect, it says 4.4. 

As in 4.4 Onkh over my Tolerance Limit? 

And the effect is -8 Onkh of Lavi per minute!

“Why didn’t you warn me?!” I yell.

[In my defence, this is a rather unusual situation,] Suri chimes, sounding rather unapologetic. [Under normal circumstances, the trace Toxic Energy present in the preparation room isn’t enough to cause poisoning, which is why tracking of Toxic Energy doesn’t start until after the participant enters the First Trial.]

So it’s my fault for being weird, is what you’re saying?!

“What do I do now?” I ask, half expecting to hear ‘die.’

[I’m afraid I’m not allowed to give hints. Of course, standing around won’t get you anywhere.]

I blink. That sounded suspiciously like a hint... Maybe the Trial is short enough that I can make it to the other side and get to another Lavi Crystal!

I take off like a rocket.

Well, an early rocket, perhaps, because my launch is a failure. My legs don’t listen very well, so I trip over my feet and smack into the ridiculously hard ground. 

I get up, still in a daze. 

Is this the effect of my lowered Agility? Damn.

Trying to keep my stomach’s contents in check, I start hurrying along the beaten earth path as fast as I dare. 

I keep my eyes on the ground as I go, only occasionally daring to glance at my still open Status Window to see how much Lavi I have left.

After a minute or so of this, Suri closes the Status Window and adds a Status Bar to the top right corner of my vision instead.

[image: It’s a relatively simple, stylised thing, not unlike what I’d expect in a game. It hovers in the upper-right corner of my vision and features an image of a long, cyan crystal imposed over a grey hexagon, that stretches out to the right to display my current Lavi Pool as a cyan bar, with number superimposed on it that read 30 out of 34. ]



“Thank you,” I say, strangely touched by the attentive action.

[It’s the least I can do,] Suri chimes, with an odd note of melancholy to her voice.

Time crawls by as I traverse the enchanting and deadly landscape. The large purple flowers—which I presume to be the Moonshade this garden was named after—are planted about every thirty feet along the way. That’s clearly deliberate. 

They truly are beautiful though. The stems are as long my arm, and the head-sized flowers consist of six, fluorescent-pink petals dotted in blue, surrounding a magenta-glowing centre. 

If only they weren’t killing me.

Still nothing. How long have I been walking, two minutes? It feels like forever.

I check my Status Bar. 

[image: It reads 23 out of 34. ]




“Suri... am I going to make it?”

[I’m afraid not,] Suri chimes, sounding almost apologetic. [At least, not at your current rate of travel.]

Well, shit. My pace has slowed to a trudge by now, but my aching muscles simply can’t handle more than this.

I consider it for the first time. To just give up. To lie down. Perhaps it would relieve some of the nausea, the sweating, and the pounding in my head.

The idea is becoming quite alluring actually. No more worries. No more sadness about probably never seeing my family again. No more pain.

My tread falters. 

Maybe I’ll just lie down in that patch of grass beside the path over there. No, wait, that’s knifegrass. Anything but that. I don’t need more pain.

Pain... Something stirs in the back of my mind.

The Meditation Skill could probably bring me some relief, numb my sensations a bit and make my passing a little easier.

But it can also...

Reduce my resting Lavi consumption by 1.5 Onkh per minute! 

I pick up the pace again as my heartbeat accelerates. 

Is there still hope? Is it even possible to Meditate while walking?

I grit my teeth; there has to be a way. Now that I see a chance to survive again, I find I’m not at all ready or willing to give up.

“Suri, you have some form of access to my mind, right?”

[That’s classified. Why do you ask?]

That wasn’t a no!

“I figure my only chance to make it to the end of this Trial is to Meditate while walking, but I don’t think I’ll be able to figure out how to do that in the time I have left. So, I’m going to need your help.”

[I see. An inventive plan. And what makes you think I would be able to help you achieve such a thing?]

“Suri... you’re literally my only hope. Please?”

[Mmm. You do intrigue me. And I suppose it can be considered a loophole to the rules. Very well. You’ll have to pardon my intrusion, then.]

Oh, thank god!

I feel a prickling behind my right ‘eye,’ like something cold is crawling up my optic nerve. I suppress the instinctive urge to somehow resist the invasion.

Slowly, as I trudge along, I slip into a trance.

***
[image: image]


A rush of cold wakes me. 

I realise I’m underwater and I struggle to find my bearings in the heavy, viscous liquid. Rising to my knees, I break the surface and take in a deep breath, remembering just in time to stop. 

I find myself in a well-lit pool of water—or ‘Hydrum,’ I guess—surrounded by white sand and things that might pass for a parody of palm trees. The light is coming off a collection of brightly shining crystals in the ceiling.

There’s a pop-up window floating in front of me. 

[image: It reads: Welcome to the Purifying Oasis. You’ve reached the centre of the Moonshade Garden. Stay here a while if you need to recover.]



Purifying? I like the sound of that!

I weakly crawl out onto the warm sand. The Status Bar in the corner of my eye is flashing. 

[image: It reads 1 out of 34. ]



“Oh god, Suri, please open that, that Lavi window!”

[Do you mean the Lavi Flows Window?] 

“Yes, that!”

[image: The window lists my inflows as 8.5 Onkh per minute from Aether, 1.5 from my stomach contents, and 5 supplied by a nearby Lavi Crystal, for a total of 15 Onkh per minute. My outflows are listed as a Resting Lavi Consumption of 5 Onkh per minute and a Toxic Energy Lavi Consumption of 9, for a total of 14 Onkh per minute. Altogether, this results in a net Lavi intake of 1 Onkh per minute. ]




“Hah... A Lavi Crystal. There’s a Lavi Crystal here. I made it.” I flop down onto the sand. 

[Yes, you did well. Now rest and detoxify. You took in even more Toxic Energy along the way. Eat something first though, or you might still die.]

My fingers are shaking and feel kinda numb. My limbs in general feel heavy and cold, and black spots are swimming in my vision. So this is what having 1 Onkh of Lavi in my system feels like.

I drag myself upright so I can fish in my bag for some food. It’s never taken this much effort to move before, and I feel distinctly lightheaded, but I can’t afford to faint right now.

I bite down on a jicca nut, but fail to make even a dent in it. Shit, I guess my Strength is too low...

I eye the Doritos speculatively, but decide to hold off on opening the bag. I doubt it contains any Lavi, after all.

With a sigh, I opt for a handful of birberries instead. Their sourness makes me pull a face, but it also clears my head a little. 

I crack open the can of Mountain Dew to wash it down. It tastes kind of weird, not like how it did on Earth. Well, I’m sure it won’t poison me any worse than the air here already has.

Finished with my improvised meal, I lie down in the warm sand and pass out.
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CHAPTER 8

[image: image]


Once bitten, twice an idiot

––––––––
[image: image]


I WAKE UP HUNGRY and thirsty, but thankfully alive. 

Though that’s kind of a given, if you wake up at all.

Anyway, first things first. I sit up and grab some food and water. I feel like I should be able to handle the jicca nuts again.

“Open Status Window.”

[image: The good news is that my Lavi Pool is full, my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 10.3 to 11.4% and my Tolerance limit from 1.4 to 1.6. However, at 3.5 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m still 1.9 Onkh over my limit, which eats away 3.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 7 to 6 and my Agility from 12 to 10. ]



“All right... Open Lavi Flows Window.”

[image: The window still lists my inflows as 8.5 Onkh per minute from Aether, 1.5 from my stomach contents, and 5 supplied by a nearby Lavi Crystal, for a total of 15 Onkh per minute. My outflows are listed as a Resting Lavi Consumption of 5 Onkh per minute and a Toxic Energy Lavi Consumption of 3.5, for a total of 8.5 Onkh per minute. Altogether, this results in a net Lavi intake of 6.5 Onkh per minute. ]



“Not too shabby. Suri, how long was I asleep?”

[45 minutes and 37 seconds.]

“That short?” I ask in surprise. “And how much Toxic Energy did I get rid of in that time?”

[Your body managed to remove 5.1 Onkh of Toxic Energy.]

“Wow. Does that mean this oasis has some kind of effect that removes Toxic Energy, or am I just that awesome?”

[There is a Crystal of Purification right above you, so I’m afraid you are not, in fact, that awesome.]

Well gee, Suri, way to spare my feelings.

I close my left eye and look up at the ceiling. I quickly spot two head-sized crystals moulded into the arched stone: a Crystal of Lavi that radiates streams of green Lavi, and what must be the Crystal of Purification, giving off pure white energy. 

Well, judging by my in and outflows and Toxic Energy Tolerance, if I just spend a little more time here, I should be able to leave the oasis and survive till the end of the Trial. 

But this oasis is really something. Actually...

I get up and walk a few steps from the oasis until I can feel Toxic Energy start to burn my lungs again.

I take a deep breath and suppress a cough. 

“Suri, how much time do I have to finish this Trial?”

[23 hours and 50 minutes total, of which 20 hours, 31 minutes and 3 seconds remain.]

“Sweet.” 

I sit down. The beaten earth path is hard and uncomfortable.

I take another deep breath.

[What are you doing?]

“Grinding.”

[Ah, you’re one of those. There seem to be relatively many of you in this batch.]

That doesn’t surprise me at all.

“Anyway, specifically, I’m going to improve my Toxic Energy Tolerance.”

[You’re persisting in this strategy, even after what happened last time?]

“I’m a little slow on the uptake sometimes,” I joke. “Look, I don’t know what the next Trials will hold for me, but I have a sneaking suspicion this isn’t the last time I’ll have to deal with Toxic Energy. I feel like I should grab every advantage I can get, and here I have air rich in Toxic Energy, and a lovely oasis to help me Purify my body. I might not get an opportunity like this again for a while, if ever.”

[Even though you’ll get sick again? Even though your lungs will burn and your stomach will roil?]

“In the words of the famously wise—if grossly misconstrued—Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.’ ”

[Curious. Well, by all means, go ahead. I’ll be interested to see how far you’ll get.]

As am I, Suri. As am I.

I glance at the display of Lavi in my eye-crystal’s vision. As much as I hate the burn, I’d better not Meditate this time, or Death could sneak up on me without me ever noticing. 

I take another deep breath.

***
[image: image]


Grinding for Toxic Energy Tolerance without Meditation has upsides and downsides. The air here is practically saturated with Toxic Energy and every breath I take consequently hurts like hell, to the point that thoughts of giving up constantly plague my mind. Somehow, I manage to hold on. Probably because whenever I’m about to quit, I see my Toxic Energy Tolerance tick up.

The upside to not using Meditation is that I can focus on Respiration.

I originally got the Skill by following my instincts and listening to my body, however... that gets really boring really fast when you’re actively paying attention to it, so I decide to experiment a little instead. It’s become clear that taking deeper breaths improves my Lavi intake—and that makes sense to me—but I’m not sure how the rhythm ties in. Logically speaking, breathing faster should result in a greater intake, yet my body keeps telling me to slow down. 

So I start taking measured breaths, trying to keep them all equally deep, at different speeds, all the while watching the Lavi Flows Window. 

When I go really slow, my intake drops. This obviously has something to do with the available Lavi in the air being fully absorbed. To my surprise, however, when I start breathing faster, my Lavi intake also drops.

It takes me a while to figure out why. It’s not until I use my eye-crystal to look a little more closely at the movement of the specks of Lavi and Toxic Energy in the air that I figure it out—it has to do with the way air flows in this Realm.

The problem is, when I take rapid breaths, the air I just exhaled is still in front of my face by the time I inhale. This way I’m actually breathing the same air over and over! 

It might be better if I stop thinking about it as air, and start thinking about it as Aether, as it clearly has very different properties.

Either way, after this discovery I start to change the way I breathe in an attempt to optimise the process. Firstly, I try to breathe as deeply as I can without hurting my lungs. Secondly, I work on my timing, not only trying to perfect how long I keep the Aether in, but also how long I wait after an exhale before my next inhale, so the Aether gets a chance to refresh, with new Lavi—and Toxic Energy—diffusing over or however that works in this Realm.

In the end, I manage to raise my Lavi absorption to 10 Onkh per minute. Suddenly, I receive a notification.

[image: It reads: Respiration has reached level 2! ]



Sweet! I glance at the Status Window that I’ve been keeping open the whole time. It’s a great motivator.

[image: The Status Window shows that my Lavi Pool is currently mostly filled at 29 out of 34 Onkh, but the fact that it’s not entirely full already shows that I’m currently losing Lavi. My Toxic Energy tolerance increased from 11.4 to 13.8%, and my Toxic Tolerance Limit from 1.6 to 2. Respiration is now listed as a level 2 Skill, which facilitates an absorption of Lavi from Aether of 10.5 Onkh per minute, and my lung capacity is now listed as small, instead of meagre. At 7.3 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently 5.3 Onkh over my limit, which eats away 9 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 7 to 3 and my Agility from 12 to 6. ]



Looks like I’m already losing 9 Onkh of Lavi per minute to the Toxic Energy in my body. It’s slowly built up to this, yet my Lavi has only started dropping a couple of minutes ago, because I’m still somewhat in range of the Crystal of Lavi, which supplements my inflows.

I probably shouldn’t let it go down much further though. If I reach the point where even the Crystal of Lavi at full strength isn’t enough to compensate for the loss, I’d have to bet my life on being able to Purify fast enough to survive.

I weakly crawl back to the oasis, lie down in the sand, and lazily stretch out my limbs, satisfied with my progress.

“Time?” 

[17 hours, 14 minutes, and 39 seconds.]

I laugh.

[What’s so funny?]

“Just the realisation that I’m excited to have hours of self-torture left.” 

[You are an odd human.]

“I probably am.” 

It would explain why I can’t stop smiling.

I check my Lavi, which is going up again now, albeit slowly. 

Phew!

“All right, I’m going to Meditate for a while. Can you wake me when the Toxic Energy in my body drops below 4 Onkh?”

[Very well.]

I hum happily as I slip into a trance. My training is far from over.

***
[image: image]


Finally, after roughly another thirteen hours of self-torture and several oasis breaks, I reach my goal. 

[image: It reads: Toxic Energy Tolerance has reached the 20% milestone. ]



“Open Status Window!”

[image: The status window shows that the size of my Lavi Pool grew from 34 to 36, but is only filled up to 21 Onkh. Meanwhile, my Toxic Energy Tolerance indeed increased from 13.8 to 20%, my Toxic Tolerance Limit from 2 to 3.7, and my Willpower from 12 to 13. At 9.6 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently 5.3 Onkh over my limit, which eats away 9.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 7 to 3 and my Agility from 12 to 5. ]



With this much progress, even I can be satisfied. With all the breathing I did, I not only got Respiration level 2, but my Lavi Pool also grew to 36. What’s more, because of the copious amounts of self-torture I applied, I even received the following notification.

[image: It reads: Willpower has risen by 1 point! ]



Does that mean it’ll be easier to torture myself in the future? I might cry. No, I’m sure this is a good thing. It’ll help me survive.

The only thing I find disconcerting is the fact that my skin has gained a slight, purple glow...

I’m sure it will clear up after I spend some time in the oasis.

I go through the by-now-familiar routine of crawling back and flopping down, and Suri tells me the time without prompting.

[1 hour, 36 minutes, and 55 seconds remaining.]

That’s a little less than I thought. But it should be fine, right?

“Suri, how long is the walk from here to the end of the Trial exactly?”

[That’s classified.]

Shit. Let’s see, the notification of the oasis said it was in the centre of the Moonshade Garden, which means the exit should be about as far from here as the entrance. I had about 30 Lavi when I started walking, and with Suri helping me Meditate, my net Lavi flow should have dropped to 2 Onkh per minute after the first couple of minutes. So, conservative estimate, it shouldn’t be more than a fifteen-minute walk.

I should leave early, just to be safe. But I also need to detoxify.

“Suri, I’m going to Meditate. Please wake me in sixty minutes.”

[All right.]

That’ll give me at least thirty-five minutes to get there. That should be plenty.
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CHAPTER 9

[image: image]


Sounds like a broken record

––––––––
[image: image]


[WARNING, YOU HAVE 600 seconds remaining to clear the First Trial,] Suri chimes.

I curse under my breath as I sprint down the path. Centre of the Moonshade Garden my ass! If it had been, I would’ve long reached the exit by now.

And I’m not exactly detoxified either, especially with the extra Toxic Energy I’m picking up now. That means I’m not back to full Strength yet, and even my skin still has a faint purple glow...

Finally, with 400 seconds left on the clock, a closed door at the end of the garden comes into view. It features another carving of an ugly, abstract humanoid, this time with its arms raised, either celebrating or screaming for help.

The door rumbles open as I come up on it, and it’s like a weight is lifted off my chest. I break out of my run and slow down to a more comfortable walking pace. I start to take in a deep breath but stop myself as I catch sight of a Moonshade Flower right next to the path. 

[300 seconds remaining,] Suri reminds me.

Problem is, I just had a thought. What if I want to continue grinding my Toxic Energy Tolerance in the future, but don’t have enough Toxic Energy to work with? Heart beating fast, I walk over to the side of the path. I have five minutes... Will that be enough?

I grab a firm hold of the stem of a Moonshade and pull as hard as I can with my reduced Strength.

I am either an idiot or a genius for trying this. Possibly both.

The verdict is still underway, because the plant won’t budge.

[240 seconds remaining.]

I let go, take a step back, and look around.

If only I had a tool of some kind, but the only thing I see is... knifegrass!

I kneel down and start digging around a nicely sized, maybe nine-inch blade that sticks out solitarily near the edge of the path. The earth is loose and soft—relatively speaking—so I only break two nails as I frantically dig it out.

[180 seconds remaining.]

It looks like I really named the knifegrass well, because its stem actually makes for a great hilt. Roots still dangle from it, but they aren’t in the way, so I place my grass-blade at the stem of the Moonshade and start cutting.

It slowly sinks in as I make a sawing motion. I’m careful not to touch the eerily purple-glowing sap that leaks from the cut in the stem. 

[120 seconds remaining.]

I keep cutting, my face dangerously close to the open flower. My lungs burn, even though the sensation has lessened a lot as my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased.

[60 seconds remaining.]

Finally, with a triumphant cry, I manage to cut through the stem.

I rush through the door with my two prizes in hand, and it closes behind me with a resounding slam.

A notification pops up, but I ignore it and get on my knees. I put down my grass-blade and start rummaging in my backpack for an empty water bottle. 

Having located one, I unscrew the cap, and—careful not to touch any sap—manoeuvre the dripping stem of the flower into the bottle. It’s a tight fit, which actually suits me just fine, as it decreases the chance of leakage. Finally, I take out an empty plastic bag I found in one of the pockets and wrap it around the entire plant before tightly binding it shut.

There. I take a deep breath. I glance around. I seem to be in another hexagonal preparation room, that looks eerily similar to the last one. At least the Aether here seems relatively clean and with the flower sealed like this, it’ll hopefully stay that way. 

Then, I read the notification that popped up earlier.

[image: Congratulations on clearing the First Trial. Awarded 52 Trial Points (10 for clearing the Trial, 42 for reaching a Toxic Tolerance over 21%) Unlocked: Power-Up Shopping Window, Skilldream Shopping Window. ]



Trial Points and Shopping Windows? Sounds good, but first...

“Open Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Lavi Pool is full at 36 out of 36 Onkh, and has a new listing for Trial points that confirms I currently have 52 of those. My Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 20 to 21.1%, and my Toxic Tolerance Limit from 3.7 to 4.1 Onkh. At 7.2 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently 3.1 Onkh over my limit, which eats away 5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 7 to 5 and my Agility from 12 to 8. ]



Here’s my problem: despite resting in the oasis for an hour, I got rid of only 2.4 Onkh of Toxic Energy. 

Did I overuse the oasis or something? Guess I’ll add that to my list of questions. But let’s start with asking about the new stuff.

I get up off the floor and flop down on the bed in the corner.

“Oof!” It’s like landing on solid concrete. When will I learn? “Hey, Suri—”

[Congratulations,] Suri chimes in my head. 

Was she waiting until I was ready to talk? How attentive.

“Thank you. Ehm, you said I’d get another five minutes of questions after the First Trial, right?”

[Correct. Would you like to start?]

“Hmm... Depends, will you tell me what Trial Points are if I don’t?”

[No.]

Figures. “Then yes.”

[Trial Points, or TP, can be traded for various resources. For now, you have access to the Shopping Windows pertaining to Power-Ups and Skilldreams.]

“Right, and what are Skilldreams?”

[The Skilldream system allows me to pull you into a Dreamscape of my own devising, in which I provide you with something akin to a virtual reality training experience to teach you a new Skill. The prices for Skilldreams are loosely based on how much time it takes to teach the Skill—at about 10 TP per hour—as generating a Dreamscape takes up a lot of processing power. Average pricing is 25 TP for the first level of a low-grade Skill and 50 for the first level in a medium-grade Skill. They are only available in preparation rooms, for safety reasons.]

“So, those are Skills like Respiration and Meditation?”

[Indeed. Those are both low-grade Skills available in the system.]

Only low-grade, huh? I guess that was to be expected. “All right, Power-Ups, what are those?”

[A Power-Up is a symbiont that’s capable of becoming One with you. You can have up to three: an Internal Power-Up that becomes One with your tissue and, for example, increases one or more of your stats, an External Power-Up that grows on top of your body, altering your shape and providing some kind of new functionality, and finally, an Energy Power-Up that takes root at the centre of your meridians, and does something with a type of energy.]

Oh wow. Power-Ups sound sweet. Though I’m not too keen on that whole ‘symbiont becoming One with me’ part. “Can I afford any right now?”

[There are a few low-grade Internal Power-Ups available which provide a +2 bonus for a single physical stat, priced at 50 TP.]

Oof, a low-grade Power-Up already costs nearly all of the points I currently I have. All right, let’s not get too distracted; I need to spend my five minutes wisely. 

“Can I only view them during these five minutes?” 

[The windows can be accessed at any time, but purchases can only be made inside a preparation room. Furthermore, you can only view the items you have the information privilege for.] 

I’ll check them out later, then. Time for the questions I prepared.

“Suri, could you explain to me how ‘Purifying’ works and why the removal of Toxic Energy in my body slowed down towards the end of my stay in the oasis?”

[The Crystal of Purification helps your body reject foreign energies. However, energy that falls under your Tolerance Limit is considered a part of you. Only the energy that exceeds your body’s Tolerance Limit will therefore be Purified. Your body doesn’t actively reject the energy below the Tolerance Limit, so neither does the Crystal of Purification. The closer you get to your Tolerance Limit, the less efficient the process becomes as well.]

“Wait, are you saying that I have no way of cleaning up the Toxic Energy in my body that falls below my Tolerance Limit? Then, wouldn’t I always remain filled up with Toxic Energy to my Tolerance Limit? What is the point of even having one then?!” 

[In the absence of high concentrations of atmospheric Toxic Energy, the energy stored in your body will continue to slowly diffuse out. If you wish to accelerate that process, you can either improve Respiration or find something that can help you ‘Detoxify.’]

It sounds like a high Tolerance Limit could still be quite useful. If I’m careful not to absorb too much Toxic Energy in high concentration areas, and maybe find some way to Detoxify, I should be able to remain beneath the limit and not suffer any adverse effects of the Toxic Energy anymore.

“Suri, why weren’t there Crystals of Purification in Hub One? Couldn’t those have saved a ton of lives?”

[Not as many as you think. Most of the humans in Hub One died because they couldn’t adapt to surviving off Lavi. Either way, those who need help to survive the mild conditions of Hub One would never make it outside.]

Mild conditions. Yeesh. I shudder to think what harsh conditions might then be like.

“Moving on. Does the Moonshade Flower I plucked have any special qualities?”

[Yes.]

Score!

[It is highly Toxic.]

She did that on purpose, didn’t she? 

[You are aware you can still request more information by asking me to ‘appraise’ something, correct?]

Shoot! I forgot about that. 

“I’ll do that later. Suri, do others ever raise their Toxic Energy Tolerance like I did?”

[Some try, even using methods similar to yours, but nobody has ever raised it as far during the First Trial, and none who came close have lived to tell the tale.]

That sounds ominous.

“What do you mean?”

[Your compatibility with Toxic Energy is remarkable. I can’t say I’ve heard of any similar case among present or previous participants. If other participants tried what you did—and somehow survived—they could expect to attain roughly half the Toxic Energy Tolerance you did.]

“Really? If my compatibility with Toxic Energy is so high, then why was I deemed to have a low viability of survival in the First Trial?”

[The viability ranking is mostly based on the size of your Lavi Pool. Yours is quite pitiful, I’m afraid.]

Damnit, no wonder I’m constantly on the verge of death! I ignore the little voice in my head saying it might also be because I make greedy, reckless decisions. Anyway, guess that’s no longer classified now that I cleared the Trial.

[For most participants,] Suri continues unprompted, [the easiest way to tackle the First Trial is to learn how to handle breathing in a high Toxic Energy environment. That mostly means holding their breath for as long as their Lavi permits, and only breathing where the Toxic Energy concentration is relatively low, so they can make it to the oasis without taking in too much Toxic Energy. Once there, they can recover and safely explore other methods of survival.]

I frown. “Holding their breath for as long as possible? How much Lavi do these people have?”

[The average starting Lavi Pool among new participants is about 50 Onkh. I truly did not expect you to survive.]

50 Onkh?! Lucky bastards! All right, I have to stay focused and ask more questions.

“What do I need to learn to reach the next level of Respiration?”

[Ooh, good question,] Suri praises me. [The next step should be learning to direct your exhales farther away from yourself, in a natural manner.]

Aha. Sounds like I need to further reduce the amount of rebreathed Aether. “And Meditation?”

[To gain the next level of Meditation, you will need to learn to remain lucid while you are in the meditative state. It is no easy feat. I could lay out a training method for you, but it would take some time to explain. Do you want me to?]

“No, perhaps next time.”

Another question drifts to the front of my mind. I sit up and hug my legs to my chest.

“Suri, at what point is the next person on Trial Track 11 placed in the preparation room?”

[A participant is awoken the moment the one before them clears the First Trial. Alternatively, they are awoken when the one before them perishes.]

I frown. “Hold on, didn’t it take me nearly 48 hours from when I woke up in the preparation room to when I cleared the Trial?” 

[You certainly didn’t set any speed records, no.]

“And you said I was number twelve in my track,” I continue, ignoring Suri’s dry answer. “How long was I asleep for?!”

[Like I said, most participants don’t stay in the preparation room that long. Moreover, the First Trial can be cleared in a little under an hour if you’re really in a hurry, so, all in all, I believe you were kept in an induced state of unconsciousness for only a little over a week.]

A week... that means I’ve already been in this Realm for nine days.

I shake off the distracting thoughts of my family back home and focus on my main concern regarding this line of questioning.

“What if the next participant leaves their preparation room early and tries to clear the First Trial at high speed like that, but I haven’t left this room yet? Will they be allowed to join me in here, or would they be trapped at the end of the First Trial?” 

I shiver as I’m assaulted by the thought of someone banging on the door, begging me to start the next Trial before I’m ready, as they die a slow, toxic death.

I’m honestly not sure what I’d do...

[They can’t start the Trial before you leave this room. In fact, that is the only circumstance under which exceeding the preparation room’s time-limit is permitted.]

I let out a long breath. Like, really long. Still getting used to that.

I suppose this means I have to wait on the participant in front of me as well... if he or she is still alive.

Well, there’s an easy way to check if this is the case, I suppose. “Can I currently start the next Trial?”

[Yes.] 

Mmm. Actually, that was pretty much a given, considering how slow I’ve gone, so this doesn’t really tell me much.

There’s one more thing still bugging me about the First Trial, and what Suri said about how fast you can clear it.

“Suri, how long did my walk to the oasis actually take? Because from my calculations, even with Meditation, I shouldn’t have lasted for more than like ten minutes—”

[It took as long as it took, and you made it by the skin of your teeth. Let’s leave it at that.]

I frown. “But—” 

[I strongly suggest you leave it at that, Emma.]

I blink. Why would she... wait, did Suri cheat, somehow? Did she perhaps do something to make my Meditation more effective, or force me to run while I was entranced? If the oasis is truly in the centre of the Trial, then she almost must have, or I’d never have made it there. If that’s the case, and my progress is being monitored remotely like Suri said, it probably would be best to stop asking questions about it.

I clear my throat. “I think I’d like to take a look at that Skilldream Shopping Window.”

[Good choice. Here you go.]

[image: The Skilldream Shopping Window lists the following items under the heading of Lavi-Based Skills: Respiration level 3, which is listed as a low-grade Skill, for 40 Trial Points. Low-grade Meditation level 2 for 30. Low-grade Telepathy level 1 for 25. Medium-grade Boost Physical level 1 for 50. Medium-grade Exchange Lavi level 1 for 50. Medium-grade Lavi Font level 1 for 50. Since there currently aren’t any other categories, it seems Lavi-based Skills are the only type of Skill available to me right now. ]



Ooh, so I can purchase Skilldreams for the higher levels of Skills I already possess too? Neat! At the moment, though, it seems kind of a waste, since I’m already figuring those Skills out for myself. It’d probably be better to invest in a new Skill of some kind.

Telepathy sounds awesome, but that seems a little useless right now, as Suri is the only one I have to converse with. Unless...

“Suri, would I be able to contact other people through the walls if I took Telepathy?” 

[Not currently.]

That’s vague. But fine, though that means it’s pretty much worthless right now. How would I even practise? 

“I take it the Skill ‘Exchange Lavi’ also requires the presence of another living being?” 

[It does indeed.] 

Then that’s out too. 

I narrow my eyes. “What does Lavi Font do?” 

[It’s a Skill that forms an internal source of Lavi, which in turn helps balance out your resting Lavi consumption.]

My brows shoot up. That sounds really neat! “And I take it Boost Physical strengthens my body somehow?”

[It does indeed. Boost Physical is a Skill that temporarily improves your Strength and Agility by burning your Lavi.]

Yeah, that’s a hard no. 

I’m barely scraping by as it is. Sounds like Lavi Font could really help with that. On the other hand, one of those stat-increasing Internal Power-Ups would also be pretty awesome, as I’m still weakened by the Toxic Energy in my system.

“Suri, I’m having trouble deciding on my purchases. Could you tell me a little more—”

[Yes, actually, I can.]

I blink. I haven’t said about what, though...

[Since you shattered the record for Toxic Energy Tolerance at the end of this Trial, I have requested a reward for you.]

“Awww, Suri, you shouldn’t have!”

[Really?] Suri chimed. [Why not?]

“It’s... never mind. It’s an expression. Tell me, what’s my reward?”

[Ah, I see. Well, unfortunately, it’s not one of the officially kept records, or you would have gained some more substantial rewards, but I did manage to get approval to properly explain a single Trial and give you appropriate advice on how to prepare for it.]

“Th-that’s great, that could totally save my life! When should I use it?”

[Now.]

“Wait, so I’m going to need your advice for the next Trial?”

[Yes.]

“And you think I’ll die if I don’t take it?”

[Most definitely.]

I sigh. Of course.

“All right then. Tell me about the next Trial.”
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CHAPTER 10
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A dream is a wish your heart makes

––––––––
[image: image]


[THE SECOND TRIAL IS an obstacle course that escalates in difficulty and danger.]

“Actually, that doesn’t sound so bad.”

I mean, it sounds quite frightening and frankly life-threatening, but no more than the previous challenge. I have some confidence in my skills as a former gymnast, after all.

[I’m afraid it’s worse news than you think,] Suri chimes, crushing my budding optimism. [A Strength of 7 is already on the low end for a being of your size and weight; you would have a hard time making it through the next Trial with that. If you pulled it off with a Strength of 6 that would be an incredible feat, and with your current Strength of 5, it would take a miracle. Specifically, of the kind that comes with an increase in Strength.]

I can feel the blood draining from my face. She’s right, I’m still weakened. And I no longer have access to a Crystal of Purification. Damnit Emma, you just had to push it, didn’t you? 

[However,] Suri chimes, [thanks to your high Toxic Energy Tolerance, you earned a lot of TP, which means you still have a chance.]

I latch onto the word ‘chance’ like a drowning man coming across anything.

“So, what should I buy? It’s the Internal Power-Up that raises my Strength, right?”

[Were it an option, that would be the simplest solution, yes. Unfortunately, symbionts that have yet to merge with their hosts are very vulnerable. If you were to ingest a Strength increasing Internal Power-Up right now, there’s an over 90% chance that the rampant Toxic Energy in your body would kill it.]

“Are you friggin’ serious? What other option—Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.” 

[I believe you’ve already worked it out, yes. You need to take the Skilldream for Boost Physical.]

I close my eyes and let out a groan. “That’s supposed to be my salvation? A Skill that literally burns life-force as fuel to give me a temporary boost in stats?”

[Beggars can’t be choosers, Emma. Frankly, I think it’s a perfect Skill for a—I believe the word is ‘madwoman’—like yourself.]

“Gee, thanks,” I say tersely. “You know I don’t exactly have Lavi to spare, right? I have a small Lavi Pool, and the Toxic Energy in my system is still constantly draining me.” 

[You’ll have to take frequent breaks, but my calculations say it’s feasible, thanks to your high intake of Lavi from Aether.]

Feasible. My survival is feasible. Great.

I sigh. “So, how does it work. Does Boost Physical help me control my muscles better so I can pull out the maximum potential, or something like that?”

[No. Although a Skill close to that exists, you do not yet meet the requirements to learn it.]

Interesting. “Why not?”

[Skills all concern some form of energy manipulation performed by the mind, and you lack the required energy.]

“So there’s actually a lot more Skills available, but you’re only presenting me with the Lavi-based ones, as that is the only type of energy I currently have?” 

[Indeed.]

“I see. Wait, no, I’m confused. You’re saying Respiration is a Skill based on the manipulation of Lavi with the mind, but I’m pretty sure I use my lungs to breathe. How does that work?”

[While for that particular Skill some physical movement is useful to facilitate its workings, Respiration is ultimately about taking control over the Lavi you inhale, so you can absorb more of it.]

“And Boost Physical?”

[Boost Physical is a Skill that burns Lavi as fuel to generate the power needed to push your body beyond its limits, which temporarily boosts your stats.]

I fall silent for a bit as I mull it all over.

“I don’t like it,” I say eventually. “But it really does sound like I have no other choice.”

[I’m glad you agree.]

I allow my head to fall against the wall behind me with a soft thump and immediately regret it. Stupidly hard walls in this stupid Realm. “Suri, is it just me, or were the Trials deliberately put in this order to screw people over?” 

[The First Trial is about successfully navigating a garden full of Toxic Energy. Generally speaking, when people come out still full of Toxic Energy, they haven’t really done a good job.] 

I groan. “So the Second Trial is there to clean up the ones who failed the one before, and I screwed up by ignorantly treating that one as a training ground?”

[You overdid it, I’m afraid. If you’d allotted more time for your final Purification, you would have been in better shape right now.]

Damnit. I should’ve just stopped at like 18%. Guess I got greedy.

[Cheer up, Emma. It’s too early to throw in the towel. Besides, Boost Physical is not exactly a consolation prize. It provides a better boost in stats than a Power-Up of the same cost, which you’d probably have ended up swapping out at some point anyway. Furthermore, going beyond your limits with Boost Physical is actually an excellent way to train for the purpose of raising your stats.]

I sit up a little straighter. Suri’s right, this isn’t over yet.

[Of course, you’ll need to actually succeed in gaining the Skill first. If you fail to do so, you’re definitely done for. So, would you like to purchase a five-hour Boost Physical Skilldream for 50 Trial Points?]

A muscle next to my eye twitches. “Yes, that’d be great, thanks,” I bite out.

[Good choice. Now lie back and relax. Don’t fight it.]

“Oh, are we doing this right—wow, okay.”

I feel my left eye roll up as a cool prickle invades my right optic nerve. Don’t fight it, she says. Like I would have a—

***
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I find myself inside a forest of blue trees with roots that reach high into a starry purple sky. Beneath my feet rests a yellow, pink-dotted mushroom the size of a car, which stands at the edge of a picturesque lily pond. 

And somehow this all makes perfect sense to me. 

[Focus, Emma; don’t get lost in the fantasy.]

I turn 720 degrees and end up facing a barely clothed goddess.

Flawless white skin, hair as black as the night, curves to die for, and a pair of familiar-looking cyan eyes. It’s like she walked right out of an otaku’s wet dream.

“Suri?” I ask, my pair of regular eyes nearly popping out of their sockets.

The goddess nods. [This form was suggested by previous participants. Is it a problem?] 

That explains it. I swallow thickly. “No! It’s... it’s fine. Where are we?” I ask, finding it unusually difficult to draw my eyes away from the expanses of white skin in front of me, for some reason.

[This is a Dreamscape. It’s where I will be training you. Not here though, follow me.] Her voice sounds less metallic here, silkier. Mesmerising.

She floats off over the pond, and I quickly clamber down the mushroom. The ground is covered in grey spears, which I immediately recognise as pine-needles growing from the blue tree branches on the ground. 

I take off after my goddess, not even realizing when I run onto the pond. The surface holds me, but it dips wherever I stand and feels as slick as a second-hand car salesman. After taking only a few steps, the inevitable happens. I slip and manage to break the surface with my face.

Beneath, I find fish in colours I’ve never heard of and shapes I’ve never imagined. I want to dive deeper, explore... 

Suddenly, Suri is below me in the water, a knowing smile on her face. 

[This place takes some getting used to. Come, let me guide you,] she says and gently grasps onto my forearms.

The world around me blurs, and when it comes back into focus I realise we’re on a giant lilac lily pad. Beside us, on one end of the pond, is a waterfloat—like a waterfall, but reversed. The light of twin moons reflects off the surface of the silent, upward-flowing water.

[This place will do,] Suri chimes from behind me. [First, watch.]

She waves a hand at the waterfloat and it freezes in place, its surface forming a natural perfect mirror. Then she sticks her hand into the pond and pulls out something akin to a moose. The moose bellows, presumably annoyed at having his meal of periwinkle crayfish interrupted.

[Shush,] Suri commands, and with a snap of her fingers, produces a bucket of crayfish hanging below the beast’s mouth. It blinks, then happily starts to munch, no longer complaining about being frozen in place mid-air. 

Another wave of her hand and an image appears in the mirror. It portrays a series of glowing pathways, all inside of the moose. The beast looks up in interest.

Its fur looks so soft... I’m sure it wouldn’t mind if I just reached out and—

[Stay grounded, Emma,] Suri murmurs, snapping me back to ‘reality.’ [Now, watch carefully. This is the way Lavi normally flows through meridians.]

A flow of green flecks twirls through the pathways with childlike wonderment and glee. I fight to keep looking and not start twirling myself.

My efforts are rewarded.

[Very good.] 

I shiver.

[Now watch what needs to happen.]

The Lavi speeds up, barrelling through the moose in reckless ecstasy. I watch, my jaw unhinged, as the flow is suddenly reversed and flecks of Lavi collide. Upon collision, the flecks merge and explode into miniature galaxies which rapidly go through cycles of expansion and collapse, forming and reforming smaller every time, until all the energy has disappeared.

I pray to Suri, goddess of horny anime fans, that my green friends end up in a better place, where the meridians are wide and the twirling is eternal. 

[Focus, Emma.]

“Ugh, it’s so difficult!” I complain. As I do, everything around me starts growing. The moose becomes a mountain of fur, the lily pad stretches out before me, and Suri becomes ever greater.

[No need to feel small, Emma, you’re doing great,] Suri comforts me. 

The shrinkage is reversed. I feel warm inside and my chest swells with pride. One cup size, two cup sizes...

[Not that great. Try and maintain a normal size please.]

I huff, struggling to return to a normal shape. “Suri, how am I supposed to concentrate on learning anything in an environment like this?”

[I know it’s difficult, but do me a favour and keep trying. Once you get used to this place, it can work miracles.]

Fine. I take a deep breath and notice for the first time that the air here doesn’t burn my lungs. I quickly abandon the thought. I need to focus for Suri.

[Good. Let’s try to recreate these processes inside your body.]

The invisible bindings holding the moose disappear, and it bellows once more before it drops back down into the pond and swims away beneath the surface. 

Suri waves her hand, and my mirror image in the waterfloat turns translucent, meridians lighting up in my chest and limbs. 

[Let’s start with a normal flow of Lavi...]

***
[image: image]


I wake up groggy and disoriented, to the following notification.

[image: It reads: Mental Fortitude has risen by 1 point! ]



Well, that’s nice, I guess. I wave it away so I can look around. I’m in the preparation room. Nothing weird around me. 

[Ah, you’re up,] Suri chimes. [Rise and shine, Emma. The clock is ticking.]

Vague, blurry memories flash through my mind. I groan.

“Suri?”

[Yes, Emma?]

“Did all of that really happen, or did we drop acid?”

Suri laughs. No, really. She laughs. 

[Real is a relative term. We were in a Dreamscape.]

“So, it was all in my head or something?”

[Something like that.]

I guess that explains why my Mental Fortitude increased. Is it just me, or has Suri gotten a little looser? Perhaps the Dreamscape affects her too...

“Do you enjoy Skilldreams?” 

[It’s... something I don’t get to experience often.]

Interesting. 

“Well, as long as I survive, I’ll be sure to do it more often.”

[I hope you will.]

She’s warming up to me! All right, let’s not push it. Gotta stay focused, that’s important.

“Time?”

[You can stay in this preparation room for 23 hours and 50 minutes, of which 18 hours, 35 minutes and 49 seconds remain.]

Good, that’s plenty. Right, I was going to appraise some stuff.

I carefully take the wrapped package containing the Moonshade Flower out of my backpack. 

“Ehm... appraise this Moonshade Flower. Please.”

[image: The Appraisal Window lists the Moonshade as a Toxic Plant that isn’t sold. Its description reads: A beautiful yet highly toxic flower. It releases little Lavi into the Aether, but plenty of Toxic Energy. Not recommended as a houseplant. Below that, it is stated to have a Toughness of 16, and to have a high level of toxicity. ]



Wow. Who writes these descriptions? It doesn’t really tell me anything new though, except that it’s not sold. I guess I’ll get the opportunity to buy things like these in the future, though not this particular plant.

I put the package back in and take out the blade of knifegrass. “Appraise,” I say, more confidently this time.

[image: The Grass Blade is listed as an Improvised Tool that, again, isn’t sold. Its description reads: A blade of Bluesteel Grass. For some reason, the roots are still attached. It is quite sharp and can be used to cut things of a lower Toughness. Could also be used as a makeshift weapon. Below that, it is stated to have a Toughness of 19, and to have a very low level of toxicity. ]



For some reason?! How am I supposed to cut them off, if I only have the one blade! Is this just Suri messing with me? Anyway, apparently, it’s called Bluesteel Grass. Nah, I like knifegrass better.

After that I appraise some random other stuff around the room, just trying to see if I’ll learn anything interesting.

For example, I learn that the mattress has a Toughness of 14. No wonder it feels like concrete.

The Toughness of the walls, however, is 63. I was very impressed by this, until I appraised the Crystal of Lavi.

It has a Toughness of 91.

Wasn’t that out of a 100? ’Cause, wow. Anyway, I’ve played around more than enough. Time to see what I’ve gained in my Skilldream.

“Open Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Lavi Pool is full and grew from 36 to 37 Onkh. My Mental Fortitude has also increased from 11 to 12, and I’m down to 2 Trial Points. Meanwhile, my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 21.1 to 21.3%, and my Toxic Tolerance Limit from 4.1 to 4.2 Onkh. At 6.9 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently 2.7 over my limit, which eats away 4 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 7 to 5 and my Agility from 12 to 9. So far, nothing unexpected. When it comes to my Skill list, however, there appears to be one rather glaring omission. ]



Wait, what?
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CHAPTER 11

[image: image]


Let’s get physical

––––––––
[image: image]


I SHOOT UPRIGHT. “Suri, why isn’t Boost Physical listed? Did I not succeed in learning it?”

[A Skilldream provides training to help you gain a Skill. It’s not an automatic thing; you still need to actually perform the Skill in reality. Was I not clear on this before?]

I frown. “Ah, I guess I just kind of assumed I would gain it during the Skilldream.”

[Skilldreams are like simulations. There’s no actual Lavi inside a Dreamscape, so you can’t truly use Boost Physical in there, but it does make it much easier to visualise and explain how the Skill works in detail.]

I get off the bed. “So I guess I should just try and do it for real, then?” 

[Please do.]

I frown. I have very clear images in my head of how my Lavi moves and how it should move for the Skill, but... how do I actually move my Lavi?

[Remember, you are One. Your meridians, your Lavi, they are you.]

“Right... and that means?”

[That you can will your Lavi to do what you want. Start by establishing a connection.]

All right, one connection to my Lavi coming right up. Would you like some onions with that? No, Emma, focus. 

I close my eyes and turn my mind inwards.

More memories of what I’ve apparently learned in the Dreamscape drift to the surface, and I follow their lead, imagining the focus of my consciousness moving into my body. 

The crystal in my right eye socket hums into life, allowing me a blurry kind of almost-vision into my chest. Green flecks are gently flowing through my meridians.

Huh. Why did I have this expectation that they would be frolicking?

I shake it off and get to work.

First, I focus on the flow I need to manipulate. It’s a flow that passes through the left chamber of my heart; I need to accelerate and then swiftly reverse it so the flow will collide upon itself. 

I try to will the flow to accelerate. Some of the flecks speed up a little, only to falter again.

[You need to believe it, Emma, it will happen as you want it to. You will make it happen.]

I grit my teeth and try again. A small wave of Lavi billows up and dies out once more.

[Again.]

***
[image: image]


“Time?” I pant.

[15 hours, 47 minutes, and 17 seconds left.]

“Maybe I should take a break, Suri, I’ve been at this for three hours...”

[You’re almost there, Emma! If you give up now, you’ll lose the feeling, and might not gain Boost Physical in time at all. Successfully performing a Skill for the first time is as important as it is difficult; obtaining a Skill means more than just recognition of your ability.]

“Really? What difference does having a Skill make, then?”

[That’s classified. Just trust me on this.]

“Fine.” I’ll have to remember that question.

I close my eyes again and view the meridians around my—for now—beating heart. I will the Lavi flowing towards it to accelerate. 

As the snake of Lavi rushes through my heart, I attempt to yank its head in the other direction. Instead of reversing, however, the flow just halts there. Lavi builds up until I can no longer hold it back and the flow continues.

I sigh.

[You have the movement down and you have the timing down, but you’re still being too gentle, Emma,] Suri chides me. [This is not a gentle Skill, it’s a Skill born of desperation, where you stake your life to beat the odds.]

“Well, that’s a little hard to do while sitting safely on a bed, Suri,” I complain.

[Is it? Because it looks to me like you are going to die, Emma.]

“What?”

[You heard me. You will only have 24 hours to clear the next Trial, and don’t fool yourself into thinking it’s going to be a short walk like the last one. If you don’t gain this Skill before the Trial, you are pretty much done for. Do you think you can use a difficult, practically suicidal Skill like this while challenging a deadly obstacle course, without any practice?]

Shit. She’s right! I have to be able to do this without closing my eyes and looking inside. Hell, I may have to do it while hanging upside down over a pit of scorpions for all I know!

[Well, do you think you’ll manage that?]

I grit my teeth. “No.”

[Then do me a favour and try like your life depends on it.]

I breathe in deeply, filling up on a little extra Lavi. I’m going to need it. 

Once again, I accelerate a flow of Lavi and sent it hurtling towards my heart. This is the fastest it’s ever flowed. Will that make it easier or harder?

No, it doesn’t matter. I’m going to succeed, because I have to. 

The moment the flow is about to leave my heart, I yank it back recklessly, as hard as I can.

The flow reverses. Just like in the Dreamscape, flecks of Lavi collide and burst into a spectacular display of fireworks inside my heart. 

It hurts like a bitch.

“Aagh what the hell!” I call out, clutching at my chest. “Suri...” I start, before trailing off as a wave of power floods my limbs.

A notification pops up.

[image: It reads: Obtained Skill, Boost Physical, level 1. ]



“Wait. Not that I mean to complain, but did I really do it right? I mean, that hurt like hell! You never said anything about pain...”

[Don’t worry Emma; your execution was textbook,] Suri chimes. [This is a Skill that causes an entire Onkh of Lavi to explode inside of your heart; of course it hurts.]

You tricked me! I want my money back!

Is what I want to say, but I can’t, because this is the only way for me to survive.

[From what I’ve seen so far, you rather enjoy inflicting pain upon yourself. That’s why I figured this Skill would be perfect for a crazy, masochistic human like yourself.]

Suri, you’re joking, right? You don’t actually think I’m a masochist, do you? If you are joking, try not to sound so serious please!

[Anyway, you’ll thank me later. Though you still have a lot of practising to do before the Trial starts, if you truly wish to survive.]

“Can I take a little break first?” So I can cry.

[Very well, you’ve earned it. Ten minutes. And eat something, you’ll need your strength.]

Suri, you heartless slave driver!

***
[image: image]


[600 seconds left.]

I let out a long breath. Looks like my training is finally done. I can’t say I’m a fan of this Skill. It hasn’t gotten any less painful, and the boost turns out to have a really short duration—only six seconds! But at least it works. I can do this.

“Open Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 21.3 to 21.5%, and my Toxic Tolerance Limit from 4.2 to 4.3 Onkh. At 6.4 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently 2.1 over my limit, which eats away 3.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 7 to 6 and my Agility from 12 to 10. In the Skills section, I now have a listing for Boost Physical level 1, which states it provides a boost of 3 Strength and 1 Agility when active, at a cost of 10 Onkh of Lavi per minute. ]



Let’s see. It says Boost Physical burns 10 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and since a single activation lasts 6 seconds, then one use of it indeed costs exactly 1 Onkh. Doesn’t seem likely that that’s a coincidence, which warrants further investigation, but not immediate concern. 

Unlike the gradual dissipation of Toxic Energy from my body, which appears to have slowed down further. That is definitely a concern.

Is my body reluctant to let it go, like a heroin addict clinging to the last of his stash? I shiver at the thought.

“Suri, could I take a look at those Shopping Windows again before I start the Trial?”

[You could, but they’d be empty.]

“What?”

[You can only see items you can afford, remember?]

Damnit, I only have 2 points left! 

“I’ll have to wait till the next preparation room then I guess.” If I make it there.

I’ve already finished my preparations, including my warm-up and stretches, so if I can’t take a look, there’s no sense in stalling any further.

Time to see if my training was enough.

I tighten the straps of my backpack and stand tall in front of the door, taller than I feel right now.

“Begin Trial.”

The door rumbles open.
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CHAPTER 12
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Fatal attraction

––––––––
[image: image]


[image: It reads: Welcome to the Second Trial. Your goal is to clear the course and reach the door on the other side. If you get injured, try to make it back to the Crystal of Restoration above the entrance. Good luck! Information privileges have been updated. ]



“GEE, THANKS,” I MUMBLE. Glancing up behind me, I indeed spot a pink Crystal of Restoration over the doorway. That’s a little comforting, at least.

Unlike what I see before me.

A spacious stone hall stretches out in front of me. Jutting out of the wall at the far end is a balcony, which features the only other doorway out of the hall. 

Stone handholds—which remind me of those indoor rock-climbing holds—go up the wall to my right, cross over to the ceiling, and extend all the way to the balcony. 

The ceiling is about fifteen feet high and the balcony at least sixty feet away. 

Oh boy.

“I don’t suppose I get any chalk?”

[I’m afraid not. But I think you’ll find this obstacle to be less challenging than it appears.]

That seems doubtful.

I walk over to the wall on my right. 

I stumble a little when I reach it and catch myself on one of the handholds. That’s weird. Is this wall slanted? It looks pretty straight.

The handhold is cool and rough, and it provides me with a firm grip, at least for the moment.

I sigh and take another glance at the ceiling. I am not looking forward to that.

But time is ticking, so I start climbing.

However, I have the weirdest sensation that I’m tilting forward more and more as I do. 

About half-way up, I take a moment to assess the situation. Okay, this wall is definitely slanted away from me now. It doesn’t seem curved, so is it moving as I climb?

It certainly seems that way. For as I carefully continue climbing, the sensation gets stronger, until it feels like the wall makes at least a thirty-degree angle from perpendicular to the floor.

I look down. The wall looks straight and appears to be connected under a perfect ninety-degree angle with the floor.

“Suri, what is going on? Am I tilting this entire room? You’d tell me if I was getting that fat, right?”

[You have not noticeably increased in weight since entering the first preparation room, though you could stand to lose a few pounds for optimal mobility,] Suri chimes. 

Why you little—

[What you are experiencing is a difference in the workings of gravity in the Realm of Crystals compared to the Entropic Realm.]

My jaw drops. “I can’t even trust gravity in this place? Do I need to worry about floating off into space here?!”

[Don’t be silly; there’s a ceiling. Besides, considering your weight, you couldn’t float off if you wanted to.]

“Enough with the fat jokes! More importantly, are you suggesting it might actually be possible to float off if not for the ceiling?”

[Under the right circumstances, yes. Gravity works under a much shorter range than you are used to here. Much, much shorter. Since you have moved away from the floor and onto the wall, you are now being pulled slightly more sideways and less downward.]

“You’re messing with me. I’ve been near plenty of walls and never felt a thing!”

[The previous spaces were much smaller, resulting in the pull of all walls affecting you simultaneously, which mostly cancelled each other out. You should have noticed the pull of the ceiling making you feel a little lighter than outside, however. Of course, the main pull still comes from down below, where the mass is simply much greater.] 

“You know, I’m still having a little trouble understanding which things are classified and which aren’t.”

[Outside of the five-minute window, practical questions—meaning questions pertaining to problems and situations at hand—will still be answered. Inquiries of a more philosophical nature will not.]

“Why?” I reflectively ask.

[That’s classified.]

Yup. Walked right into that one.

“Would you have told me about gravity if I’d asked about it in the previous preparation room?” I ask, changing tack.

[No. And that’s regardless of whether you had asked during your five minutes or not. The information about gravity was declassified when you started the Trial because it is one of the Second Trial’s central aspects.]

“I see. All right, then. Thanks for letting me know about the super-weird gravity.”

Time to conquer this Trial. Or, well, at least the start of it.

I climb up farther, trying to sense the direction of gravity as I do. I can tell this is going to take some getting used to. It’s rather disorienting.

As I near the ceiling, the wall seems to slant even further, and I also start to feel lighter.

The ceiling must be pulling me towards it. So weird.

Its pull is still far from enough to keep me afloat, however, so I start trying to transition into hanging from the ceiling. 

As I feared, there’s nowhere to plant my feet. I have to do this hanging from just my arms, 15 feet up in the air.

I look down and take a deep breath. The mildness of the burning in my lungs at least tells me that the Aether here contains very little Toxic Energy, comparable to the level in a preparation room.

I first try to lift myself off my footholds while using just my arms. This leaves me hanging from the ceiling handholds, weirdly angled towards the wall. 

That’s where I run into trouble. Even if I can hang from two arms, how do I move to the next handhold?

The problem isn’t that my arms are too weak to hang from individually—it’s my grip strength that’s the issue. There’s nothing to put my fingers on top of. I can only grab the handholds and squeeze, hoping to get enough of a grip. 

Even with the counteracting gravitational pull from the ceiling, hanging from a single hand like that with a Strength of 6 feels close to impossible. And this is just the first obstacle! I see now why Suri told me this Trial couldn’t be done with low Strength.

Time to get serious. Man, I was not looking forward to this.

I accelerate a flow of Lavi and yank it back. I groan in pain as it detonates in my heart, but revel in the rush of power that floods my limbs with every pump.

I let go with one hand and swing myself forward a little on the other arm in order to reach for a new handhold.

Got it. Nice! I try not to look down at my uselessly flopping legs, which are now angled slightly less towards the walls. I manage to swing twice more before my Strength ebbs again. 

I have to move quickly; neither my arms nor my Lavi will last very long. 

Actually, that gives me an idea. 

“Suri, could you give me an indication of how long I could use Boost Physical for, considering my Lavi in and outflows?” I ask, taking a moment to activate Boost Physical once more before I continue swinging. 

[Well, I suppose I could,] Suri chimes. [But I have a feeling this question might come back more often, so I have a better idea. I’ll add your net Lavi flow to your Status Bar, and you can calculate it yourself. You’re capable of simple arithmetic, yes?]

I frown and come to a stop as my Strength ebbs once more. “Well, sure—”

Something flickers into existence on my Status Bar.

[image: Behind the numbers indicating how much Lavi I have—currently 35 out of 37 Onkh—there is now a small 3 with a plus sign in front of it. ]



So my net flow is +3 when Boost Physical isn’t active, which makes it -7 Onkh per minute when it is. That means I could currently use Boost Physical about five minutes consecutively before running out, I suppose.

Huh. This is actually a pretty convenient addition to the Status Bar. Maybe I can ask Suri to keep it active even after the Trial.

I accelerate another flow, biting my lip as my heart withstands the battering once more, and continue swinging.

***
[image: image]


Almost five minutes later, I’m near the edge of the balcony. Unfortunately, my Lavi is getting dangerously low.

[image: My status bar currently reads 3 out of 37, with a net flow of minus 7.]



Well, I guess it’s not really dangerous, just scary, since all I have to do to not die is stop using Boost Physical when I hit 1 Onkh. 

However, at plus three Onkh of Lavi per minute, it takes roughly twenty seconds to get another Onkh, so that would mean having to give up this attempt, as hanging around that long is not exactly an option. If my arms had voices, they’d be screaming at me. I’ve only made it this far on sheer Willpower.

I glance down for a second; it’s not that high, so dropping from here shouldn’t be too dangerous.

I blink. Wait, what if this place has something like fall damage? I mean, it’s not high, but if dropping down from here would cost me, let’s say 3 Onkh of Lavi...

Shit shit shit! At least I’m only ten feet from the balcony, and I’ve got at least another two activations of Boost Physical in me. That’s twelve seconds of increased Strength and Agility; it’ll just have to be enough.

However, the low level of Lavi in my body is also making my fingers grow cold and numb, and activating the Skill once more doesn’t help.

I swing forward and end up lightly grazing the handhold I was aiming for with my fingertips. Panicked, I reach for it again, pulling harder on my other arm, but I’m now on the backswing, so I feel it brush my fingertips a second time. By now, the extra Strength from my last boost is slipping away, as is my grip.

I make one last, desperate attempt, but then the hand I’m hanging from cramps and I am forced to let go.

I’m falling. As I drop from the ceiling, the pull in my stomach increases. Right, the ceiling is losing its grip on me too!

Oh god, is this how I die? Fall damage from a stupid ten-foot drop?! That would be the lamest death ever!

Thankfully, years of gymnastics training taught me to reflexively right myself in the air and land on my feet. 

“Oof!” 

It still friggin’ hurts. Man, this floor is hard. But... I didn’t die! 

I could practically weep with relief.

[Too bad. Take a ten-minute break to restore your Lavi and try again,] Suri chimes.

“Oh no, I’m fine, Suri, thanks for asking. How are you?”

[You’re welcome. I am fine as well, thank you.]

Ignoring my sarcasm, eh? Well... I got nothing.

I check my Status Bar.

[image: It reads 2 out of 37, with a net flow of plus 3.]



Hmm, it doesn’t seem like I received any fall damage. Guess Lavi doesn’t work entirely like hit points after all. On the other hand, maybe the fall just wasn’t severe enough to give me ‘damage.’ 

However, let’s make sure. “Suri, is there such a thing as fall damage in this Realm?” 

[Only in the sense that fragile beings such are yourself tend to break when they fall, and then bleed to death.]

That’s clear enough. No video-game-style fall damage that reduces my Lavi; guess I was worried for nothing.

I limp over to the entrance, flop down underneath the Crystal of Restoration, and spread out like an exhibitionist on a nude beach.

It could be my imagination, but my sore arms and feet almost immediately start to feel better. 

I experimentally stretch my fingers. Nope, I am not imagining things: this crystal is amazing. Can I pry it off the wall, maybe? Nah, it looks practically welded in. Pity.

Oh well. I close my eyes to Meditate. 

“Suri, wake me in ten minutes please.”

[As you wish.]

***
[image: image]


Roughly fifteen minutes later, I drop down from the final two handholds, onto the balcony, and stretch out my numb, tingly fingers.

I check the Status Bar one last time. 

[image: It reads 5 out of 37, still with a net flow of plus 3.]



Five Onkh of Lavi left. I must’ve moved pretty fast. It’s still scary, having this little Lavi in my body—especially with the accompanying coldness, numbness, and black spots in my vision—but I’m starting to get used to it.

Time to take another ten-minute rest. 

And then, the next challenge.
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CHAPTER 13
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Of the Princess Diaries

––––––––
[image: image]


MY HEART SKIPS A BEAT when I step through the doorway on the balcony, because at first sight, the next challenge looks like a twenty-foot jump. 

Thankfully, a closer inspection reveals it’s actually a wall run.

A glance over the edge tells me the pit is only about fifteen feet deep and has a regular, flat floor made of smooth grey stone. Moreover, handholds come up this side of the pit, which would allow me to climb back up if I fell.

Of course, I don’t exactly plan to.

Normally I would baulk at this task, writing it off as near impossible. In this Realm, though...

In this Realm, it should be doable.

Still, I’m rather nervous. ‘Thankfully,’ Suri is applying her own unique brand of encouragement.

[Stop dawdling, Emma, these first obstacles are just for practice. It’s not going to get any easier if you wait.]

Gee, real reassuring. She’s not wrong though. Shit.

I pick the left wall, decide on an angle of attack, and try to mentally prepare myself for the way gravity will shift as I near it.

I tighten the straps on my backpack and decide not to activate Boost Physical. I’m not used to moving around with the increased Strength yet, and it would probably just throw me off. This is more about Agility anyway.

Actually, Boost Physical gives me that too. But, like Suri said, these first few obstacles are just a warm-up. My natural athletic ability should be plenty. Even if my Agility is still currently reduced by Toxic Energy. Oh well.

I sprint for the wall under an angle and kick off right before the edge of the pit. My hips twist up as the floor’s gravity falls away and the wall’s pull becomes more noticeable.

My right foot hits the wall. Gravity shifts, so it now seems slanted away from me a little, which helps me stick to the wall as I run, first up a bit and then down, until I have no choice but to kick off.

I soar the last few feet through the Aether and land nimbly on the other side.

[Well done, Emma,] Suri chimes in surprisingly sincere praise. I guess she believes in both the stick and the carrot.

“Aww shucks, you’re gonna make me blush,” I say with a grin.

[Oh, please don’t, that could be very dangerous.]

My grin fades immediately. “What? Why?”

[Just kidding.]

A muscle next to my eye twitches involuntarily. You are just full of surprises, Suri.

Just like this Trial. 

I walk through another stone doorway onto a platform. I call it a platform because there’s another, slightly deeper pit in this room, that surrounds the stone square I’m on. There’s a second platform on the opposite side of the pit, separated from mine by a good twenty-foot gap. No convenient nearby walls to run on, this time, either.

There is, however, a bar. Not the fun kind, but one made of metal, that spans the centre of the pit. Looks like I’m supposed to jump towards it and swing across.

First a wall run, and now this? What am I, the Princess of Persia?!

Anyway, time’s wasting and the uneven bars was always one of my better events, so I get a running start and leap for it.

However, I forget to take into account the decrease in gravity that happens right as I leap off the platform and escape its pull.

The trajectory I have in mind relies on me being pulled down faster than I actually am, so I hit the bar a little higher than intended and have to scramble to hold on. I manage, but my speed is pretty much shot.

Well, no matter. This is my kinda obstacle. I get a firm grip and start swinging back and forth, higher and higher.

The bar doesn’t bend along with my movements like I’m used to, despite its length, which is an odd sensation. Not that it matters. I’m basically running on auto-pilot by now as I complete my first full circle around it.

After a few more swings just for fun, I dismount and finish my routine with a modest, single stretched backflip, sticking my landing on the other side of the pit.

[Well done, Emma!] Suri praises. She sounds surprised. [You are far more skilled than I had anticipated.]

“Eh, I’m a little rusty,” I say as I shake out my arms. “But it’s coming back to me. I used to love gymnastics.”

[Oh? What happened?]

“I was teleported into a game-like dimension that’s trying very hard to kill me,” I half-joke.

[As I’ve said before, your death is not our goal,] Suri chimes.

“Yeah yeah, I’m just kidding. No, I quit because I couldn’t afford to keep doing it. I stopped when I started college.” 

[From my understanding, physical activity is an important part of a healthy life for humans,] Suri chimes disapprovingly. [And college sports are, what’s the word, subsidised, correct?]

“Spare me your judgement, woman,” I say. “And they are subsidised, yes. When I say I couldn’t afford it, I don’t necessarily mean money-wise, I mean time-wise.”

[Is there really a difference? Previous participants have informed me that in your Realm time is considered the equivalent of money.]

I scratch my head. “It’s complicated. On Earth, you can sell your time for money, but no amount of money can actually buy you back time that’s been spent. I guess if I’d had enough money, I wouldn’t have had to sell my time doing things like slinging hotdogs, and I could’ve made time for gymnastics, so in that sense you’re right.”

Thinking of hotdogs causes Josh’s lifeless eyes to once more flash through my mind.

[Such a curious world you come from,] Suri chimes.

I clear my throat. “Anyway, speaking of time, I better keep going.”

The next challenge is a rope swing, over a pit that looks to be about twenty feet to the bottom—I guess they’re raising the stakes.

The other side seems farther away too, but still doable. The rope is attached to the ceiling roughly in the middle, and already tied to a post on this side, so it shouldn’t prove too hard to get enough momentum to make the swing.

I waste no time untying the simple knot and getting a firm grip.

Then a thought strikes me. 

Who tied this knot? 

I open my mouth to ask, but already know I’m going to hear, ‘That’s classified.’

I’ll have to remember to ask later.

Overconfident from my success at the previous challenges and from the seeming simplicity of the task at hand, I try to swing across the pit without giving it much thought. And without activating Boost Physical. 

As soon as I leave the edge of the platform, I realise my mistake. Though gravity decreases a little upon leaving the platform, it is a long swing, and the faster I go, the harder I have to grip; with my Strength still lowered, my fingers can’t handle it, and I start to slip down the rope.

In a panic, I try to use Boost Physical mid-swing.

Somehow, I pull it off and stop slipping farther down as I grip the rope with increased Strength.

However, the second of concentration it takes me to activate Boost Physical proves to be too long and too distracting. Before I know it, I’ve reached the other side, hanging too low and going too fast. 

There’s no time to react, no time to stretch my feet out in front of me and soften the blow. My midriff slams right into the edge of the platform. 

I can’t breathe, my muscles paralysed by the blow. 

Then, I find out another implication of ‘All Are One,’ in the most unfortunate way possible. For a brief moment, all of my muscles are paralysed, and I can only watch helplessly as my fingers slip from the rope and I start falling.

The gravity of the wall on this side of the pit pulls me towards it as I descent. However, the wall is slippery with some kind of grease. Probably to prevent people from climbing. Shit!

I slide down the wall uncontrollably, feet first, and at breakneck speed.

I regain control over my muscles roughly halfway to the ground, but I can’t do much more than flail in an attempt to gain some form of control over my rapid descent.

It’s not enough, and I hit the ground under an unfortunate angle. 

Pain blinds my senses for a moment, and I scream out.

All of the blood drains from my face because I recognise the sensation that shoots through my leg when I hit the ground; it’s the very distinct snap of a breaking bone.

Oh god. Tell me this isn’t happening!

Hoping against hope that I’m wrong, I look down at my leg.

The sight of something white sticking out of my calf promptly causes me to faint.
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CHAPTER 14
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Bad to the bone

––––––––
[image: image]


[EMMA, WAKE UP!]

I come to abruptly. For a brief moment, I’m disoriented by something hanging in front of my face and reflexively try to push it away. Only after fruitlessly sticking my hand through the pop-up window once, do I blink and recognise it for what it is.

[image: It reads: Warning! Status effect ‘Bleeding’ has been added to the Status Window. Your left leg is crippled and bleeding. As you lose blood, Lavi also leaves your body at a rate of 2.5 Onkh per minute. Current net Lavi intake: 0.5 Onkh per minute. Bleeding for too long can lead to other status effects like ‘Anaemic,’ ‘In Shock,’ and ‘Dead.’ ]



I shift my position without thinking, and pain flares up in my left leg.

Oh god, that smarts.

I steel my resolve to glance at it, see if it looks as bad as it feels. My stomach roils from the bloody mess, but I keep its contents inside. Barely.

I kind of wish I were still unconscious, because my leg hurts like a motherf—

[Emma, you need to get moving. You have to reach the Crystal of Restoration by the entrance.]

“Of course... I get it now,” I mumble, hissing as I try to sit upright—more carefully this time.

[And what is it you ‘get’?]

“The way this Trial is designed to—hnnnggh—kill me. The farther I get, the harder it becomes to crawl back when I’m injured.”

[The Trials are designed to increase in difficulty as you progress. Thankfully, you’re still close to the entrance.]

“Close?” 

I stare at the handholds going up the wall on the entrance’s side of the pit. You’ve got to be kidding me.

[Do me a favour and start climbing.]

I sigh, but attempt to get up on my right foot. 

Hot, blinding pain shoots through my left calf as I move.

“Aaaagh!”

I flop back down, breathing heavily.

[Come on, Emma, get up,] Suri chimes.

“I’m trying, Suri, but it hurts too much!”

[You must, Emma, it’s your only chance to survive.]

“YOU THINK I DON’T KNOW THAT?! Just... give me a minute.”

Tears run down my left cheek—I idly note that my right tear duct seems to be gone or blocked off—but Suri is merciless.

[Listen, Emma, when you get to the wall, you can’t dawdle. Since you can only use one leg, you’re going to have to use Boost Physical. And if you don’t make it up before you run out of Lavi, it will take a long time to restore, currently. Unless you can hang from a wall for half an hour, you’d have to drop back down.] 

“Oh shit,” I mumble.

With my current net Lavi Intake, I’ll have at most four minutes of Boost Physical to reach the top. The thought of having to drop back down upon a failed attempt practically turns my stomach. 

Just kill me now.

[We can still do this, Emma.]

I smile through my tears. “We?”

[Yes. I am not giving up on you. I have grown rather fond of you, after all. Now do me a favour and get up. I know you can do it.]

“Oh god. All right, then.”

I breathe like a woman in labour as I carefully raise myself up on my hands and onto my right foot. 

Pain hits me like a freight train as my left foot lightly drags over the floor, but I squeeze my eyes shut and bear it.

Somehow, I’m standing. Blood trickles down my foot and into my sneakers. I can both see and feel the extra outflow of Lavi leaving my body with my blood.

Gritting my teeth, I take my first hop.

***
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By the time I’m halfway up the wall, I’m shivering, and the sweat is dripping down my back. I’m not sure if the blood loss, the pain, or the adrenaline is to blame for these symptoms. Probably a bit of all three.

Regardless, I have to keep moving, so I once more activate Boost Physical. The pain in my chest is like a tickle in comparison to the debilitating spikes coming from my leg.

I climb as fast as I can, alternating between moving my hands and my functional leg. The pain is excruciating. With every little bump to my left leg, I feel my resolve draining. 

[Keep going, Emma, you’re nearly there!]

I know I would not even have made it this far without Suri’s encouragements, but I still doubt if it’ll be enough. 

The exhaustion and the pain get to me a few feet below the edge, and my hand slips. 

Panic surges through me as I quickly reach for another handhold. While doing so, I involuntarily kick out with my left leg and hit the wall. 

My vision goes white, but I somehow hold on and fight through the pain. Perhaps it’s fear that keeps me sane: fear of the even worse pain that falling would result in. 

When my vision clears, a pop-up message swims into it.

[image: It reads: Willpower has risen by 1 point! ]



“Great, thanks,” I wheeze. But it actually does make me feel a bit better. 

You know what? Screw this. I’m not going to die here. This pain is going to help me grow stronger. 

Maybe Suri is right about me...

Shivering, sweating, bleeding, and grinning like a maniac, I finally reach the top, and roll onto it. I glance at my Status Bar.

[image: It reads 20 out of 37, with a net flow of plus 0.5. ]



Although it felt like an eternity, the amount of Lavi I have left tells me that only took two minutes or so. 

Even if it feels like an impossibly short time to me, two minutes is actually a bit problematic. Because I still have to cross two pits to get back to the entrance of the Trial. Two pits which I have to drop down into, and climb back out of again. 

I crawl over to the doorway and use it to get upright. I hop, one-legged to the edge of the platform, and stare fixedly at the bar.

[What are you waiting for, Emma? You need to slide down here and start climbing up on the other end; you can still make it!] 

“Be honest, Suri, you know that won’t work,” I say with a sigh. “I’m losing too much blood; I’m already starting to feel lightheaded. Climbing out of the second pit with Boost Physical would drain nearly all of my remaining Lavi, and if I have to wait half an hour at the bottom of the third pit to restore enough Lavi to make the climb, I’ll be too weak to continue, possibly even ‘Anaemic.’ ”

[Are you giving up?] Suri chimes, actually sounding a little frustrated.

“No. I just need to find a way to reach that bar, something to help me launch myself...” I trail off.

I just thought of something crazy. 

You know what? No. Crazy would be to resign myself to my death. To resign to never seeing my family again, my friends. Or, at the very least, some fellow victims, to share the suffering with.

I’m surprised with the wave of loneliness, the utter need for a friendly face, that crashes over me at that thought. Man, I never knew I could miss human interaction so much. Anyway, this isn’t the time for soulsearching.

I turn around to stand with my back to the bar, lower myself a little, and crane my head around to estimate the distance one last time. Sometimes you have to risk it to get the biscuit.

I rotate my head back to face away from the bar, tilt my chin down towards the ground and breathe in. And in. Deeper than I know is safe.

When the urge to cough strikes, I hop backwards with full force and clench all of my muscles. 

Compressed air jets from my mouth, followed by some blood and bits of tissue. As a result, I am launched backwards, and my throat feels like it’s on fire.

I twist my body around mid-jump, just in time to prevent myself from smashing into the bar. Instead, I grab onto it with both arms and suddenly I’m hanging from the bar, swinging back and forth gently. I laugh—or try to—in between coughing up blood. Tears stream down my left cheek, but these are tears of joy and exhilaration.

I check my Status Bar.

[image: It reads 21 out of 37, with a net flow of 0. ]



Guess I hurt my lungs a little. Still, well worth it.

I start swinging, though it’s harder than last time, as I can only use one leg well.

It’s fine. I don’t need to swing full circles, I just need to make it to the platform.

Blood is flung from my leg with every swing, and I feel myself starting to get dizzy.

There’s no time to waste, so I release slightly before the apex of my swing, and land into a forward roll, my backpack only slightly hindering the execution. I somehow manage to prevent my left leg from hitting the floor during the whole thing, but the jostling still hurts terribly.

The next few minutes don’t hurt any less, as I slide down into the pit beneath the wall-run and climb up the handholds on the other side by the skin of my teeth. 

I’m up on the balcony beneath the handholds now, preparing for my final drop. I swing my legs over the edge, put my hands on it and lower myself down until I’m hanging. I take a deep breath and release. 

I don’t fully experience the landing. I feel fuzzy, like my head is full of wool. Sounds seem dull, but the pink light beckons me, calling my name. Or perhaps that’s Suri, I’m not sure. 

I slowly, carefully, crawl towards it, until I can at long last collapse beneath it. The pain slowly fades away. The trickle of blood running into my shoe comes to a halt.

I lethargically check my Status Bar.

[image: It reads 9 out of 37, with a net flow of plus 1. ]



Good... I made it. And the world goes dark.
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CHAPTER 15
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Let’s play: Operation

––––––––
[image: image]


[EMMA, WAKE UP.]

“Nooooo,” I groan. “I’m sleepy!”

Despite my protest, I try to sit up. 

Pain shoots through my leg.

I hiss. “What the hell?”

[The Crystal cannot properly do its job like this, Emma,] Suri chimes firmly. [You need to push the bone back into place before the flesh regrowing around it immobilises it.] 

My eyes shoot open. “That’s—no, I can’t!”

[Yet you must. If that bone doesn’t heal properly your leg will be utterly incapable of bearing weight, and you can forget about clearing this Trial, let alone what comes after. Now do me a favour and try.]

My hands clench into fists as I force my gaze down. My stomach turns at the sight of the bottom part of my shin bone sticking out of mangled flesh.

With shaking fingers, I reach out and gently press on the bone. 

“Nnngaaaaaahhhh! Suri, I can’t!”

[I don’t see any other options, Emma,] Suri chimes. 

“What if... what if you bring me into a trance again, to lessen the pain?”

[If I did that you would sit there gazing blankly until the wound closed. For the Meditation Skill to help, you would have to enter a lucid state of trance. However, as I explained before, that is the next level of the Skill, which you haven’t reached yet; I can’t help you do that.]

“Can’t or won’t, Suri?”

[Emma, I—]

“CAN’T OR WON’T?!”

[I am not allowed to help you like that. The rules don’t bend that far, and I cannot break them.]

“Shit... SHIT!”

[I’m sorry, Emma,] Suri chimes. It almost sounds genuine.

“All right, even if you can’t help me... the lucid trance, can I do it?”

Suri remains quiet for a moment. [Well, perhaps. You do seem to have a knack for figuring out Skills. In fact, if you lean into the pain, use it to keep yourself awake, this might turn into a rare opportunity.]

“Stop trying to turn me into a masochist,” I joke weakly.

[You’re doing a pretty good job of that yourself, dear.]

I shake my head. Just yesterday I’d never have imagined Suri cracking a joke. 

Anyway, I don’t know about enjoying it, but I’m certainly getting used to pain.

Time for another dose.

I start gently pressing onto the bone, hissing from the pain as I simultaneously attempt to activate Meditation. However, with the pain overwhelming my senses, I can’t get anywhere close to a trance.

On my second attempt, I try to get a trance going first, but as soon as I exert the slightest pressure, my trance disappears like snow before the sun. 

I try again and again, every way I can think of. At one point, I actually slip into a deeper trance, and Suri has to wake me. No matter what I do however, the lucid trance continues to elude me.

“Ugh, Suri, this is impossible,” I complain. “It’s like I’m trying to sleep while stabbing white-hot needles into my leg!” 

[It’s a difficult feat for sure, but not impossible. After all, many have succeeded in gaining the second level of this Skill before you, and many still will.]

“Not impossible then, I just suck. Great pep-talk, Suri.” 

I lapse into silence for a moment. 

No, Suri’s right. I can’t be thinking it’s impossible. It is possible, I’m just not doing it right. In fact, maybe my thinking is the root of the problem. It’s not like trying to sleep at all; Mediation is a Skill. A Lavi-based Skill, which means the trigger for this Skill should have something to do with imposing my will on my Lavi. I just need to impose my will harder.

Once again, I press gently onto the bone and simultaneously try to activate Meditation. The Skill fizzles out almost immediately, but now that I’m paying attention, I can feel the slight swell of something coursing through my body. 

Encouraged, I try again, willing the swell to last longer, push farther. Slowly but surely, a kind of tug-o-war begins between Meditation and the pain, as they both vie for my attention.

Sometimes my eyelids start to droop as my Skill threatens to pull me under, and the pain barely hauls me back out. Other times I press too hard and the pain puts cracks in my trance. As it goes back and forth, I slowly sink deeper, still watching the bone, still pushing it.

Bit by bit, the pressure I’m able to exert increases, and I find a balance between pain and trance, between the sharpness of the discomfort and the sweet lure of sleep. The bone starts to move closer to its original position. Every time it moves, the pain pulls me back out of the trance a little, requiring me to sink back down as I dance the line between living and dying.

Two inches to go. One and a half inches to go. One inch to go and the jagged edge of the bone presses into my flesh. With the Crystal of Restoration and my trance combined, the pain is less sharp, more of a dull throb. 

The final bit is the hardest. I have to press my fingers into the wound, which makes the bleeding start anew, and try to align the jagged ends of the bone together.

Somehow, I am able to continue. I view the white-hot pain as a bright light in the distance: sharp and searing, but ultimately unable to touch me. 

Finally, Suri gives the verdict.

[They’re aligned. You can let go now, Emma.]

I release and slump back; as my eyes close I enter the sleep of the dead, knowing I will come out alive to see another day. Or the rest of this one, at least.

***
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I carefully put weight on my left leg. No pain.

I half-expected it, and yet I can hardly believe it; my left leg is as good as new. There’s not even a mark on the skin.

However, that isn’t the only pleasant surprise I wake up to. I also get the following notification.

[image: It reads: Meditation has reached level 2! ]



Sweet! Being able to go into a lucid, pain and Lavi-consumption-reducing trance on command is bound to come in handy, one way or another.

[You are a real survivor, Emma,] Suri chimes unexpectedly. [I am very proud of you.]

Aww, stop it. You’re gonna make me cry.

“Thank you,” I say. And I mean it. 

Now that I finally feel semi-okay again, I decide to check how the contents of my bag are faring after I landed on it earlier. 

Thankfully, the Doritos and the cup noodles are still intact. The blade of knifegrass seems to be fine as well; only its roots have shrivelled a little. The Moonshade Flower, on the other hand, has seen better days. 

I unwrap it, only to find that its petals are wilting and have all but lost their glow.

It’s heartening to see something logical in this dimension for once. No, my broken bone doesn’t count.

The bottle I forced the stem in is filled to about a quarter of its capacity with viscous, purple glowing sap. It looks downright deadly.

I would hate for that to leak out. Good thing the stem was stuck in so tightly. Although, the stem has also lost some of its turgidity and moves around a lot more easily.

I decide to cut my losses. I dig the bottle’s cap out of my backpack, remove the wilting flower, and screw the bottle shut. I dump the flower in a corner; it seems quite clear most of the Toxic Energy is concentrated in the sap, and that’s all I need. 

Satisfied that it’s secure, I hold up the bottle with its dangerous contents. For some reason, the bottle is rather cool to the touch. 

Weird.

“Appraise!”

[image: The Appraisal Window lists the Moonshade Sap as a consumable that isn’t sold. Its description reads: Sap from the Moonshade, a beautiful yet hazardous flower. Contains highly concentrated Toxic Energy. Drinking the sap is not recommended, even in case of extreme dehydration. Below that, it is stated to have a very high level of toxicity. ]



Consumable? I shudder and gently put it back into my backpack. Like I’d ever put that stuff anywhere near my mouth.

“All right, time?”

[19 hours, 14 minutes, and 17 seconds left.]

Well over four hours wasted...

Actually no, not wasted. I learned a lot. I overcame grave danger at the cost of terrifying pain, and I grew from it. 

I’ve learned about how gravity works, learned how to use Boost Physical in action, and have gotten to know the dangers of this Trial.

And now it’s time to kick its ass.

***
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It takes me a mere fifteen minutes to get back to the rope swing, and most of that time is spent waiting for my Lavi to recover after using Boost Physical.

The rope is now hanging in the middle of the pit, out of immediate reach, but that’s only a minor obstacle.

I leap for it, grab on, and start swinging back and forth. Soon enough I have all the momentum I need to launch myself onto the platform, where I stick the landing. 

The next couple of challenges are more of the same. Handholds on an upwards-sloping ceiling. A double bar swing, where I have to leap from one bar to the next. A double rope swing. Peanuts.

But then the doorway leads into a staircase down, and when I arrive at the bottom I look up and swallow.

Because for the next challenge, it looks like I may have to jump back and forth between two walls, all to reach a platform that’s about thirty feet up.

Yup. Still going to die.
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CHAPTER 16
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Too many walls, not enough bridges

––––––––
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[YOU SHOULD EAT SOMETHING,] Suri suggests when I don’t move for a few seconds.

Guess I might as well. Can’t be expected to perform crazy, death-defying stunts on an empty stomach. 

What I do after that, in a corner of the room, is entirely my business. Pun intended.

From the lack of food-wrappings and bloodstains I’ve come across so far, I’ve concluded that the Trials get ‘sterilised’ pretty well after every participant, so it shouldn’t be an issue.

Which begs the question if anyone—or rather, how many—died in this room.

I take another look at the intimidatingly high back-and-forth wall jump in front of me and the spotless rock floor beneath it, and decide not to think about that anymore. 

God, I never thought I’d miss people this much. Like, in general. These Trials would be so much easier to face if I didn’t have to do it alone. I mean, Suri is pretty good company, but it’s not the same.

All right, enough with the pity-party, Emma. This is just another obstacle, just another challenge. You’ve faced worse and you’re not even bleeding or anything, so get it together. 

The opposing walls are about thirty feet high, but also eight feet apart; definitely too wide to stretch my arms out between them and touch both sides. There don’t appear to be any handholds or anything of the sort, so jumping back and forth really does seem like the only option.

I try out the gravity near each wall, but the pull isn’t as pronounced as it was during the wall-run. It’s probably because the walls are so much closer together. Still, I can feel a slight pull near the walls, which makes them feel slanted and should help me maintain grip.

The real problem here is that I have to make it to the top in one go. If I fall from near the top, I could easily break something again and get hurt too badly to make it back to the Crystal of Restoration.

I need absolute confidence in making it before I go that high, which means I need to practise.

With a sigh, I start stretching out my legs. Only when I’m confident they’re properly warmed up, do I take the challenge for a spin. 

I activate Boost Physical, jump up against one of the walls, and push off. Unfortunately, the fresh wave of power coursing through my limbs from the Skill makes me push off a little harder than intended. I twist around in mid-air, only to barrel face-first into the other wall, and land on my butt. 

Right. Let’s try this without Boost Physical and focus more on spinning in time.

***
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After a while of practice, I find I’m actually getting the hang of this ridiculous obstacle.

I’m using Boost Physical again and am learning how to control the force of my jumps. I quickly find that while I don’t actually need the boost in Strength for the jumps, I still need to use Boost Physical to replenish my stamina so I can keep going. Who knew jumping back and forth between walls would be so exhausting?

It’s interesting that the stamina replenishing effect of Boost Physical was never explicitly stated...

I soon run into a new problem, however. I am now at the point where I can quickly ascend about fifteen feet if I put my mind to it, but a controlled descent is much harder. 

That is to say, I’m falling. A lot. Not from too high of course, and I try to angle my back-and-forth jumps down when I want to descend, but as I pick up downward speed it gets much harder to maintain grip. I’ve even taken off my shoes, as I’m getting more grip with my bare feet, but I’m still bruised all over. 

Most falls and landings I handle pretty well, but not all of them.

“Oof!” I let out involuntarily as my back slams into the floor.

Falling on my back is the worst; it knocks the wind right out of me. It doesn’t help that I took off my backpack for the training, but I’d rather not have the bottle of Moonshade Sap burst open.

Or worse, my bag of Doritos. 

But as I lie there, wheezing, an unexpected notification pops up.

[image: It reads: Toughness has risen by 1 point! ]



I kinda hate the part of me that now thinks I should perhaps fall some more.

No matter what Suri says, I’m not a masochist!

[Ah, good,] Suri chimes. [That should reduce the chance of you getting another debilitating injury. This seems like the perfect time for a serious attempt, wouldn’t you agree?]

I sit up and take a deep breath. My ribs seem to be fine, which is nice. I carefully roll my shoulders, one by one, testing them.

[Come on, Emma, quit stalling. You’re ready. You just need to have a little faith in yourself.] 

I sigh. “You’re probably right.”

[I usually am.]

I get up, grab my backpack, and strap it on extra tight. I glance around, hoping that I’ve forgotten to do or grab something, but of course I haven’t.

I move to the bottom of the walls and turn my gaze upward.

Oh man. I better not screw this up.

I dry my sweaty hands on my wrinkly, smelly uniform, and prepare myself for action.

Activating Boost Physical, I launch myself up at the first wall. For the first wall-jump, I kick off with a single foot, trying to get as much height as possible. From the second jump onwards, I catch myself on the wall with both hands and feet, maximizing grip and stability. I make sure to twist back and forth during the jumps instead of turning in circles like I did in the beginning. 

I learned not to do that after getting dizzy and smacking my head onto the floor only once. Go me.

The rhythm is becoming second nature by now. Jump, twist, catch, jump, twist, catch, jump, twist, catch...

I don’t look down or up and I don’t think. I just keep going, boosting only when I feel my Strength wane.

And suddenly I run out of wall. That is to say, my stomach smacks into the ledge at the top. 

My breath comes out in a rush, but I manage to hold on and crawl onto the platform. I look down over the ledge at a thirty-foot drop.

I friggin’ did it!
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CHAPTER 17
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They just keep moving the line

––––––––
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AFTER RESTING FOR A BIT, I take my shoes out of my backpack. The blood on the left one has almost finished drying. Almost. Honestly though, I might as well leave them off. The extra grip my bare feet provide will probably come in handy. 

I stuff my shoes back in and sling the pack over my shoulder. I take one last look down before skipping through the doorway. 

The hallway I enter slopes down and leads me to the next challenge, which is a twenty-foot-deep, ten-foot-wide, thirty-foot-long pit, with exactly nothing above it. However, the walls do go all the way up on both sides.

Ah, I see. They want me to do a wall run while jumping back and forth between the two walls.

If I’d come across this two hours ago, I’d have found it hard to swallow, but now... 

I check the straps on my backpack and wipe any potential moisture off my feet and hands. Let’s do this.

I activate Boost Physical and angle myself into the left wall. I run along the wall for a few paces, then push off before I start gaining downward momentum. Two steps, another jump. And again. And again. 

I still gain downward momentum near the end, which forces me to jump back and forth with every step, but it no longer matters because I am close enough to get there with one last jump. 

I land lightly on the other side and look back in satisfaction. Only now do I notice that this pit doesn’t have any handholds. If I’d fallen down, I would have needed to use the jumping-back-and-forth-technique to get back up. 

Pssh, only twenty feet up? That’s child’s play.

I move on to the next challenge, which is a rope swing into a bar swing. 

Apparently mixing and matching is the new thing. 

My prediction is right, because after I ace this challenge I find myself facing an extremely long pit with several small platforms on pillars and various means to move from one to the next. 

Wall runs with jumps into bar swings, rope swings into wall runs, etc. The pit actually continues underneath the walls I’m supposed to run on, and the ropes are too short to reach from down in the pit, likely to make sure I can’t cheat by climbing up farther on. 

It looks challenging to say the least, and yet I’m filled with an odd excitement. If they’re stepping it up to this extent, this may very well be the final bit!

***
[image: image]


It wasn’t.

There were some hairy moments, but I made it through without falling. 

Now I’m at another handholds-on-the-ceiling type of challenge—like in the first room, except this one has the addition of two bar swings. 

Who comes up with these things? At least the ceiling is only about fifteen feet high again.

I sigh and start climbing the handholds that lead up the wall to my right. Everything’s smooth sailing until I hit the first bar. It hangs about three feet below the ceiling, just out of reach from the final handhold. 

I swing from the handholds I’m grasping, making sure to string together activations of Boost Physical to keep my Strength raised continuously. I release on a forward swing and briefly sail through the Aether. I grasp the bar with one hand. My arm muscles strain but hold. I bring my other hand onto the bar as well and sigh in relief. 

It’s a weird feeling. Because of the extra three feet between me and the ceiling, the downward pull of gravity is a bit stronger now compared to when I’m hanging onto the handholds. I’ll have to take the difference into account for my next move.

I need to get to the next handholds, which are about six feet away, and I need to grasp them and hold on mid-jump. 

Remind me to never complain about Suri’s advice again. I’d have been dead three times over in this challenge without Boost Physical. 

Though to be honest, this is still easier than it would’ve been on Earth, thanks to the difference in how gravity works here. If I had still been in the shape of my days as a gymnast, and not full of Toxic Energy, it wouldn’t have been much more than a good workout.

I swing on the bar, trying to get just enough speed, then release at the right moment. 

At the apex of my jump, I grasp for the handholds, but I seem to have overestimated the effect of the diminished gravity. My fingertips scrape the bottom of the handhold and I go plunging down. 

Thankfully, my landing gets full marks. I’ve had plenty of practice today. 

I kind of want to try again right away, but I need to wait for my Lavi to recover a little, so I sit down and shake out my fingers to get some blood flowing again.

***
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For the third time now, I’m at the second bar. The distance between this bar and the handholds on either side is slightly larger, more like seven feet. 

The first two times I came short of the handholds, and the last time I overshot the mark, but this time I’m going to get it right. I can feel it; I’m in the zone.

I’m swinging, back and forth, back and forth. When I feel the speed is just right, I squeeze all I can out of Boost Physical and pull hard on the bar, right before releasing it. I learned to do that to get the extra height I need. Last time I overdid it and came out too high. That gave me plenty of time to grasp the handholds, but my downward momentum pulled me off.

This time my trajectory is just right, the handholds heading straight for my hands. 

A pop-up window appears, blocking half my vision. The dominant half, unfortunately. Even though my right eye has been replaced by a crystal, that apparently hasn’t changed. Go figure.

Somehow, relying on instinct, I still grasp the handholds and manage to hold on tight as I swing from them until I lose my momentum.

[image: It reads: Strength has risen by 1 point!]


Well, I can’t say I’m not happy, but...

“Suri, could you not throw those things up in my vision when I’m busy please?” I ask irritably.

[Sorry, Emma, the notification was set to automatic,] Suri chimes, not sounding all that apologetic. [I’ll keep an eye on it in the future.]

Is she messing with me? Well no matter. I have a hard time being angry about it, perhaps because I’m whooping and cheering inside since I grew stronger. 

I finish swinging to the platform and shake out my hands again. 

The doorway on the platform leads to another staircase down, which exits into a very high room. 

It’s like the inside of a hundred-foot-tall tower. Looking up, I spot a variety of bars, ropes, handholds, and platforms in the corners. Way up near the top, there’s a balcony. I don’t even have to see it to know there’s going be a stone door up there, with another fugly humanoid carved into it, looking all kinds of miserable. This place has ‘final challenge’ written all over it.

I look at the start of the course: a quarter-pipe-shaped wall, going fifteen feet up. Looks like I’m supposed to run up it, and then launch myself back onto the first bar-swing. 

This is not going to be easy.

***
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I stand corrected. It actually was pretty easy. 

There were a few close calls, like the time I misjudged the distance and ended up grasping onto a bar with the fingertips of my left hand, but all in all it was far more doable than I expected. 

I suppose using Boost Physical to raise my Strength to 10—the supposed average Strength of an adult human male—is rather an advantage. That’s a lot of power for my small frame so that definitely helped, but another big factor was that as I climbed higher, gravity became noticeably less. My jumps gained ridiculous airtime, and my landings became increasingly gentle. 

All the way up here, it feels like gravity is decreased by at least a third! 

As I swing myself up onto the balcony from a final bar swing, the stone door—complete with grotesque carving—rumbles open. 

Trial exit? Check. Carving of a fugly humanoid? Check. Totally called it? Check, check, double-check.

I sit on the ledge and look down. I can hardly believe I actually made it through this Trial. Looking back though, it wasn’t even all that bad. 

Except for the part where I broke my leg. That part sucked. 

Apart from that, it was actually kind of fun. Or maybe not fun but thrilling. It made me feel alive. I guess I hadn’t realised how much I missed gymnastics.

I look at the open doorway over my shoulder and ask, “Time?”

[14 hours, 21 minutes, and 56 seconds left.]

That’s still quite a lot. Most of the time I did use I actually spent unconscious underneath the Crystal of Restoration.

“Open Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my base Strength has risen from 7 to 8, my Toughness from 8 to 9, my base Agility and Mental Fortitude are still at 12, and my Willpower has gone from 13 to 14. Meanwhile, my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 21.5 to 21.6%, but my Toxic Tolerance Limit remained 4.3 Onkh. At 6.2 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently 1.9 over my limit, which eats away 3 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 8 to 7 and my Agility from 12 to 10. In the Skills section, Meditation is now listed as level 2, but nothing else has changed. ]



It seems the detoxification of my body has slowed down further. My Toxic Energy Tolerance isn’t rising much either, probably because the concentration in my body has gotten so low. I guess I’ll have to thoroughly intoxicate myself again if I want to see any significant gains. Well, that’s for later concern.

If I have some extra time, I might as well train.

My breathing, that is. 

I mean, this Trial was thrilling, but I’m not suicidal enough to have another go at it for fun.

No, I want to live, and the Lavi I take in with Respiration is my most important lifeline. And with the low Toxic Energy concentration in the Aether here, I shouldn’t build up any extra Toxic Energy in my body. Heck, I might get rid of some extra in my exhales.

What was it Suri said about the third level of Respiration? Right, I have to direct my exhales farther away... Maybe I can practice in a lucid trance. Not sure how that would affect the results of my training, but it would allow me to further reduce my Lavi consumption, so I can force more Lavi into my body and hopefully increase my Lavi Pool.

I move away from the ledge, sit down in a lotus position, and snack on some jicca nuts. 

I stop mid-chew, frowning in confusion. Do jicca nuts grow softer with age? Because normally they kinda hurt my teeth, but these don’t.

Or did my teeth grow harder when I raised my Toughness? 

Does that mean I may one day be able to actually sleep comfortably again if I get beaten up enough? 

I shake my head, deciding to shelve this question for later.

“I’m going to train. Wake me ten minutes before the end of the Trial?”

[Sure thing.]

I close my eyes and start periodically pinching my skin. 

Just to help me get into a lucid trance; this is only the second time I’m actually trying to achieve one. I’m not a masochist. 

Thanks to my expert ministrations—and the second level of Meditation—I soon sink away and lose myself in the rhythm of my breathing. 

In. Out. Slower. Deeper.

Whatever comes next, I’m going to face it as well prepared as I can.
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CHAPTER 18
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Loving angels instead

––––––––
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IT APPEARS MY LUCID trance still needs some work, because roughly halfway through the fourteen hours I have left, I fall asleep. Well, I guess it would’ve been stranger if I hadn’t.

I can tell the lucid trance does less for restoring my mental faculties than regular Meditation, but the upside is also obvious; though I haven’t reached level 3 with Respiration yet, it has clearly improved. 

My breath has slowed further, and my exhales have gotten a lot more forceful. If I ever get to blow out the candles on a birthday cake here, I’ll have to be careful not to launch that sucker across the room. Most tellingly, however, I can now absorb 10.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute.

As Suri counts down the seconds until the Trial ends, I stretch lazily, grab my backpack, and walk through the door. The slam of the stone slab hitting the floor behind me doesn’t even faze me anymore.

[image: It reads: Congratulations on clearing the second trial. Awarded 20 Trial Points. 10 for clearing the Trial, 5 for each increase in a physical stat. Unlocked: Consumables Shopping Window. ]


Only points for increases in physical stats, huh. I guess they only reward things that are specific to the Trial. Bunch of cheapskates. I suffered for that increase in Willpower!

[Congratulations. Would you like to start your five minutes?]

Well, somebody’s all business today. That’s fine; I have plenty of questions.

“Yes, let’s start,” I say as I carefully lie down on the bed. It seems a bit softer than I expected, less like concrete and more like wood.

“First question... I’ve been trying to wrap my mind around this ‘All are One’ business. If I understand it correctly, then in this Realm, things are a whole, not a collection of parts. As in, my body has a ‘Toughness’ that applies to the whole thing, correct?” 

[Correct.]

“Then how come when I slipped from the rope, I broke a ‘part’ of my body, namely the bone? Shouldn’t, like, my entire foot have snapped off or something? Not that I’m complaining, but...”

[Ah, I understand your confusion. It’s a little more complicated than you imagine. You are One, but that doesn’t mean you are a blob of homogenous matter. Your muscles still supply movement, your skin still protects you from invasive species, and your bones still form the structural support.]

I frown. “So, is it more like I’m a single thing, like one big Jell-O pudding, but with different flavours in different areas?”

[That may be the worst analogy I’ve ever heard. It’s wrong on so many levels that I don’t know where to start critiquing it.]

I snort. “In that case, don’t bother. Instead, could you explain what you mean in a little more detail?”

[Of course. When your Toughness increases, it signifies that all of your tissue has grown more resilient, because all of your tissue shares a value of Toughness. However, when your Strength increases, the difference is only noticeable in your muscles, as it is the only type of tissue that applies Strength. Your bones may not have a higher Toughness than your skin, but they are less flexible. They will bend less under pressure, but as a consequence may break when the stress becomes too great.]

“So it’s more like I’m a kind of robot, and if my Toughness increases, that’s like all of the materials I’m made of are replaced by slightly more durable ones, and if my Strength increases, it’s only my motors that get upgraded?”

[Weak but passable, as analogies go.]

Did Suri just grade me a C?

“Let’s talk Skills. What does the next level of Meditation entail?”

[The third level of Meditation is not so easily achieved. Not to say that the second level was easy, but this should require substantially more time and effort. It involves the ability to separately numb each of your major senses.]

Interesting. Though I don’t immediately see an application, Meditation has saved my life twice over already, so I’m definitely not going to stop practising it.

“What about Boost Physical?”

[The second level of Boost Physical is achieved when you learn its second mode of operation. However, trying to explain the second mode without showing how in a Dreamscape would be like trying to teach someone how to dance in a dark room.]

Damn. Suri’s analogy game is definitely more on point than mine.

[To be honest, it is quite impressive how far you’ve come with Respiration and Meditation in this limited timeframe, especially without any proper guidance.]

Well, not to brag or anything, but I’ve been breathing since birth. And I took this class in meditation once... 

Focus, Emma, focus. 

“You mentioned last time that all Skills in the system are to do with energy manipulation. Does that mean there are no Skills for things like karate or swimming?”

[There are not. Those kinds of abilities rely heavily on muscle memory and the specific shape and weight of the individual and the weapon, so they are impossible to generalise. I can still give you tips to improve if you practise that sort of thing in the future.]

I sigh. “There’s going to be combat in future Trials, isn’t there?”

[That’s classified.]

That means yes.

I’ve been mulling it over for a while now, but this place is just way too deadly. Especially the Second Trial. Even though the Toxic Energy in my body made it way harder for me than it needed to be, I still bet a lot of people would have a hard time making it through this. It also unfairly favours men, as they are on average stronger and more athletic.

I’m clearly not going to get a straight answer out of Suri, but maybe I can probe for information indirectly, find the holes in her story.

I clear my throat. “Say, Suri, are there any theories on why the void-shifts always happen in places with lots of people around?”

[I’m not aware of any, no.] 

Well, that was less useful than expected.

It obviously can’t just be a coincidence though. The more I think about it, the more likely it seems that—unlike what I’m being told—people are actively being transported here for some unknown purpose, probably by whoever built this death-trap. The question is: is Suri aware of the truth and lying to me, or does she not know any better?

“Are there ever any void-shifts that bring in life from other parts of the Entropic Realm?”

[You mean extra-terrestrial species?]

“Yes, that.”

[No. It is believed that the void-shifts are mostly ‘vertical,’ if you will, meaning shifts through dimensional space, and not ‘horizontal,’ or shifts through space relative to position within a Realm.]

I’m not sure how much stock I should put in what Suri tells me, but I cling onto the hope that at least this much is true, as it sounds like my worries about relativity screwing me over may be unfounded. This isn’t really getting me anywhere in the present, however. Time for a question that’s been weighing heavily on my mind. No pun intended.

“Suri, have any overweight humans ever made it through the Second Trial?”

My question seems to have surprised her, because it takes a while for Suri to respond.

[Questions about other participants are generally not answered, as they have a right to privacy as well.]

“What about rhetorical questions about other participants?” I joke.

[Those are definitely not answered,] she retorts without missing a beat.

“Right. I guess my real question is, doesn’t any of this strike you as unfair?”

[As I’ve explained before, this place is both meant to train, and to weed out the ones who aren’t worth investing limited resources in. Essentially, it follows the principles of survival of the fittest, to prepare only those who stand a chance at survival in the outside world. So, regarding your question, the ‘unfairness’ is inherent to this Realm, and not a product of this facility itself.]

Limited, she says, but they had enough resources to build a facility so ridiculously huge that people could be separated and ‘trained’ individually?

The thought of all the people who despaired at the very sight of the Second Trial hurts my heart, and the thought of some group of assholes deciding to kidnap entire masses of people just to put them through the wringer is starting to seriously piss me off. How the hell do they justify this?

I take a deep breath and attempt to stay calm. 

Anyway, it seems continuing this line of questioning is pointless.

Not like I can do anything but go along with what’s happening here.

However, when I get out of here, I’m going to find whoever’s responsible for this shitshow, and give them a piece of my mind.

For now, I say a little prayer for Fat Misty and the other obese con-goers and personnel. I’m not exactly religious, but hey, considering my circumstances, who knows what else is possible.

I pray they never make it to the Second Trial. 

Because I shudder to imagine having to face such an impossible challenge, where I could probably not even manage to pass the first obstacle, followed by a twenty-four-hour-long wait for death.

I sigh. “Great, now I’m depressed. Suri, be honest, am I likely to ever see another human again?” 

[Yes.] 

I blink, having not expected such a blunt, let alone positive answer. “Really? Does that mean I’m, like, almost done?” 

[Oh goodness, no. However, there’s a reason Hub One is called Hub One.]

I shoot up into a sitting position. “Does that mean I’m coming up on Hub Two?”

[Correct.]

“How soon can I get there?!”

[Quite soon. If you live. About one minute left. Perhaps you should focus on more pressing matters.]

My cheeks hurt from how wide I’m smiling, but I would be hard-pressed to care less. “Awesome. All right, what can you tell me about the next Trial?” 

[It’s hot and dry, with low atmospheric Lavi.]

Suri put some extra stress on those final words. I guess she’s not allowed to advise me explicitly, but this is enough. I need to find ways to improve my Lavi flows. 

“I see. Then perhaps I should buy some consumables from that new Shopping Window? Preferably drinkable?”

[Why that sounds like a swell idea.]

“What else are you allowed to tell me?”

[Not much. The Trial concerns a type of navigation, but you can’t really prepare for it at the moment. You’ll have to learn as you go.]

“Mmm. What would you advise me to do in the time I have in this preparation room?”

[I’d say you had the right idea just now. Practise your uniquely wide array of early Skills.]

Wait, ‘uniquely’? Sounds like I’m more of an outlier than I thought. Suri’s actually indirectly giving me information about other participants with this, isn’t she? Pretty sneaky.

I consider pointing that out but decide not to. It would probably just end up backfiring. In fact, if Suri’s not above indirectly answering me, I might be able to abuse this a little.

“And I suppose I might train Respiration in particular, with there being low atmospheric Lavi and all?”

[I certainly can’t find any flaws in that logic.]

Perfect. 

Immediately afterwards I frown. This Toxic Energy poisoning is just biting me in the ass again and again. I better not skimp on those consumables if I’m to survive this. At least navigating doesn’t sound that hard. I may be able to walk in a lucid trance and further decrease my Lavi consumption.

[Any last questions?]

“I only have one more. Why can’t I ask ‘philosophical’ questions outside of the five-minute window?”

[Answering complex questions consumes a considerable amount of energy.]

“What? Is that really it? Energy conservation?”

[In a nutshell.]

Well, I guess that’s plausible. But again, I’m not sure I buy the whole ‘limited resources’ rhetoric. 

[Your time is up, so I will end the session here.]

“All right. Show me the Consumables Shopping Window please.”

A menu pops up in front of me with three categories: food, drinks, and medicinal. It also displays my current Trial Points: 22.

[You can use gestures to navigate the menu.]

“Really? What gestures?” 

[Anything. As long as I can understand your meaning. And don’t be crude.]

I can’t help but smile at the disapproving tone Suri used to say crude.

I pretend my hand is a gun and shoot at the ‘Food’ category, making sure to include the sound effect. 

Suri sighs. A new window replaces the previous one.

Different foods are listed, starting at prices as little as one point for a portion of birberries or jicca nuts, but growing increasingly expensive farther down the list. 

“Does that mean I no longer get those for free?” 

[Yes.]

Damn.

There are more nuts and fruits listed, but at the higher end also things like yams, eggs, raw meats, and even a kind of cake, which costs a whopping 10 points. 

I go back to the previous menu with a wave of my hand and select the drinks menu.

The cheapest option here is a kind of waterskin, which has zero Lavi content but offers very good hydration. After that come things like Lavi-supplementing teas, fruit juices, and even smoothies! The fruit juices and smoothies come in skins and range from medium- to high-grade as Lavi supplements, but they last for an hour at best. The teas are medium-grade Lavi supplements but last significantly longer, averaging at about four hours. However, they’re sold as dry goods, with pots of hot Hydrum available as a separate—albeit cheap—product. 

Since I’m going to be traversing a hot and dry environment, possibly for a very long time, I’m probably better off taking plenty of regular Hydrum, as well as foods that can supply a medium-grade Lavi supplement with a duration of up to eight hours. I start out looking at nuts, but the medium-grade ones are rather tough, so I decide on a yam instead.

Before I make any purchases, however, I check out the last category: medicinal.

This is a highly varied category, ranging from bandaging material and salves to pills and fresh medicinal plants and fungi.

Huh. Some of these effects are pretty cool.

A pill for replenishing blood, to cure the ‘Anaemic’ status condition, a salve to prevent Radiation-burns... 

Isn’t that just sunscreen? Or do they mean something more akin to ionizing radiation? Do ions even exist here? So many questions.

Finally, I come across an item that makes me yelp and shoot upright, the window moving with me in a dizzying manner.

[image: The Appraisal Window lists the Blue Angel as a consumable that is in stock and sold for 5 Trial Points. Its description reads: A small mushroom with a blue cap featuring a distinctive white ring, that prefers to grow in the shade. It has a bitter taste but a sweet effect, as it naturally absorbs Toxic Energy, and when eaten can help detoxify the body. Below that, it is stated to have a Toughness of 6, and to have a low-grade detoxifying effect that lasts for 8 hours. ]
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CHAPTER 19
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Breathe in life and breathe out

––––––––
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A LOW-GRADE DETOXIFIER that lasts 8 hours for only 5 TP! Farther down the list I find a medium-grade detoxifier at a cost of 10 TP, but that one works for only 4 hours. I feel like that might mean it actually detoxifies a similar amount in a shorter timeframe, so my choice is simple.

“One Blue Angel please!”

[You are about to purchase a Blue Angel for five Trial Points. Would you like to confirm the purchase?]

“Yes.”

I hear a rumble in the alcove and expectantly look over. Something small and blue tumbles down the chute.

That was fast! Is there like an entire vending machine type of system up there? I’d love to go find out, but with the Toughness of these walls being 63, I can only dream.

I collect my prize. It’s smaller than I had expected. The white ring over the cap reminds me of a halo, so I can see where it gets its name.

“Do I just, eat it?”

[That would be the preferable method of taking it in. For both of us, I imagine.]

A muscle twitches next to my eye, and I decide not to dignify that with a response.

I sit back down on the bed, bring the Blue Angel to my mouth, and bite down with some hesitation.

Yuck. My mouth scrunches up involuntarily. “Man, that is bitter. Kinda makes me wish I knew Meditation level three, just so I could turn off my sense of taste for a bit, you know?” 

[Don’t talk with your mouth full,] Suri admonishes.

I snort, but keep my mouth respectfully shut. 

An artificial intelligence that cares about table manners? Never change, Suri, never change.

I manage to finish my disgusting treat and flush away the taste with some Hydrum.

Let’s check where my Toxic Energy is right now. “Open Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Lavi Pool is full and grew from 37 to 39 Onkh, and my Trial Points increased to 17. At 5.9 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently still 1.6 over my limit, which eats away 2.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 8 to 7 and my Agility from 12 to 10. In the Skills section, my listed absorption of Lavi from Aether with Respiration level 2 increased from 10 to 10.5 Onkh per minute.]



Only 1.6 Onkh over the limit. If this gradual Detoxifying effect can help me get rid of the status effect entirely, that would be perfect. Since I’m about to head into low atmospheric Lavi conditions, nothing could be better than that. I’m not sure if one will be enough to achieve that, though. Guess I better check in eight hours and decide if I need another Blue Angel then. 

If one turns out to be enough, I can purchase three of these 5 TP yams that I found in the foods section.

[image: The Appraisal Window lists the Honeycomb Yam as a consumable that is in stock and sold for 5 Trial Points. Its description reads: A yellow, hexagonal yam with a honeycomb like internal structure. A popular food due to both its quality as a Lavi supplement and its rich, sweet flavour that despite its name, has nothing to do with honey. Boiling it decreases its Toughness and makes it more suitable for human consumption. Yams from the shopping window are pre-boiled. Below that, it is stated to have a Toughness of 6 when boiled, 10 when raw, and to provide a Lavi supplement of 5 Onkh per minute for eight hours.]



That should sustain me for twenty-four hours. If I require another Blue Angel, however, I’m giving that priority, and only buying two honeycomb yams. Sixteen hours should be plenty of time to clear the next Trial. I hope.

Considering my prodigious Lavi absorption from Aether, I may not even need the yams if I can cure my little Toxic Energy issue.

“Suri, can you wake me in eight hours?”

[Sure thing.] 

With hope blossoming at the prospect of finally being rid of my Toxic Energy Poisoning, I move into a lotus position on the bed and sink into a lucid trance to practise Respiration.

***
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“Open Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Lavi Pool is full and grew from 39 to 40 Onkh. At 4.9 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently only 0.6 over my limit, which eats away just 1 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 8 to 7 and my Agility from 12 to 11.]



Looks like that Blue Angel cleared about 1 Onkh of Toxic Energy over the last eight hours. Not a lot compared to the effect of the oasis, but still much better than the regular rate at which it leaves my body.

I hesitate a little, but then decide to buy another Blue Angel. If I can’t use my lucid trance while navigating, that 1 Onkh of Lavi per minute that I’m currently still losing could make all the difference. 

I eat it with a healthy dose of reticence and promptly buy two honeycomb yams. I spend my final two points on a waterskin and a small sack of jicca nuts. 

Now all that remains is training and sleep. My sleeping rhythm is completely messed up right now, thanks to the Meditation Skill. A full trance is practically the equivalent of sleep, while a lucid trance is like being awake, but in a state of lower mental energy consumption. That’s to say, it doesn’t exactly rejuvenate me, but it does mean I can stay awake for much longer before I get tired and have to rest for real. 

I still prefer actual sleep over the deep trance—it’s refreshing in a way I can’t put my finger on—but the difference is small, and since sleeping doesn’t allow me to increase my Lavi Pool, I can’t afford to do it too often. 

I decide to train for another eight hours, this time fully awake, so I can really focus on Respiration. Training in a lucid trance has its uses, but I had some unrealistic expectations of it helping me maintain my focus really well that didn’t exactly come true. Training in a lucid trance is more like mindlessly performing a task over and over; you still get better at it in small ways, but it doesn’t help improve your understanding of the task, the way actively engaging with it can.

I’ll finish up with going into a deep trance for the final stretch of seven hours or so. That way I can start the next Trial fully focused. 

As I sit down to continue my training, I feel a little sorry for the person potentially waiting to start the Trial behind me, but I need to make the most of my time. Who knows, maybe I’m actually helping them somehow by forcing them to spend more time preparing? 

***
[image: image]


My training isn’t going as well as I’d hoped, which is rather frustrating, to say the least.

Suri told me to focus on directing my exhales, so I’ve been trying to blow the airflow away from me on my exhales. It kind of works, but I can’t really get into a proper rhythm. More and more, I’m getting the feeling I’m doing something wrong.

There’s also this very annoying lock of hair dangling in front of my eye that’s escaped my ponytail and keeps getting loose from behind my ear with all the breathing I’m doing.

I let out a frustrated huff, and watch the lock go flying up in satisfaction, only to feel doubly annoyed when it settles back in place a moment later.

I bring up a hand in defeat to once again push it behind my ear, but then I freeze. Hold on a minute... just now, I wasn’t even aiming for it, was I? I let out a huff while thinking about how annoying that lock of hair was, and somehow, the Aether went up!

It hits me like a bolt of lightning, and I sit up straight. I’m going about this all wrong! Suri said all Skills rely on energy manipulation, that is done with the mind.

Just now, I directed the airflows up to my hair without using my mouth; that has to be the secret to the third level!

I dive into my practice with renewed determination. It takes me a couple of tries, but I manage to replicate my earlier feat of redirecting the Aether without using my mouth. Soon enough, I figure out how to properly control the Aether: by manipulating the Lavi it carries.

Unlike when I trained in the lucid trance, I’m taking frequent breaks to eat and take care of bodily functions. It’s more or less by accident that, upon returning from such a break, I continue my training with an exhale through the nose. 

I don’t notice it at first, because it feels so natural. And since I’ve switched to directing the Aether without relying on my body or muscles, I no longer need to exhale through my mouth. After a little more experimenting and checking my Lavi flows, I’m more than convinced: exhaling through the nose is much better. The additional resistance the nasal passage provides helps slow my breathing down and bring it into a steady rhythm.

Turns out my PE teacher was right all along.

However, after forcibly directing the Aether away from me in twin streams for a while, I start to feel mentally drained.

Hmm, am I still doing it wrong, or is it just that I’m not used to doing this?

Despite the fatigue, I stubbornly persist. I’m so close to success that I can smell it. 

With the tiredness pervading my mind, I start cutting corners a little. Forcing the Aether away from me so hard is just too tiresome, so I allow it to flow more naturally, and just push it along a little. When I let go of my rigid control, however, something interesting happens. The Aether I exhale forms two swirls. 

Interesting.

A while later, close to the end of my allotted training time, I am once again seated on the bed in the lotus position. I take in what feels like enough Aether to fill a small bathtub, hold it for an average of ten seconds, and exhale with the force of a leaf-blower. 

Except the air jetting from my nostrils doesn’t simply blow the floor clean. No, the two streams of Aether I create curl away from each other, forming swirls that spin away from me to the left and right, not unlike the ones left behind by the proper stroke of a paddle in the water.

At this moment, I manage to achieve an intake of 11 Onkh per minute for the first time, and when I finally get into a stable rhythm, the following notification pops up:

[image: It reads: Respiration has reached level 3!]



“Yes yes yes!” I shout, jumping up and down on the bed. Unfortunately, my mattress is still about as bouncy as the front of a train, so it’s not as fun as I’d imagined. 

Well, whatever. This is what I’m living for now. This feeling of progress, of growth, is what’s keeping me sane. 

At least for the moment. I really need to see some other people soon.

Still high on success, I feel like storming into the next Trial and just getting it over with as quickly as possible so I can get one step closer to human contact. 

But my fatigue soon catches up with me, and I quickly decide to stick to my plan and spend the remaining time in a deep trance.
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CHAPTER 20

[image: image]


With great talent, comes great responsibility

––––––––
[image: image]


TIME FOR A FINAL CHECK; I fill up all my empty bottles with Hydrum from the sink and count my jicca nuts. The waterskin I bought is nice and full. It contains at least two litres and rests comfortably over my shoulder. 

“Open Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Lavi Pool is full and grew from 40 to 42 Onkh, and that my current Trial Point total is 0. More importantly, at 3.7 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m finally under my current limit of 4.3 Onkh again. In the Skills section, Respiration reached level 3 and my listed absorption of Lavi from Aether increased from 10.5 to 11 Onkh per minute.]



I’m finally rid of that bloody status effect! I feel much better, too. It’s also nice to see my Lavi Pool grow steadily, though it’s still below the average starting size of 50 Onkh. 

It will have to do, because time’s up. Here goes nothing.

“Begin Trial.”

The door rumbles open.

I pass through into a small stone room, and the door slams shut behind me.

In the middle of the mostly bare room stands a pedestal that holds two golf-ball-sized, octahedral crystals; one black and one white. At the back of the room is a ladder which leads up through a square hole in the ceiling.

[image: It reads: Welcome to the Third Trial. Your goal is to traverse the terrain and find the exit. Determine which crystal resonates with you and use it in your search. Good luck! Information privileges have been updated.]



Determine which crystal resonates. All right.

I pick up the white crystal first. 

“Appraise.” 

[image: The Appraisal Window lists the Yang Focus Crystal as that’s sold for 25 Trial Points, but currently unavailable. Its description reads: A crystal that can be used as a storage or catalyst for Yang-based skills. The amount of Yang Qi it can hold is suitable for beginners. Below that, it is stated to have a Toughness of 96, and to have a Qi capacity of 10 Onkh.]



That’s weird, it’s listed as ‘Unavailable.’ So far, the objects I’ve appraised were either ‘In stock’ or ‘Not for sale.’ Does this mean it will be for sale eventually, and I just haven’t unlocked it yet? The fact that there’s a price listed seems to support that hypothesis. 

Also, it’s listed as ‘equipment,’ which seems to suggest there’s an ‘Equipment Shopping Window’ that I have yet to unlock, through which I might buy things like this in the future.

Guess I’ll find out at some point.

Of course, that’s assuming I make it through this Trial, for starters, so maybe I should focus on that.

The crystal is warm to the touch which feels comforting, but I’m not getting much else from it, so I put it back down and pick up the black crystal. 

The black crystal reacts the moment my finger makes contact, sending strange tingles through my arm and up my spine. I guess this is the one I need. Unlike the white one, it’s rather cool to the touch.

“Appraise.”

[image: The Appraisal Window similarly lists the Ying Focus Crystal as equipment that’s sold for 25 Trial Points, but currently unavailable. Its description is pretty much the same as well, except for Yang being replaced by Yin everywhere, and it even has the exact same Toughness of 96 and capacity of 10 Onkh.]



As expected, this one is the Yin to the other’s Yang.

“Cool. Guess this is the one I need. Can I take the other one as well?”

[No. You wouldn’t be allowed to leave the room with both. The other would be useless to you anyway.]

Useless? Who cares about that? Like I would pass up a free item worth 25 Trial Points!

I stick the Yin Focus Crystal in a front hip pocket and hover my hand over the Yang one for a long moment. 

[Do me a favour and leave it, Emma. Trust me, you don’t want to be caught breaking the rules.]

I sigh and let my hand drop.

I give the room one last sweeping glance and climb the ladder.

***
[image: image]


I come up in a lifeless yellow desert.

As I step off the final rung, what looks to be a kind of manhole cover finishes grinding shut over the hole I came from. 

However, I’m too busy gaping at the gorgeous night sky to give my lack of a way back much thought. 

It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen, a multicoloured sea of stars, nebulae, and streaking comets that take my breath away. One comet is particularly beautiful, trailed by an icy tail as it slowly streaks across the sky, getting bigger and bigger.

And bigger...

“Suri, is it just me, or is that thing moving towards me?”

[Oh my. It would appear so, Emma. Well, that’s rather unfortunate, isn’t it?]

I watch in horror as it expands in my view to the size of a truck, then a house, and finally a small mountain. 

This is just unfair.

“What the hell, Suri? Is this part of the Trial?!”

[I’m afraid not, Emma. It’s just bad luck, really.]

I have no time to spare for some poignant final words, because it’s coming down a few hundred feet to my right, in three... two... I squint and brace for impact.

A wave of light spreads through what appears to be a dome-shaped hexagonal grid as the meteor slams into it and explodes into a million pieces. A massive boom followed by a wave of pressure rushes past me after a short interval, causing my hair to flap in the screaming Aether. 

In the quiet after it passes, I can hear my own heartbeat. Above the grid, the remaining meteor fragments float away, spinning at various speeds while seemingly unfettered by any kind of resistance or gravitational pull.

Suri is laughing at me.

“You bitch!” I exclaim. “I thought I was about to die, that’s so not funny!”

[It kind of was, though.]

I press a trembling hand to my chest and feel my heart thunder. “I could’ve had a heart attack,” I grumble. “Would have served you right.”

[Oh, don’t act so dramatic, you were never in any danger. Well, no more than usual that is. This is still a Trial, after all.]

I shake my head. Okay, maybe it was kind of funny. In hindsight. Is my personality rubbing off on her or something? Is there some learning algorithm that personalises her into being a suitable companion for me? Guess I can ask after the Trial. 

Again, only possible if I make it through first.

I take a deep breath and roll my shoulders back. Suri at least wasn’t lying about there being little atmospheric Lavi here. Time to take stock.

I take one last look at the vast cosmos above me. “Open the Lavi Flows Window please.”

[image: There’s something unusual about my inflow from Aether on the window, that immediately stands out. Instead of just being listed, it’s calculated as 11 times 0.5 equals 5.5 Onkh per minute. Together with the 1.5 from my stomach contents, that results in a total of only 7 Onkh per minute. Thankfully, my Resting Lavi Consumption of 5 Onkh per minute is my only outflow, so this still results in a net Lavi intake of 2 Onkh per minute.]



Lavi absorption from Aether is down by half, but if it’s still this high, I can handle this place even without my yams.

I wave away the window and start looking around for landmarks. However, no matter which way I turn, it’s just more desert. Far in the distance, I can make out some vague shapes, but they’re blurred by what appears to be a thin yet omnipresent cloud of dust, or I guess sand. 

Is that an effect of the weird gravity here, or artificially induced for the Trial, to make navigation harder?

I tilt my head back again, but there are no obvious constellations in the shape of an arrow or anything. Eh, it was worth a shot.

Expectantly, I take the Yin Focus Crystal out of my pocket. Once again, my fingers tingle pleasantly as I touch it, but the feeling quickly fades away as I continue to hold it until it’s like an inert—if slightly chill—rock in my hand. I put it back in my pocket and take it out again, but the tingles don’t make another appearance.

I try waving it around, pointing it in every direction I can think of, but it doesn’t react. No feather-light pull, no slight vibration or flash of light, not even the minute change of temperature I half-expected. Just nothing. Hell, I’d take a vague smell at this point!

I check. It doesn’t smell.

With a sigh, I flop down on my back in the soft sand.

“Guess I’ll be searching with nothing but my spidey-sense,” I mutter.

I bring the crystal up to my face and examine it closely. After a little while, I close my eyes and gently slide down into a lucid trance, trying to sense something, anything, coming from the crystal. 

I don’t. At least, not from the crystal. I sense something beneath my skin. It’s the slightest tingle, the most minute pull, accompanied by a very brief flash of cold, like snowflakes darting through my veins. 

The sensation comes sporadically, from random places all over my body. No, wait, there is a pattern. It’s all moving in the same direction—towards the crystal!

Even though having cold flakes—of energy, I think?—crawling beneath my skin is super creepy, I hold fast and keep studying the way they move. The flakes work their way up my arm very slowly, until they come within a certain range of the crystal, where they suddenly accelerate the rest of the way and finally push through my skin into the crystal. 

Perhaps that was the source of the original tingles!

I move the crystal into my other hand and indeed find that my fingers tingle as the energy inside of them rapidly gets sucked up. Still no reaction from the crystal, though...

Maybe it just needs more. Can I speed the process up? Judging by what was in the description, the stuff it’s sucking out of me is probably Yin Qi. At the very least it’s not Lavi, so it probably can’t kill me... 

I could rub the crystal all over my body, I suppose, but that seems like a time-consuming and ultimately not very efficient process, so I decide to try it the sensible way first.

I keep my eyes closed and focus on directing the tiny flakes of what should be Yin Qi to move towards the crystal. 

The effect is so slim at first that I’m not sure if I imagine it, but I persevere. Soon, my practice pays off, and I’m able to push the tiny flakes of energy to move up my arm at a steady pace.

It’s a bit of a trek for them though, and I soon grow impatient, so I switch to placing the crystal on my chest and start pushing my Qi to there. This works a lot better, and soon enough, I feel the crystal grow noticeably colder. 

When I break my trance and open my eyes, I find that my Focus Crystal dimly radiates a bluish light. 

I watch in fascination as energy visibly pushes through my skin to rush in, and the glow and the cold slowly intensify. Pretty soon, the increase levels out, however.

Is it in some kind of equilibrium?

I wait for a while longer, watching to see if anything will change. It does, but not the way I hoped. 

It soon becomes apparent that the concentration of the tiny flakes in my body is dropping, and as their flow towards the crystal decreases, so does its glow.

The moment I realise what’s going, on, I get up and start turning on the spot, holding the crystal out in front of me. Maybe now that it’s filled with energy it—

Wait—Yes! There! 

As I hold it in a certain direction, the crystal reacts with an ever-so-slight pull. 

[Oh? Did you charge it already? Not bad.] 

I smirk and wave the crystal around a bit more in an attempt to get a more accurate bearing. “What can I say, I’m just talented that way. And, well, Meditation level 2 came in pretty handy.”

[Hmm, yes, it’s quite a useful Skill. You’re lucky to have developed it this early. Or at all, frankly.]

Again, a casual comparison to other participants that reveals supposedly classified information. Suspicious. Still, considering what I had to go through to get this Skill, I suppose I could’ve easily speculated that not many would develop it, or at least not this soon.

“Didn’t feel that lucky when it happened,” I remark dryly.

[Pain is temporary. Growth lasts.]

Easy to say for a being without a physical body. 

Anyway, I’m pretty confident I’ve found the direction I’m supposed to travel in now. Just to be sure, I turn a full circle to see if the crystal reacts to any other direction, but it doesn’t. 

I confirm my bearing one last time, while the crystal’s glow slowly fades. Seems like it ran out of juice. I don’t feel many more snowflakes beneath my skin either. I hope they’ll build up again or something. Otherwise, I’m probably pretty much screwed.

For now, I put the crystal back in my pocket so I can avoid direct skin contact with it.

I set off feeling pretty darn satisfied with myself. Before I even make it to ten steps, though, the world around me changes. 

A flash of light blinds me, and then a wave of heat washes over me. When my vision clears, I carefully look up, with my hands shielding my eyes. 

“What the—where the hell did those come from?!”
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CHAPTER 21
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Living in the sunlight

––––––––
[image: image]


ABOVE ME, IN THE MIDDLE of the sky, now hangs a familiar pair of stars, one orange and one blue. They suddenly appeared there and began heating my skin. 

[That’s just the Twinstar entering its active phase.] 

“The Twinstar?”

[Indeed.]

“All right.” It’s One. Sure, makes sense.

[What a boring reaction.]

“Always happy to disappoint. Now, tell me what you may about this Twinstar.”

[The Twinstar has a cycle of about seventeen hours, a little over six of which it exists in an inactive state. The rest of the cycle it shines as it does now. What you just witnessed is somewhat analogous to Earth’s sunrise, except that the Twinstar doesn’t actually rise—or go anywhere, for that matter. It’s just starting to shine again.]

“So ‘it’ doesn’t move at all?”

[Our relative positions are stationary. I suppose you could consider it another effect of the short range of gravity in this Realm.]

Crazy. 

“Then this place has almost eleven hours of ‘daytime’ each seventeen-hour ‘day,’ and an approximately six-hour-long ‘night’?”

[That’s one way of putting it.]

Well, I guess it’s not the worst thing about this place. 

But that means almost eleven more hours of this light and heat, and I’m already feeling hot under the collar. 

I roll up the sleeves of my uniform and take a sip from a bottle of Hydrum before setting off again, continuing in the direction my footprints were heading. Should be close enough to where I’m supposed to be heading for now. I’ll try getting my bearings again in ten minutes. 

Man, I already can’t wait to be out of this heat.

***
[image: image]


Ten minutes later, I attempt to use the Focus Crystal to navigate again. However, it seems like ten minutes wasn’t enough for me to recharge even a quarter of the energy I used earlier to activate the crystal. The crystal barely lights up from what I’ve produced, and definitely doesn’t noticeably pull, no matter where I point it.

At least I generated some energy at all. Guess I’ll have to wait longer.

It’s only an hour later that I try again. This time I get a strong reaction from the crystal, pretty much as strong as the original one that set me upon this path. It also turns out that I didn’t shift off course too badly, but I still have to adjust my heading by a couple of degrees.

Unfortunately, not much has changed over that full hour of trekking. It’s still hot, still zero visibility, and there’s still the occasional meteor slamming violently into the grid. 

One minor change would be that the terrain is becoming more difficult to walk on, as the flat sand gradually makes way for increasingly steep dunes. This makes it harder to walk in a straight line, and honestly to walk in general.

A second change comes in the form of this lovely message.

[image: It reads: Warning! Status effect ‘Overheated’ has been added to the Status Window. The Heat in your body has built up beyond your Tolerance Limit, causing a weakened state and increased Lavi consumption. Amount of Heat currently in the body: 0.6 Onkh. Tolerance Limit: 0.5 Onkh. Lavi consumption increased by: 0 Onkh per minute. Current net Lavi intake: 2 Onkh per minute. Stats are reduced due to the weakened state of your body. Being Overheated for too long can lead to other status effects like ‘Burnt,’ ‘Heatstroke,’ and ‘Dead.’]



Well, crud. Nothing I can do but keep walking, I guess.

***
[image: image]


I. Hate. This. Desert.

I’m sweating like a pig and—to make up for it—drinking like a middle-aged Brit in a pub that’s about to close.

That’s not the worst part, however. At the start, I barely noticed the Overheated Status Effect, but as the hours rolled by, the desert got hotter, and so did I.

“Open Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window has a new listing under my Tolerances, for Heat. It’s at 0.1%, and my resulting Tolerance Limit is 0.5 Onkh. At 7.9 Onkh of Heat, I’m currently 7.4 Onkh over that. The excess Heat eats away about 1.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, reduces my Strength from 8 to 7, and my Toughness from 9 to 8. ]



I’m already 7.4 Onkh over my Tolerance Limit for Heat!

At least the effects aren’t all that strong. I guess Heat is relatively much less damaging than Toxic Energy. Still, combined with the low level of Lavi in the air, it’s beginning to get dangerous. 

Looks like I may be needing those yams soon after all.

Frankly, low Lavi isn’t what I fear right now though, it’s one of those other status conditions: ‘Heatstroke.’

If I were to enter into a state of confusion and start wandering around aimlessly, not paying attention to my Status Bar, I’d be dead before the Twinstar enters its inactive state again. 

Okay, that phrase is a mouthful, I’m just gonna call it nightfall from now on.

Anyway, to prevent that, I stop for a moment to take off my uniform’s top and wrap it around my head for shade, which leaves me in a tank top, rolled-up slacks, and my trusty sneakers.

What I’d really like to do right now would be either to drench my body in Hydrum or enter a lucid trance. Under the circumstances, I dare to do neither.

I can only hope I reach the exit in time.

***
[image: image]


Six hours. I’ve been walking through this hell for six hours, and there’s still no sign of an exit. Aside from the high temperature and the sand, there is now a third demon to contend with. 

Boredom.

Obviously, I turn to Suri for relief.

“This Twinstar is killing me... How about you throw me some shade, Suri?”

[You’re aware that I have no physical body, right?]

I snicker. “It was a joke, Suri. Throwing shade is slang for insulting people.”

[You wish me to insult you? I’m not sure if I should. Sweating is quite thinning, and you could still stand to lose a few pounds.]

“Oof, that’s cold, Suri. Unfortunately, metaphorical cold doesn’t seem to physically cool anything in this Realm either... Eh, it was worth a shot.”

[Did you really think that would work? The laws in this Realm may be odd to you, but it’s not like they were made up by a toddler, Emma.] 

“Yeah, ehm, you can stop now, Suri. It’s not helping.”

[Are you sure? I don’t mind trying a little longer.]

“Positive. Please stop.” Turns out I prefer being bored over being insulted. Who knew?

The only other relief for boredom I get is when I use the crystal. I’ve gotten better at directing the energy beneath my skin to flow towards it, to the point that I can just charge it in my hand now. 

Every time I check my directions, however, I’m a little farther off course. I hope it’s because I’m getting closer, but I fear it may be because the dunes are ruining my attempts to walk in a straight line.

Seriously, these dunes are getting ridiculous. There’s only one explanation I can come up with for these high-stretching shapes: they must have their own gravity fields! Some of them are huge, yet when I went to the effort to actually climb one of those suckers, I still couldn’t see much from the top.

That’s due to the only thing I hate more than the Heat here: the sand hanging in the air. It seems like the sand cloud has become denser and denser as I’ve progressed through the desert, to the point where visibility is down to 30 feet. To make matters worse, the sand is also coarse and rough and irritating and it gets everywhere. 

There is some good news, though. Even though the Twinstar is still shining, the desert is no longer getting hotter. What’s more, I’ve been keeping track of the Heat in my body, and its build-up has steadily been slowing down, and now even appears to have reached an equilibrium. 

“Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Heat Tolerance increased to 0.2%, without effect on my Tolerance Limit. At 11.2 Onkh of Heat, I’m now 10.7 Onkh over said limit. The excess Heat eats away about 2 Onkh of Lavi per minute, reduces my Strength from 8 to 6, and my Toughness from 9 to 8. ]



Since my net Lavi is now 0, I still haven’t needed to eat a yam. Go me.

On the other hand, I already drank half of my Hydrum and I don’t seem built for developing Heat Tolerance. 

I only reached 0.2% in six friggin’ hours.

What am I, a snowman? Am I supposed to start singing about summer now?!

I better come across something—anything—soon.

***
[image: image]


The eighth hour just passed. I’ve taken to playing I Spy with Suri. 

“Kay, I spy a brownish... goop,” I say, as I trudge around another pillar of sand. “And it’s commonly found on beaches.” 

[Sand.]

“Yup.”

I can’t even see the tops of these pillars anymore—it’s like walking through a forest. At least the shade is nice, but the breeze has died down, so it’s not much cooler. I tried to climb one earlier, but the sand was too loose; it just crumbled beneath my fingers.

“Kay, I spy a... ehm... substance made of tiny particles of eroded rock.” 

[Sand.]

“Yup. Man, Suri... you’re just, unbeatable,” I mumble. Talking is hard right now, because my mouth, too, is sand. 

[I’m getting a little worried for your sanity, Emma.]

“Ah, Suri. Once again, you are a day short and a dollar late.”

[I see. Well, do me a favour and hang in there, Emma. Perhaps you should drink some more?]

I chuckle but take another sip from my waterskin. Mmm, lukewarm Hydrum, my favourite. At least it flushes the sand from my mouth. For now.

“Don’t worry, Suri, I’m not that far gone yet. Just havin’ a laugh.”

[Indeed. When did you last check your heading?]

I stumble to a halt. When did I last check? A wave of unrest clears some of the cobwebs in my head.

Mumbling to myself, I take out the crystal and stimulate my Qi. Snowflakes dance beneath my skin towards it until it lights up relatively brightly. 

Shit. Must’ve been a while, then.

I hold it in front of me and frown.

I’m getting nothing. What’s going on here? Is it just that I can’t focus well, with how hot it is out here? Did the crystal break somehow? Am I now flying blind, lost and delirious in my personal hell? 

Did I finally go mad?!

[Try and keep a cool head, Emma.]

Ah yes, good idea. I unplug the waterskin with my left hand and lift it overhead, liberally pouring the last bit of its contents on the uniform covering my head. I still have about half a litre left in a bottle in my backpack, anyway. I think.

[Not exactly what I meant, but perhaps it will help.]

I swivel the crystal to my left, trying to get my bearings. 

Still nothing. 

The right, then. Nothing, nothing, noth—wait... yes! It’s there! The pull is quite strong too.

Does that mean I’m getting close?

I stick the crystal back in my pocket and take off with renewed vigour. Having to go around large pillars of sand makes it harder to keep heading in the right direction, but I try to counteract it by strafing. 

Five minutes later, right as I’m about to lose hope again, I spot a vague shadow to my right. As I head towards it, a small stone building looms up out of the ever-present cloud of airborne sand.
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CHAPTER 22
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Perfect score

––––––––
[image: image]


ASTONISHED BY THE SUDDEN appearance of a small stone building in this seemingly endless desert, I stop in my tracks and try to wipe the sand from my eye.

“Suri, am I hallucinating? Quick, pinch me!” 

[You very well know I can’t, Emma.]

Hehe, sucks to be you. 

I come up on the building and find it’s like the top of a square tower sticking out of the sand. The wall I’m facing is blank, so I walk around it with my heart pounding.

Instead of the ugly carving of a human I’m expecting, I find a large, incomplete Yin-Yang symbol. Where normally the black dot in the white half would be, there is a hole.

Ah. I insert the Yin Focus Crystal.

For a second, nothing happens. Then the symbol starts revolving. The two halves of the symbol split and rumble apart, revealing a slide that spirals down into the dark. As the stone grinds to a halt, the Yin Focus Crystal drops out again, right in front of my feet. 

I pick it up and stick it in my pocket.

I hesitate for the briefest moment, before deciding to end the Trial right here and now. 

It’s not like there’s any point to further training my Heat Tolerance, considering the rate at which it’s been going.

Also, more importantly, screw this desert.

I sit down at the top of the slide and push off. As I whoosh down into the dark, I hear the stone grinding shut again behind me.

***
[image: image]


It’s a long slide. Much longer than I had anticipated. At first, it was pretty exhilarating, but it’s been pretty monotonous for the last two minutes or so. It seems clear it was built for efficiency rather than—

I yelp as the end of the slide arrives abruptly and I’m dumped onto the bed of another hexagonal preparation room without ceremony. The opening in the ceiling grinds shut above me.

As I rub my sore behind, the following message pops up.

[image: Congratulations on clearing the Third Trial. Awarded 20 Trial Points. 10 for clearing the Trial, 10 for doing so within 10 hours.]



Wow, I actually finished a Trial quickly enough to receive bonus points! I bet the cut-off point for receiving that bonus is specific for each Trial, though. Ten hours would hardly be a challenge for the first two Trials.

I stand up and rub my sore keister. Man, that bed is hard. 

It’s not the most pressing issue, however. While it’s much cooler here, I am still uncomfortably hot. I head for the sink in the toilet. A gentle push is all it takes for the wall to click and swing open, and I quickly splash myself with Hydrum from the sink.

“Ah, what I wouldn’t give for a cold shower.”

To my surprise, I hear another click. 

I turn off the tap and walk back into the prep room to stare at the newly revealed door. Behind it, I find what looks like a fully equipped shower.

“Suri, was this also a feature in past preparation rooms?”

[Yes. You never asked.] 

You’re saying it’s my own fault? Then why do you sound so defensive, Suri?!

“We are going to have words later,” I threaten. Though I fear my rapid undressing may undercut the intimidation factor.

***
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I flop down on the rock-hard bed about an hour later, feeling reborn.

Reborn and naked, because I washed my clothes in the sink, and they are drying right now on the floor. I didn’t pack any extra, silly me. There might still very well be people monitoring my every action, but right now I couldn’t give a damn if I tried.

When I stepped under that shower, I half-expected the cold spray to turn to steam on my skin. It didn’t, but it still felt like I had crawled out of a womb of burning sand the way a phoenix rises from the ashes. Except a phoenix is a bird, so they wouldn’t come out of a wom—you know what, never mind. As we’ve previously established, metaphors aren’t my strong suit. 

Point is, I feel much better. It’s like, as soon as I got rid of all the excess Heat in my body, I became myself again. 

But I’m also dead tired, so I decide I’ve earned myself some actual sleep.

***
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I feel remarkedly refreshed when I wake up, even though Suri tells me I’ve slept only about three hours.

“Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Heat Tolerance increased to 0.3%, still without effect on my Tolerance Limit, and my Trial Point total grew to 20. At 3.5 out of 4.3 Onkh of Toxic Energy, and 0.3 out of 0.5 Onkh of Heat, I am currently over neither limit. Notably, a new stat has been added by the name of Qi, which is listed as 8 out of 8 Onkh.]



The excess Heat has left my body, as expected. Also, I apparently now have a Qi Pool that can hold up to 8 Onkh of Qi. Or maybe I had it all along, and it simply wasn’t listed before...

Finally, there’s an affinity listed for me now. I’m ‘Yin,’ like my Focus Crystal. And like Toxic Energy, apparently, while Heat, on the other hand, is Yang.

Interesting. Definitely adding this to my list of questions. Speaking of.

“Can I start my five minutes?” 

[Done. Ask away.]

“All right, tell me a little more about the Twinstar.”

[The Twinstar is a Yin-Yang Star, specifically a Lightning-Fire Star, which phases between active and inactive in a cycle that lasts approximately 17 hours and 13 minutes. The inactive phase typically lasts for about 6 hours and 47 minutes, during which the two halves combine into a single, dark whole. Get it? A dark whole.] 

“Great humour, Suri, I give it a 5 out of 7.” 

[Thank you. The Twinstar—]

“Okay, hold up. Sorry for interrupting, but I need to know now: are you running some kind of algorithm that personalises you to me, to making you a better guide or something? I mean, you’re even making puns now, and it’s just uncanny...”

It’s silent for a moment. 

[Maybe we are just more similar than I thought,] she chimes.

I frown. She sounded a little weird, just now. I can’t tell if she was amused or offended. Perhaps both.

Maybe her programming is a sore subject? Like, she likes to think she’s above it, or something? Maybe she’s not even aware of her own programming. That would be kind of creepy to have to think about I guess. That seems an awful lot like human emotions I’m ascribing to an Artificial Intelligence, however. Then again, I don’t know much about AI’s, is such a thing possible for advanced enough ones?

I shake my head, unsure how to even go about asking these things, for fear of offending Suri further.

[Your time is still running, would you like me to continue answering your initial question?]

“Ah! Yes please,” I say gratefully. That seems like the safest option.

[Then, as I was saying, the Twinstar is predominantly Yang, which is the reason its light has a warming effect.] 

“Hold up, am I understanding you correctly that in this dimension there exists light that cools things?”

[Indeed. The Yin half of the Twinstar—that’s the blue star—radiates a cooling light, but the Yang half’s warming light overpowers its effect.]

“Wow, okay. About Yin and Yang, I’ve heard of this concept in my own dimension, but I always considered it spiritual nonsense. Can I take this to mean the people touting this stuff were actually onto something?”

[No, they weren’t. Let me put it this way: the principles of Yin and Yang don’t apply to the Entropic Realm.]

“So the idea, the concept of Yin and Yang, originates from this Realm, but wound up in the Entropic Realm somehow?” I sit up straight, my heart pounding. “Does that mean there may be a way home after all?”

[You bring up an interesting point. Maybe.]

Maybe. Maybe is good enough for now.

“Next question, let’s see... Is there a correlation between my affinity and the difference in how fast I build up tolerances to certain energies?”

[Of course. But don’t expect to be so talented for every type of Yin Energy, nor so untalented for every type of Yang energy. Your relationships with Toxic Energy and Heat are both rather extreme.]

“Speaking of, what is up with my Tolerance Limit for Heat? It was already 0.5 Onkh when I was at 0.1%, and now that I’m at 0.3%, it’s still 0.5 Onkh!”

[That’s because your base Tolerance Limit for all foreign energies is 0.5 Onkh, dear. As your Tolerance rises, your Tolerance Limit rises exponentially, therefore it starts out by growing very slowly.]

So that’s how it is.

I frown. “Why 0.5 Onkh though?”

[Size is the main factor that determines both base Tolerance Limit and base Lavi Consumption.]

Interesting.

“Does that mean larger beings get higher Tolerance Limits?” 

[Of course. A larger body can contain more energy safely.]

Makes sense. Though if base Lavi Consumption rises as well, I’m not sure if it’s an advantage to be bigger.

“The energy I felt during the Third Trial that powered the Focus Crystal, was that Qi?”

[Yes.] 

“And my body has a capacity for 8 Onkh of Qi?”

[Correct.] 

“Is that good?”

[As a starting value, it’s a little below average, I’m afraid.]

Damnit.

“Fine. Tell me a little more about Qi.”

[Yin and Yang are the most primal essences of this Realm. Qi, their purest form, is therefore also the most potent energy. All the other energies are derived from them and can therefore also be made from them.]

“What about Lavi? Is that also made from Yin or Yang Qi?”

[Yes, but Lavi is a rather unique case. It can only be created by a perfectly balanced combination of Yin and Yang Qi, just like life can only be created by the combination of Yin and Yang essences.]

“Like man and woman,” I say, nodding in understanding.

[Not exactly,] Suri chimes. [Your Realm’s division into the male and female genders is similar in that it can create life, but beings from the Entropic Realm who arrive here quickly develop either a Yin or Yang affinity, seemingly with no correlation to their gender. In fact, Yang affinities seem more common among humans in general.]

Huh. A thought strikes me. “Suri, do you have an affinity?”

[Of course. The Second Law of Being states: ‘All are Yin or Yang.’ That applies even to Artificial beings like me.]

“So, what is your affinity?”

[Yin of course, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to properly guide you.]

Then my affinity was already known prior to this Trial. They really like to keep us in the dark. Anyway, I think I have time for some more questions about the Laws of Being.

“What’s the Third Law of Being?”

[All are quantified.]

“Is that about the stats?” 

[Among other things, yes. It’s about matters like energy and properties being discrete: separated into clear steps.]

“I see, what’s the Fourth Law?”

[The Fourth Law is one you just experienced: Yin and Yang attract.]

“Ah, so that’s the pulling force I noticed?”

[Indeed.]

“How about the Fifth Law?”

[I’m afraid the Fifth Law is currently still classified, like the Fourth Law would have been, had you asked before the last Trial.]

I frown. “Can I ask how many Laws of Being there are?” 

[There are ten in total.]

That’s more than I expected. How many Laws of Being does a Realm need?

“Can I ask for the sixth through to the tenth?”

[Nice try, but no, they’re all classified.]

Damn, I really want to know the rest of these Laws...

“Suri, can I ask you to let me know when any of the Laws of Being gets declassified?”

[Clever. And sure, I will let you know once that happens.]

Sweet. I take a moment to consider the four Laws I now know, and frown. “Say, what’s the order of these Laws based on? It seems a little odd for the Second and Fourth to be related to Yin and Yang. I mean, why aren’t those grouped together?”

[The Laws are numbered in descending order based on how fundamental they are considered to be.]

“So ‘All are One’ isn’t just the First Law because it happened to feature the number one?” I joke. 

[No,] Suri chimes. [‘All are One,’ is considered the highest, most fundamental truth about this Realm.]

Sheesh. No need to get all testy about it.

“Cool beans. Now, please tell me about the next Trial.”

[Next, you will be entering Hub Two. The conditions you need to meet in order to leave it will be revealed once you enter. Now, living circumstances in Hub Two are a little—]

“Hub Two? Hold on, are you saying there’s people beyond that door? Actual living, breathing people?”

[Indeed.]

Holy crap! 

Good thing I just discovered the shower.

[Now, as I was saying, living in Hub Two is not without its dangers, but since you’ve passed the first three Trials, you should be able to handle them.]

“Right.”

[You are, however, relatively late to the party, so to speak.]

I frown. “You mean because of my late starting position?” 

[Well, that, and your insistence on using up all of your time in every single preparation room and almost every Trial thus far. Not that it wasn’t fruitful in its own way, but I’m just warning you that it may have had consequences.]

“Like what?”

[Explaining that would reveal more details about Hub Two than is currently allowed, but I’m sure you’ll figure it out soon enough.]

Great.

“All right, how much question time do I have left?”

[1 minute and 23 seconds.]

“Good. Then, tell me how to reach Respiration level 4.”

[Respiration actually only has three levels. However, you may eventually be able to evolve it into the medium-grade Skill Breath Control.]

That sounds awesome. “What’s the difference and how do I do that?”

[Respiration is a support Skill purely meant to increase your intake of Lavi. Breath Control takes breathing a step further, allowing you to take full control over the Lavi in your breath and use it to direct your exhales for a variety of purposes, like offence.]

“So, what do I need to learn to evolve my Skill? How to blow really hard?”

[Put crudely, yes. However, as you’ve no doubt noticed, doing so currently damages your fragile little body. In order to successfully master the technique, you will first need to raise your Toughness to at least 12.] 

Oof. That could take a while.

“Say, Suri, could you tell me the best way to raise my—”

[I’m afraid your time is up.]

“—Toughness.”

[That’s classified,] Suri chimes, sounding almost smug.

Damn. Is it really classified, or does she just enjoy messing with me? Well, no matter; I’ve managed to raise it before and I have a pretty good idea how, even though I don’t like it. Ugh. I’ll figure something out.

Anyway, considering where I’m headed next, I’m raring to go.

By now my clothes are dry, so I quickly get dressed and collect my things into my backpack. 

“Suri, would you advise me to spend my Trial Points right now, or to save them?”

[You don’t yet have enough for a Skilldream, and all basic necessities can be found in Hub Two.]

That’s clear enough.

I still hesitate for a moment. I could stay here for a bit longer and practise my Skills, maybe grow my Lavi Pool a little. Though it seems like I could only really work on Meditation level 3 right now, as the second level of Boost Physical requires another Skilldream for instruction, and Breath Control apparently requires a Toughness of 12.

Moreover, I’m apparently already behind on something, and I don’t even know what...

“Suri, does Hub Two have a time limit like this room and the Trials?”

[No. That would be difficult to enforce with participants all entering at different moments.] 

That does it. If staying here longer doesn’t afford me any extra time in total, I might as well get going.

As they say, there’s no time like the present.
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CHAPTER 23
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Like yo momma

––––––––
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I TAKE ONE LAST sweeping glance through the room, then stride excitedly towards the stone door. It rumbles open, revealing a stone hallway. 

I pass through and cover my ears just before the door slams shut behind me. 

Crystals embedded in the ceiling light up and another door appears at the end of the hallway. 

It opens as I near it, revealing a lush green jungle that buzzes with life and colour.

As I step into the hot, humid environment and under the canopy of enormous, towering trees, this door also slams shut behind me. 

Tch, these people and their slamming doors; do they really think I want to go back to that desert? Part of me wants to try to jam the next door I pass through, just to see what will happen.

A window pops up, but I ignore it for the moment in favour of taking in my surroundings.

Behind me, I find a humongous wall of smooth grey stone that reminds me of the brief flashes of wall I saw in Hub One. Looking to the sides, I spot corners in the distance that seem to suggest that this Hub, too, is an enormous hexagon. There’s also a bunch of doors spaced out along the wall—one to my left and ten to my right—which I assume correspond to the twelve Trial Tracks. 

If there’s twelve copies of that desert I passed through for the Third Trial, then the length of that slide to the last preparation room is starting to make sense.

Finally, I turn my attention to the pop-up window still hovering in front of me.

[image: A window pops up that reads: Welcome to Hub Two. To gain access to the Fourth Trial, you first need to Level Up. This can be done by collecting the following three objects and consuming them all at once: a Minor Lavi Crystal, a Yin Qi Pearl, and a Stardrop, harvested from a Stardrop Flower. Once you've Levelled Up, you can leave Hub Two through one of six doors on the opposite side of the Hub, in a team of up to five participants. Trial Four involves combat, so make sure to pick the right people. Good luck! Unlocked Status Bar Feature: Qi Bar. Unlocked Social System. Information privileges have been updated.]



All right, lots to unpack here. 

First, I check my new and improved Status Bar.

[image: Below the cyan Lavi bar there is now a second, white bar, labelled Qi. My Lavi is at 42 out of 42 with a net flow of plus 7.5, and my Qi is at 8 out of 8. ]



Neat! Though I don’t have any use for my Qi yet. 

Anyway, it seems like even here I’m not free of scavenger hunts. Also, ‘To gain access to the Fourth Trial’? Making it sound like a privilege doesn’t make it any less of a horrible experience! Especially if it involves combat. Worse. Combat and picking teams. I’m getting dodgeball flashbacks.

My eyes go wide when I realise why Suri implied I was at risk of falling behind. Damn, people must have been forming parties from the moment they got here! Shit, I’m going to get stuck with—

A faint voice drifts over from within the forest. “Dude, I’m telling you, I heard a slam! It must’ve—” 

A blonde boy with a babyface, one sky-blue eye and an amethyst eye-crystal comes into view as he walks around the base of a massive tree trunk. He’s wearing a black shirt emblazoned with Captain America’s shield over a pair of khakis. 

His face lights up and he lets out an excited noise when he spots me.

A second later, a guy in his thirties appears next to Babyface. He’s got long brown hair in a ponytail—like mine but frizzier and lighter in colour—one dark brown eye next to a warm amber eye-crystal and he’s wearing a grey, oversized sweater that looks like it was knit by his granny over a pair of jeans.

Interestingly, they were closer than I had expected, based on how muffled his voice sounded. Does sound travel not travel as far in this Realm?

I dismiss the idle thought for later, as I am far too happy to see living, breathing humans for the first—

“See?” Babyface exclaims. “Fresh meat!”

My eyes go wide and I freeze in my tracks, having just taken my first step towards them. 

Ponytail frowns at my reaction and stops moving as well, then he closes his eyes and facepalms. “Dude...” he groans.

Babyface turns to him and blinks. “What? What did I say?”

Ponytail shakes his head, his ponytail swishing behind him like an actual pony’s tail. “Don’t be alarmed,” he says to me, his deep, calm voice rumbling with a note of humour. “We’re not so desperate as to turn cannibal yet. We were actually just harvesting jicca nuts.”

He reaches inside the canvas bag he’s holding and comes up with a handful of jicca nuts.

I finally relax and begin moving forward again. Ponytail begins moving again as well.

Babyface bursts into laughter as he follows. “Wait wait wait, did you really think we we’re going to eat you?!” 

Something about the tone of his voice or the smirk on his face immediately rubs me the wrong way. 

I stop in front of him, raise a brow, and fold my arms over my chest. “I thought you might try, Babyface. You would’ve come to regret that, though.”

That shuts him up. He turns to his friend. “She has spunk. Can we keep her?”  

Ponytail smiles wryly. “How about we start with introductions. Hi, I’m Dave.”

He holds out his hand, and I grasp it. He’s got a firm grip. His hand is slightly calloused and quite warm, but not sweaty.

“I’m Emma.”

“Alec,” Babyface adds, throwing me a kind of two-fingered salute. “Nice to meat you.”

The emphasis he puts on the word and his shit-eating grin somehow tell me exactly what he means. I give him a blank stare for his troubles till his grin fades. 

Dave tries to hide his chuckle in a cough.

“Anyway,” I drawl at Alec. “Can I take it your remark earlier means there’s room in your party?”

“Definitely!” he responds chipperly, his smile coming back in full force.

“We make a habit of foraging near the doors in case another participant shows up,” Dave clarifies. “Frankly, we should’ve tried harder to round out our numbers earlier, but we were both holding out hope for our respective friends, and, well... we hadn’t anticipated how suddenly the flow of participants would dry up.” 

Right, if starting order was determined by viability of survival in the First Trial, the number of people making it through would drop quickly after a while. And considering how long I took, there probably aren’t a lot more people coming.

I look them both up and down. “So, ehm, what’s with the sweater?” I ask Dave, not willing to commit to joining them just yet. I literally got here two minutes ago, after all. “Not that I’m judging or anything—I mean, I’m wearing my bloody hotdog sales uniform—but it seems a little big on you.”

He scratches the back of his neck with a grimace. “Yeah, it got thrown in with me. I guess they decided my costume wasn’t fit for the Trials, and I don’t blame them, but this wouldn’t have been my first pick either.” 

“Ugh, tell me about it,” Alec groans. “I spent months on my Iron Man costume, it was totally first-prize-worthy—it had a retractable faceplate and everything—and I wake up in my jimmies next to a Captain America shirt, of all things!”

This kid really needs to get his priorities straight. Still, I’m glad they deemed my uniform good enough, and I didn’t wake up undressed.

Alec frowns and looks over at Dave. “Hey, what did you go to Con as? I don’t think you ever told me.” 

“Birdperson,” Dave answers with a shrug. “Had the wings and everything.”

Alec nods. “Ah, sweet.” 

I nod along, resisting the urge to raise a brow. A birdperson? Like a harpy? Kinda weird. Well, whatever floats his boat.

I clear my throat. “So, is it, ehm, just the two of you?”

“No, we have one more,” Alec replies, “she’s out—” 

“Accept call,” Dave suddenly says, frowning.

Alec turns to him in surprise. “Oh, is that Kaitlynn?” Dave nods. “Speak of the devil,” Alec prattles on. “Kaitlynn’s our third. She’s pretty neat; she’s got blue hair, and—” 

“—she’s in trouble,” Dave finishes. 

***
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“This way,” Dave says as he rushes ahead, checking a screen I can’t see, that supposedly holds a map of Hub Two, with a dot that represents their missing member, Kaitlynn.

Apart from a couple of Moonshade Flowers, I don’t spot anything dangerous, so, not knowing what else to do, or exactly what’s going on, I follow him and Alec in their mad dash through the tall underbrush.

“Please don’t tell me it’s Bruce,” Alec pleads.

“Okay,” Dave answers.

After a short pause, Alec groans. “That means it is Bruce, isn’t it?” 

“I’m not supposed to tell you,” Dave replies, his dry tone of voice belying the tension in his body language and the urgent frequency with which he checks his heading.

I can’t hold back any longer. “What’s going on? Who’s Bruce?”

“How do I explain...” he starts distractedly as we hurry on as fast as we can over uneven ground broken up by giant roots. “Bruce was—or so he claims—the first to arrive in Hub Two. He seems to be under the impression that gives him a certain claim to the place. Anyway, he’s formed a team with some other rapid arrivals and started terrorising the place, hogging the resources.”

“Seriously, that guy’s an ass,” Alec gripes. “Like, when is the council going to lay the smack down on him already? He’s totally ignoring their rules!”

I nearly miss a step. “Council? Do you mean to say there’s an official organ we can present our grievances with at here? ’Cause I’ve got a lot of those.” 

“No, sorry,” Dave says, “it’s more of a, eh, local thing.”

Damn.

Dave hesitates for a moment when we come across a patch of Moonshade Flowers, but ultimately decides to lead us around rather than through.

Probably for the best. We won’t be much help if we’re full of Toxic Energy when we get there.

“Strictly speaking their full name is the council of survivors,” he continues. “It was erected in an effort to foster a cooperative effort to survive this place. The idea was originally proposed and spread via the Social System by a woman called Rebecca. Ultimately, it led to a large group of survivors gathering and electing a council. Rebecca was elected chair.” 

I narrow my eyes a little. This sounds like a good thing, but the road to hell is paved with good intentions. I don’t much like the thought of what people granted authority over others might get up to under life and death circumstances like these. “Were you there for the election process?”

“We both were,” Alec answers in Dave’s stead. “Man, that was a drag, so much talking...” 

“So why’s Bruce ignoring their rules?” I ask, ignoring Alec’s comments.

“Because he can,” Dave answers tersely. “He didn’t show up to vote and he doesn’t recognise their authority.”

Can’t say I blame him.

“He’d start recognising it if they would just send a team of enforcers to get him to pipe down,” Alec grumbles. “Seriously, what the hell is taking them so long?!”

“They probably just need time to vet and train recruits for the enforcers,” Dave says with a shrug. “Once they have the numbers, they can resolve issues like this without violence, as they intend. Until, then, however, we’ll have to deal with him ourselves.” 

Alec shoots me a sideways glance. “I bet they’d take Emma in a heartbeat. I mean, she’s already wearing their uniform: all black!”

I frown. “Really? Where do they get their black clothes from?” 

Alec gapes at me. Apparently he’d never considered that particular quandary. “I guess maybe they dye them or something,” he mutters. “I don’t see how else—”

Dave holds up a hand and slows his pace. “They should be around here somewhere, but I don’t see anyone...” 

A soft thud alerts us of the shoe that drops next to me. 

We all turn to stare at it blankly.

I wait for the other shoe to drop. It doesn’t.

High above us, way up in the canopy, I see a flash of movement.

Dave swears. “She must’ve tried to lose them or psych them out. Damnit, Kaitlynn, why’d you have to escalate the situation like this?!” 

“We better start climbing,” Alec says grimly. “What way are they moving? We need to get up ahead of them.”

I blink at them.

Climb up ahead of them? Really?

I take a doubtful look at the nearest tree trunk. It almost seems to be made of several tree trunks, that spiral upwards together kinda like a rope. Together they’re incredibly thick, easily 100 feet in diameter.

Okay, I can see how the upward spirals would help, but that’s still a ridiculous climb on a very steep slope!

Dave must see the apprehension on my face, ’cause as he passes me by, he stops to give me a friendly pat on the shoulder. “It’s okay, Emma; we only just met, we couldn’t possibly ask you to come. Just wait here.” 

I reflexively open my mouth to contradict him, but then I hesitate, and before I make up my mind he’s already moved on to lead Alec towards a nearby tree.

To my surprise, rather than climbing, they simply start jogging up one of the twines that make up the trunk. 

I gape at the sight. As they get higher, they start leaning back farther and farther, and I finally realise what’s going on. 

These trees are so fat, they have their own gravitational fields! 

Look at them go, it’s like they’re just heading up a gentle slope!

Still, one misstep up on those branches, and you can kiss your life goodbye. 

I grit my teeth as I watch my potential new teammates jog to their possible doom.

Am I really just going to stand here?

After hesitating for a moment longer, I decide I at least need to go play witness. 

I run up to a tree a bit farther, and move up one of the roots to where it leads into an upward spiralling twine. 

The tree’s surface is covered in a smooth-looking bark, that still manages to provide me with plenty of grip. I start walking, sticking close to the massive trunk as I slowly circle it at first.

Soon, I get a bit more confidence, a bit more feel for the shift in gravity, and I increase my pace. 

A minute or so later, I reach the point where the first of the upward spiralling twines of this trunk splits off into a branch thick enough to drive a bus over.

On a branch stretching out from another tree in the distance I see Dave and Alec standing protectively in front of a blue-haired girl, who’s wearing a matching blue tartan skirt under a white blouse. That must be Kaitlynn, rocking some kind of anime schoolgirl cosplay.

While many of the branches of these trees interconnect, leaving passages from tree to tree, the one they’re on unfortunately appears to be a dead-end. Which means the only way down is past the five menacing-looking guys wielding improvised clubs.

Well actually, only the guy in front looks menacing. He’s a real meathead, all muscly, wearing a black tank-top and military-green cargo shorts of all things. 

I’m willing to bet that’s Bruce. But I think I prefer Meathead.

To his right, there’s a guy with beady little eyes that make him slightly resemble a weasel. He’s missing a shoe and holding the other in his hand. That’s one mystery solved, I suppose.

To his left is a guy in a full Legolas costume which I immediately recognise as the last person I was hoping to run into.

Ugh, that’s friggin’ Lego-ass. Kill me now.

For some reason he’s still wearing the bloody wig, which—under the circumstances—just makes him look like the total douche I know him to be. 

Behind them, there’s a lanky guy wearing what looks like the tattered remains of a Sherlock costume, and a guy with a pierced eyebrow, hair as black as his eyeliner, dressed in all black. You get the picture.

Looks like I haven’t been spotted yet, and despite the tense atmosphere, they’re still talking. Guess neither side really wants to risk fighting on top of these branches. At least not yet.

I climb a bit higher on the back of my tree, clambering up from one spiralling twine to the next. The higher I get, the more gravity tilts on the tree trunk; it’s already like a forty-five-degree angle by now, so I can manage the feat quite safely. 

I sneak onto one of the higher branches and towards the argument, using the door-sized leaves to hide my figure until I’m about thirty feet above and to the right of where it’s going down. Close enough to make out things like their expressions, and the colour of their eye-crystals. Kaitlynn sports a deep red ruby, while Meathead’s crystal is a dark yellow. I don’t bother studying the rest.

I still can’t quite hear what they’re saying though, so I creep a little closer, onto a side branch. It really does seem like sound carries less far in this Realm.

“Well well, would you look at that, boys,” Meathead intones sarcastically, his thick arms folded over his chest. “We’ve got ourselves a pair of white knights.”

His lackeys all chuckle. Especially Weasel—that guy is really laying it on thick, slapping his thigh and everything. Kiss-ass. 

Actually, all but one of them chuckle. The emo-looking kid in the back appears very uncomfortable with the whole situation. Though judging by his appearance, it may just be social anxiety.

“Our patience is wearing thin,” Lego-ass sneers, taking over. “Unless the noble sirs know how to fly, you better give us that damn crystal, girl.”

Crystal? Kaitlynn appears to be clutching something in one of her hands, and I can barely make out a greenish glow filtering through her fingers. Wait, could it be one of those items we need to level, a Minor Lavi Crystal? No wonder he wants it so badly. 

Kaitlynn goes to take a step forward but is held back by Alec. “This is such bullshit!” she exclaims. “I killed that Blue-Scaled Trigot fair and square, so this crystal is mine. What gives you the right—” 

“The right? Hah!” Meathead scoffs, interrupting her. “Have you never read a history book? Rights aren’t given. They’re taken. Like I’m taking that crystal, whether you like it or not.”

“The council has rules about that kind of thing, and they won’t stand for your behaviour much longer,” Dave says, steel-faced and calm. “Maybe you guys should quit while you’re ahead.”

Meathead laughs. “The only rules I care about are the rules of the jungle. The council can send its so-called enforcers. I’ll take on all comers, and I’m definitely not afraid to include a bunch of neckbeards in fedoras.”

“Yeah?” Alec sneers. “Well, I guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, ’cause that’s what your mother said last night.” 

I apply my palm to my face. Not helping, Alec!

I’m feeling the urge to try and do something before this escalates, but I’m not too keen to jump into a conflict right after getting here. 

On the other hand, if I’m joining this team, this is kind of my conflict already.

I hesitate. I’m not too sure about the other two, but I like Dave. He seems like a solid teammate. And it seems like I might not actually have many options... 

A vein throbs on Meathead’s forehead. “Why you little—” 

“They’re just stalling, Bruce,” Lego-ass warns the beefstick next to him. “I saw the scars on the trigot; if we wait for her Qi to recharge there’ll be trouble. We need to act now.”

Meathead takes a deep breath. “Right, I’ve had about enough of this, anyway.” He points a meaty finger at Kaitlynn. “I’m going to give you to the count of three to toss that crystal over.” 

“And if I don’t?” Kaitlynn asks, sticking her nose up. However, I can see her fists tremble.

She’s about to cave, isn’t she? Ugh, screw it, I’m doing this.

I creep forward on my side-branch, till it gets thin—relatively speaking, as it still has a two-foot diameter—and sit down, the picture of nonchalance. This places me perched over the middle ground between the two parties, unfortunately still about twenty feet away from their branch, with nothing but Aether between me and the forest floor. It’s as close as I can safely get right now, so it’ll have to do. 

“If you don’t...” Meathead rolls his meaty head to the side until his neck audibly cracks. “If you don’t, I’ll throw the three of you off this branch, and pry it—and whatever else you might have—from your cold, dead—”

I clear my throat. “Yeah, I don’t think so, buddy.”
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CHAPTER 24
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The amazing adventures of...

––––––––
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ALL OF A SUDDEN, there’s eight eyes on me.

Probably eight eye-crystals as well, but I have no way to tell.

Meathead frowns. “How about you mind your—”

“All business is the council’s business,” I interrupt him coolly. “After all, the council represents the collective will of the survivors.”

“Ugh, finally one of you shows up!” Kaitlynn exclaims. “I called Samuel ages ago!”

I can feel my brows start to rise but I quickly control it and maintain my relaxed smile. I doubt she knows I’m bluffing, so she probably really did call him over the Social System.

“Wait a minute!” Lego-ass exclaims, his eyes widening as he needlessly points at me. “I recognise you! You told me you weren’t going to the Con! How the hell did you end up here, Nonya?”

I fight so hard to keep my face in check when he calls me that, but I can’t for the life of me hold back my grin.

Alec snorts. “Dude, was the fact that she told you her name was Nonya not enough to tip you off?”

Lego-ass blinks. “What? I...” he trails off, his face turning red.

Weasel pulls Meathead’s sleeve with an alarmed look on his face. “Disregarding that Luke got snubbed, Bruce, she is wearing all black...” he stage-whispers loud enough for everyone to hear.

Good thing I had my jacket on when Lego-ass—or Luke, apparently—met me; if he’d seen the logo on my back, the jig would be up.

Meathead looks me over and folds his arms back over his chest. “So. A lone enforcer. Is the council having some issues with recruitment?” he asks mockingly.

Hook, line, and sinker. Just gotta make sure they don’t catch sight of that hideous logo on my back. 

“Oh, there’s plenty of us,” I reply, glancing down at my nails. “Samuel sent me ’cause I’m enough on my own.”

Note to self: find out who Samuel is.

“Now, how about you leave these people alone,” I continue, “and I’ll leave this at a warning.”

He stares at me in silence. Shit, is he not buying it after all? Poker face, poker face pah pah poker f—stop that, Emma.

I put on my most menacing glare as I trail my gaze over their little gang of misfits. “Hey, I’m doing you guys a favour here. Walk away now, while you still can.”

Sherlock, Weasel, and Emo-kid—which I mentally designate ‘the lackeys’—all seem properly cowed, but Meathead just lifts his brows. 

Lego-ass, meanwhile, seems to have recovered a little from his embarrassment and is now staring at me vindictively. “I’m very curious to hear how exactly you would prevent the lot of us from walking away from all the way over there. I don’t think I’ve heard of any Skill capable of doing something like that.”

Ugh, this guy is really starting to get on my nerves. 

Thankfully, I had some time to think and prepare during their argument earlier. 

I roll my eye and pull forth a certain plastic bottle from my backpack, and shake it at him. “You see this? It’s the sap from a Moonshade Flower that I plucked a little while ago. You wanna know how I’ll stop you all from ever walking again?” I unscrew the cap and the rich aroma of Moonshade wafts forth. “Stick around much longer and you’ll find out.”

A shocked silence descends. Weasel creeps back, taking shelter behind the wall of flesh that is Meathead. 

Lego-ass’s expression darkens. “And how do we know that’s really Moonshade? You like lying to people, after all.”

Seriously, I even reined myself in and rejected him nicely. This is what I get for trying.

However, the lackey wearing a tattered Sherlock costume suddenly pipes up. “Uh, that’s definitely Moonshade. Just the scent is making me sick again.” 

Heh, no shit, Sherlock. He really is starting to look a little green around the gills. Poor little lackey.

“All right, fine!” Lego-ass yells angrily. “Even if it is, she’s all the way over there. How’s she going to get it on us, huh? Throw the bottle?”

Ugh, why must this douche pour all this logic over my bluff?

“I have my ways,” I say coolly. 

I could probably make that jump. It would look really awesome, too... On the other hand, if I fall I’ll friggin’ die!

“Yeah?” Lego-ass asks mockingly. “And what way is that? Did you happen to bring a squirt gun to the Con?”

If only, that’d be super handy right now!

Actually, that does give me an idea.

A really dumb, dangerous idea.

I take a deep breath, then grab on to the twig with my free hand and unleash a jet of Aether at them. Their hair and clothing flutters, and even Lego-ass and Meathead look shocked.

I may not have Breath Control yet, but I can do at least this much.

“You ever seen someone breathe fire?” I ask casually. “My fellow enforcers nicknamed me ‘The Toxic Dragon Girl.’ ”

Shit. I hope that name doesn’t stick.

From the corner of my eye, I can see Alec clasp a hand in front of his mouth, no doubt trying to contain his laughter. Stop that! I’m improvising, okay?!

At least it has the effect I wanted. The three guys behind Meathead all start slowly retreating, seeming painfully aware that they’re in my ‘firing range.’

Meathead himself also seems to be considering a tactical retreat.

Not Lego-ass though. “No, guys, she’s bluffing!” he yells, pointing his finger at me redundantly. “You really believe she’d put that stuff in her own mouth? She’d die before it even reached us!”

Ugh! When is this guy going to back off already?

“Please,” I scoff. “I spent basically all of my time in the First Trial going back and forth between the Moonshade Flowers and the oasis to train my Toxic Energy Tolerance. I could bathe in this stuff.”

“Oh yeah?” Lego-ass asks, putting his hands on his hips. “Then what’s stopping you from using it on me now?”

Stop calling my bluffs! “I don’t know, basic human decency?” I ask sarcastically.

“I think you’re full of shit. Come on Bruce, we gotta take that crystal now before the girl recharges her Qi!”

Meathead hesitates, but ultimately squares his shoulders and steps forward, with Lego-ass falling into step just a fraction behind him.

Christ, what a bottom-feeder.

The three lackeys exchange glances, then cautiously start to make their way back to their positions behind Meathead, while keeping an eye on me. Behind Dave and Alec, Kaitlynn draws herself up, fire in her eye, looking far too combative for my tastes.

Shit, this is spiralling out of control! If I don’t act now...

Fine,” I snap, trying but perhaps failing to hide my frustration. “You brought this on yourself.”

Meathead stops in his tracks and narrows his eye at me. 

Lego-ass sneers. “You wouldn’t dare.”

With my most convincing, condescending harrumph, I pour some of the glowing liquid into the bottle’s cap. This much should be okay, right? I’ll just have to quickly wash my mouth afterwards or something.

[Emma? Do me a favour and be careful with that, it’s very Toxic.]

Ah, there’s that sting in my nostrils. I’ve almost missed it. Almost. I lift the cap in a mock toast, staring Meathead down all the while. 

[Emma, what are you doing? Emma, stop!]

Sorry, Suri, no can do. I take a deep breath, bring the cap to my lips and take the deadly liquid into my mouth. 

[Oh, Emma...]

The three lackeys go scrambling. Meanwhile, my mouth is on fire, but I forcibly keep a straight face. It’s like the burn from a shot of absinthe, multiplied by five. 

As I’m about to launch my mouth’s deadly payload at Lego-ass, who’s looking at me wide-eyed, the image of Josh’s lifeless corpse flashes across my mind’s eye. Frig. I can’t do it.

Instead, I aim at a door-sized leaf above him and force a stream of Aether out between narrowed lips. My cheeks billow with the pressure as a spray of deadly droplets leaves my mouth. Their bright purple glow stands out clearly in the canopy’s shade. 

The spray hits the leaf and covers it. For a split second, nothing happens. Then, the leaf flashes purple all at once and rapidly shrivels up.

Holy shit! I may have underestimated this stuff.

Lego-ass pales and he moves back a few paces from the slowly spreading and thinning cloud of Toxic Energy. 

I smirk at him, trying hard to keep my voice steady as I say, “Aww, leaving so soon? Would you like me to blow you a kiss goodbye?”

Meathead glances back at the lackeys, who are now scrambling away even faster, and clenches his jaw again. “All right, that’s enough. Let’s head back to the base, lads. I’ve had enough of crazy chicks for today.”

Pfff, yeah sure, call us ‘chicks’ crazy. Fragile male ego much? My mouth may still be burning from the Moonshade Sap I just had in there, but that’s on me, not my gender! 

Gritting his teeth, Lego-ass bows his head and defers to his master like the shitstain he is and starts to retreat as well.

I unconsciously smack my lips, trying to ease the burn. Huh. My tongue feels kind of numb... 

A wave of vertigo washes over me, and I fight to keep from visibly swaying. 

Oh man, I don’t feel so good... 

I stiffly walk back to the main branch I was on and somehow manage to stay upright as Meathead, Legolas, and the lackeys move from tree to tree over the network of branches and fade into the distance. As soon as they’re out of sight, I shakily grab a bottle of Hydrum, then gargle and rinse my numb mouth several times. The Hydrum comes back less purple each time. Soon I’m just left with a numb tongue and the ghost of the Moonshade Sap’s burn in my mouth.

With their path cleared, Dave, Alec, and Kaitlynn move up their tree and make their way over to my branch. Alec is the first to reach me, his arms spread wide.

“Oh my god, you were amazing! Thank you so much, Non—”

The bottle of Hydrum slips through my powerless fingers, and he reaches me just in time to catch me as I keel over.

Well, this is awkward. Thankfully, I promptly pass out.

***
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I wake on a hard surface, with a sweet liquid in my mouth. I turn my head away from the source with a groan, because my stomach doesn’t like it.

The liquid persists in entering my mouth, so I lift up a hand to fend off the source. My fingers are stiff and numb, and I’m kinda cold.

“She’s coming to!” a female voice calls. 

I groggily crack open an eyelid, and I’m met with a close-up view of a storm-grey eye and a deep red eye-crystal, surrounded by a head of blue hair. 

So this is Kaitlynn. I wonder if the curtains match the drapes. I giggle at the thought.

Dave is on my other side, holding a crystal that shines a familiar, refreshing white light on me. 

“Emma!” he exclaims. “You were growing colder and colder, we were so worried! Drink up quick, then check your Lavi flows.” 

I groan. “Don’ wanna. Leave me alone, I’m sleepy.” I turn over, away from his annoyingness. 

“Hey hey, no!” He grabs me by the shoulder and wrenches me back. “No sleeping, or you’ll never wake again. Now sit up.”

I frown, but sit up a little and scoot back to rest my back against the wall. The world spins funnily, prompting me to giggle again. I’m in some kind of hut, lying on a bed of leaves that may as well have been made of wood, for how comfortable they are. 

The other guy—can’t remember his name, I’ll just call him Babyface—rushes inside, looking relieved to see me alive, but unsure what to do. He hovers by my feet nervously.

“I’m cold!” I complain when the world around me stabilises a little again. 

Kaitlynn pushes the waterskin she was feeding me with up to my mouth again, but I turn away. 

She grabs my chin and forces my head back. “Drink,” she commands. “It’s good for you.”

I frown at her, but reluctantly obey. She looks a little younger than I, but not much—twenty-one, maybe? 

The drink tastes unfamiliar and very sweet and I can tell it’s full of Lavi. It kinda reminds me of some kind of high-sugar energy drink.

I hope dental plaque isn’t a thing in this dimension, because I didn’t exactly pack a toothbrush.

The thought almost provokes another fit of giggles, but Kaitlynn’s stern gaze helps me suppress it and take another sip.

Babyface looks at me like I’ve grown another head. “What’s wrong with her?” 

Dave shakes his head. “Must be a side-effect of the Moonshade Sap. Emma, I need you to look at your Lavi Flows Window.” 

Kaitlynn pulls the waterskin back and I let out a burp. Of course, this prompts me to gigg—

“Emma, focus!” Dave yells. 

“Sheesh, all right,” I grumble. “Suri, could you, ehm, show me?”

[Of course, Emma,] Suri chimes, sounding kind of sad.

[image: My Lavi Flows Window pops up in front of me. It lists my inflows as 11 Onkh per minute from Aether and 8 from my stomach contents, for a total of 19 Onkh per minute. My outflows are listed as a Resting Lavi Consumption of 5 Onkh per minute and a Toxic Energy Lavi Consumption of 16, for a total of 21 Onkh per minute. Altogether, this results in a net Lavi intake of minus 2 Onkh per minute.]



The window sobers me up a little. 

A Toxic Energy Lavi consumption of 16?! Wow, that Moonshade Sap is potent! 

Wait, how much Lavi do I have left? I check my Status Bar.

[image: I’m down to 16 Onkh out of 42.]



Frig. 

“And?” Dave asks worriedly. 

Right, they can’t see it. 

“Sixteen Onkh of Lavi left, net intake minus two,” I mumble. 

So much for being the Toxic Dragon Girl.
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CHAPTER 25

[image: image]


Pornithology

––––––––
[image: image]

THE BLOOD DRAINS from Dave’s face. His hand, the one holding the crystal that shines a refreshing white light over me, trembles. “Shit! We don’t have anything stronger than that drink! Sixteen Lavi at minus two gives us only eight minutes; I need more time!” 
“I can”—I cough weakly—“Meditate, conserve Lavi.”

Dave nods frantically. “Right, I have that Skill too. Should save 1 Onkh per minute, right? That’ll buy us some time, but—” 

“1.5, actually,” I interrupt smugly. 

Dave’s brows rise in surprise, but he doesn’t question me. “That’ll give me about thirty minutes... that might actually be enough time for me to stabilise you under these circumstances, but once we run out of zirot juice you’ll be in trouble again, and we only have the one waterskin.” 

My belly protests at the idea of having to stomach more juice.

[The honeycomb yams, Emma,] Suri reminds me.

Oh yeah. I had those.

“Yams, in my backpack,” I mumble.

Babyface scrambles for it, clearly happy to be able to do something useful.

“Yams,” Dave mutters. “Those won’t be as potent, but they’ll last much longer. I need a way to monitor your Lavi Flows.” 

[I can show him your window, if you’d like?] Suri chimes.

“Yes please,” I mumble back.

Dave glances over at me with a frown. “What are you—oh.” He looks directly at the window still hovering in front of me, apparently able to see it. “Yes, that will do nicely.”

Kaitlynn pushes the waterskin containing the sweet liquid against my mouth again, and I reluctantly sip from it.

“Alec,” she calls out at Babyface, “there’s a Blue Angel in my bag, could you grab that too? It should help detoxify her.”

Right! Alec! How did I forget that? Well, whatever.

“Blue Angel, in your bag. Got it, Kaitlynn!” Alec answers as he rummages through my bag. Dave nods, muttering to himself, still transfixed by my Lavi Flows Window.

Kaitlynn turns to me with an apologetic smile. “They’re kind of bitter. Think you can stomach it?” 

I give her a small, wry smile. “I’ve had one before, and I don’t think I have much of a choice.” 

“All right,” Dave says, looking calmer, more determined. “We can do this. Eat quickly, then Meditate.”

Alec hands me the Blue Angel first. I weakly bring it to my mouth and attempt to bite it. My teeth don’t even scratch the surface.

“Uh oh,” I mutter. “Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Lavi Pool is at, like, 15 out of 42, my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 21.6 to 21.7%, and my Toxic Tolerance Limit from 4.3 to 4.4 Onkh. At 14.7 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently 10.3 over my limit, which eats away 16 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 8 to 1 and my Agility from 12 to 1.]



“What? What is it?” Dave asks.

I giggle helplessly. “I can’t chew. My Strength is down to 1!”

Dave frowns. “Damn. Maybe we can, like, dice it up for you?” 

Kaitlynn grabs the Blue Angel. “There’s no time for that—leave it to me.”

She takes a bite and starts chewing. 

When she’s finished, she leans over to press her lips against mine and push the bitter mush straight into my mouth. 

All trace of humour leaves me as I undergo the treatment in shock. What are you, a mother bird?!

I struggle weakly against her. 

Finished with her initial deposit, Kaitlynn leans back to shoot me a disapproving look. “There’s no time, Emma, we need to hurry so you can do that Meditation thing. Just let me feed you, okay?” 

Dave swallows, and nods. “She’s right, this is the best way.”

His words are serious, but his stare when Kaitlynn bends over me for the second time is very intense. 

Is it because of the odd bird-like feeding method? Come to think of it, didn’t Dave say he wore a bird costume to Con? Oh god, is he some kind of weird bird-fetishist?!

Alec lets out a low whistle. “Oh man, that’s definitely the best way!”

Dave punches him in the shoulder and hisses at him, “Dude, be cool. This is serious.” Yet I catch him glancing at us repeatedly when Kaitlynn leans over me again.

Oh, I get it. It’s just a ‘look it’s two girls kissing’ thing. I snort in laughter at my misunderstanding, prompting Kaitlynn to look weirdly at me before closing in with her fourth mouthful.

This time, when her lips touch mine, I have kissing on my mind, and the blood rushes to my cheeks. Not that that’s what we’re doing. I mean, this doesn’t count. It’s more like mouth-to-mouth resuscitation and that doesn’t count either. Regardless, it doesn’t matter. ’Cause I don’t swing that way.

[You should start Meditating, Emma. There’s no time to waste. You may actually still live through this.]

Right, Meditation. I don’t really need to wait till I’m done eating; I can do a lucid trance.

Though with great difficulty—due in no small part to Kaitlynn’s highly distracting delivery method and the blue mushroom’s bitterness—I eventually manage to sink away.

At some point, after Kaitlynn’s fed me the entire mushroom and the first hexagonal yam, I lose focus and slip into a deep trance. 

***
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Sometime later, Kaitlynn rouses me for the second yam. 

Though I feel a little stronger and less giggly, I unfortunately still can’t chew. Thankfully, Kaitlynn is a little more prepared this time around.

Instead of pre-chewing the second yam, she crushes it with a rock in a kind of bowl-shaped leaf. Her new delivery method is also an improvement: she feeds it to me with rudimentary chopsticks, which of course she’s very handy with. 

Meanwhile, I take another glance at my Lavi Flows Window. 

[image: It lists my inflows as 11 Onkh per minute from Aether and 5 from my stomach contents, for a total of 16 Onkh per minute. My outflows are listed as a Resting Lavi Consumption of 5 Onkh per minute and a Toxic Energy Lavi Consumption of 10.5, for a total of 15.5 Onkh per minute. Altogether, this results in a net Lavi intake of 0.5 Onkh per minute.]



Looks like Dave managed to bring my Toxic Energy Lavi consumption down to 10.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute. Good thing too, since the yams only provide 5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, compared to the juice’s 8. I must’ve really slipped through the eye of the needle. Let’s hope Dave can shave off a bit more before this new yam wears off, ’cause it’s my last.

In between bites, I glance around. Alec seems to have fallen asleep seated against the wall. Dave is sitting on my other side, staring at my Lavi Flows Window with bloodshot eyes and still clutching his white Focus Crystal, even though it currently isn’t shining. 

I frown at his appearance and shoot Kaitlynn a questioning glance.

“He’s waiting for his Qi to recover,” she explains quietly as she feeds me another bite of yam-paste. “It takes about thirty minutes to generate the five Onkh he needs to use his Skill, and then it lasts for about ten minutes.”

I swallow down the sweet mush. It’s actually pretty good, now that I can focus on the flavour. Sweet and a little nutty, not bad. “How long has he been at it?”

“Well, you Meditated for about eight hours, so...” She trails off wearily, but follows it up with a small smile. 

The next bite goes down with a little more difficulty due to the lump in my throat. I can tell from the bags under Kaitlynn’s eyes that she’s been up for a while as well. And yet, she still smiles so gently at me.

“Thank you for taking such good care of me,” I say softly. 

Kaitlynn shakes her head. “You just focus on getting better.” 

“Yes!” Dave mutters under his breath, moments before his Focus Crystal lights up again. The white glow that washes over me brings immediate relief of a discomfort I hadn’t realised I was feeling. 

I feel his eyes on me so I turn. My nose gets a little stuffy when I catch his eye. “Dave, dude...” 

He smiles tiredly. “You can thank me once you’ve made it through the night. Right now, you should trance, build up some more Lavi.” 

I nod and close my eyes. However, it takes me a few minutes to calm down and slip into a trance.

***
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By the time I come out, I feel almost human again. 

“Status Window,” I croak.

[image: The Status Window shows that my Lavi Pool is—thankfully—full at 42 out of 42 Onkh. Meanwhile, my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 21.7 to 24.8%, and my Toxic Tolerance Limit from 4.4 to 6 Onkh. At 10.3 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently 4.3 over my limit, which eats away 6.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 8 to 5 and my Agility from 12 to 7.]



I breathe a sigh of relief when I realise I’m officially out of the woods. A Toxic Energy Lavi consumption of 6.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute is quite manageable with Respiration level 3 and some simple food. 

One thing’s for sure, I’m never underestimating that Moonshade Sap again! If it weren’t for Dave and that Blue Angel managing to bring my Toxic Energy level down by 4.4 Onkh overnight, I would’ve been done for. 

Still, if there’s one upside to this whole debacle, it’s that my Toxic Energy Tolerance finally went up again.

I find Dave lying on the floor next to me, still clutching his Focus Crystal, and can’t help but smile. My hero. Better let him sleep, he’s more than earned it. 

Especially since he’s not done Purifying me yet. Of course, we can probably take it a bit slower now that I’m no longer at risk of imminent death. Even if he only uses that Skill on me once in a while, we should be able to clear the 4.3 Onkh I’m currently still over my limit in a matter of days. 

Kaitlynn is curled up on my other side, and even Alec is still out, snoring lightly in the corner. 

The only one who’s up—aside from me—is Suri.

[I’m not sure which amazes me more: your ability to make fatal errors or your knack for somehow surviving them,] she chimes as I languidly stretch.

“Good morning to you too,” I whisper back. “No, ‘I’m glad you’re still around’?” 

[Oh, but I am. You are most entertaining.]

“Gee, thanks.”

[You’re quite welcome.]

Ugh, insufferable woman! That reminds me, I have some beef with you still, my dear Suri...

I narrow my eyes and cross my arms over my chest. “By the way, Suri, why didn’t you teach me that Skill Dave uses, huh? If I could’ve purified myself like that from the Toxic Energy still affecting me after the First Trial, I could’ve breezed through the second one! Instead, you taught me this useless, suicidal Lavi-burning Skill that boosts my Strength for a whopping 6 seconds! Do you really have my best intentions at heart?” 

[Radiate—the Skill he used—is a Yang Skill,] Suri explains calmly. [It requires Yang Qi and a Yang Focus Crystal, the latter of which you couldn’t have gotten until after the Second Trial, and the former of which you’ll never possess, as you are Yin.] 

Well... shit. 

Perhaps I whispered a little too heatedly—or maybe naptime was running at an end anyway—because Kaitlynn stirs and stretches. Then she inhales sharply and rolls over to look at me with wide eyes. Finding me awake and, well, alive, brings out a wide smile on her face. 

“Good morning,” I whisper, smiling back as I study the upper half of her face. She has a slightly-upturned, button nose, and quite a few freckles that cover both it and her upper cheeks. Her eyebrows are brown, so I take it that’s her natural hair colour beneath the vibrant blue dye-job. My eyes instinctively travel down to her li—lower facial area, but I quickly look back up, because, well, I’m already more than familiar enough.

“Good morning to you, Miss Toxic Dragon Girl,” she whispers back. 

I groan softly and apply my palm to my face. “And here I’d hoped we could forget about that.”

She chuckles. “In your dreams.”

This little brat. I like her already.

“You know, I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced yet,” I whisper, holding out my hand. “Hi, I’m Emma.”

“You’re right, it’s about time,” she retorts with a twinkle in her eye as she takes my hand and shakes it once. “And hi, I’m Kaitlynn.” 

“Well, Kaitlynn, I look forward to getting to know you,” I whisper, not immediately letting go of her hand. Her skin is smooth and her hand feels warm in mine, but not sweaty. “Even though I feel like we’ve gotten to know each other quite intimately already.” 

The way she flushes and averts her gaze as she pulls back her hand is all kinds of cute. Man, the guys must go crazy over this one. Especially with this outfit and the way her skirt is riding up ever so—whoa, okay, not going there. Anyway, I’d be jealous, if it weren’t for the fact that we’re all going to die anyway.

“Ehm, sorry about that,” she starts to whisper before I cut her off.

“Seriously, thank you.” I put my hand on hers and give it a quick, reassuring squeeze. “No need to apologise, you did what you had to. I’m sure the boys enjoyed the view, anyway,” I add with a wink when she looks up to meet my gaze.

She shakes her head. “No, thank you,” she replies earnestly. “For standing up to Bruce for us, and for, well, risking your life like that. It was...” 

“Incredibly foolish,” I finish for her.

She giggles, covering her mouth in an attempt to keep the volume down.

“I was going to say heroic,” she finally whispers.

“I was trying to be heroic,” I reply morosely, “but like the idiot I am, I ended up shooting straight past it towards suicidal.”

“Stop making me laugh!” she laughs. “We’ll wake the guys.” 

“I’ll try,” I promise. 

But I’m totally crossing my fingers behind my back. Or mentally, at least. That counts, right? 
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CHAPTER 26
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It’s a utility belt

––––––––
[image: image]


KAITLYNN BITES HER LIP. “You know, we’ve actually met before.”

I blink, caught off-guard. “Have we really?”

She smiles kind of sheepishly. “You really don’t remember... well, I can’t blame you, it was like a week ago, and I’m sure I was just a face in the crowd to you. You, ehm, sold me a hotdog. Talked me into one, really. I was there with—”

“With Fat Misty!” I blurt out. Then I cringe. “God, I’m sorry. That was super-insensitive, especially since she’s probably—ehm, sorry about your friend...” I trail off, mentally kicking myself for the slip-up, but Kaitlynn seems to take it in stride.

“Yeah, her name is—was, Denise,” she whispers back sadly. “I’m not really holding out hope for her, not since the Second Trial, anyway.” 

I nod. Sounds like the Trials are the same on every track like I suspected.

“She was a good friend,” Kaitlynn says, some liquid gathering in the corner of her eye before she wipes it away. “Anyway, she really liked your colleague, ehm, I haven’t seen him here yet either...”

I deflate a little. “Yeah, Josh kicked it in Hub One.” 

Kaitlynn cocks her head to the side. “Are you sure? Have you checked through the Social System yet?”

“I’m pretty sure,” I whisper, suppressing the image of his lifeless gaze. “Wait, is that what you used to contact Dave? How does it work?”

“Oh. Well, it’s a system that allows you to contact other people in Hub Two, but only if they add you to their list.” 

“Sounds neat. How do I use it?” 

She shrugs. “Your guide will operate it for you, you only have to give them instructions.” 

“I see. Suri?”

[It’s quite simple. You tell me the name of the person you wish to add to your list of approved contacts and I will send out a request for them to add you as well.] 

Hmm. Sounds like you still need to actually meet people in person first, or at least learn their name.

[Once the other party has accepted,] Suri continues. [You can request an auditory connection to them at any time. If they accept, vibrations picked up on your end will be transferred into their mind and vice-versa.]

I frown. “So it’s like a phone-call, except the receiver is the crystal inside my eye-socket, and the speaker pumps its signal directly into my brain?” 

[Put crudely, yes.]

Sounds good. “Cool, can you send Kaitlynn a friend-request, please?” 

[It’s called a contact approval request, but fine.] 

Kaitlynn giggles. “Yes, I’ll accept.”

After a moment of deliberation, I ask, “And, ehm, is there anyone named Josh amongst the surviving participants?” 

[There is not. I’m sorry.] 

“I figured,” I mutter, before taking a deep breath.

Kaitlynn reaches out and squeezes my hand. “My condolences.” 

I just nod. Frankly, I don’t want to think about it, let alone talk about it.

What I do want, is to settle my debts. That’s one thing my mother managed to hammer into my stubborn head. ‘We may lack money, young lady, but not integrity!’

I clear my throat. “Hey, listen, I was thinking I should reimburse you for your Blue Angel.”

Her eyes go wide and she holds up her hands in front of her. “Oh, no don’t be silly—” 

I shake my head. “I insist. Though I’m not sure if there’s a system for this. Suri?” 

[Yes, Emma?] Suri chimes.

“Can I transfer Trial Points to another participant?”

[Mmm. You can, but I would advise against it.]

“Why is that?” 

[Well, there’s a fee: 50% of the amount you wish to transfer. Therefore, if you intend to reimburse the young lady the retail price of 5 TP for her Blue Angel, it would cost you 8.] 

I frown. “Don’t you mean seven and a half?” 

[Half Trial Points are rounded upwards.] 

Of course they are. Bastards.

[Moreover, you can’t spend them until after Hub Two anyway, and who knows who will owe whom by that time.]

Right. I smile apologetically at Kaitlynn. “It sounds like I’ll have to owe you one for now. Transferring points is a less than ideal way to settle debts.”

“Look it’s fine really,” she whispers, shaking her head. “I didn’t even buy it: I still had it left over from the First Trial. I’m just glad I had it. And besides, you saved me first, you know,” she finishes, adding a wink.

Hold up.

I push myself up into a seated position and lean toward her. “What do you mean from the First Tri—were there Blue Angels growing there?!”

She covers my mouth with her hand, giggling again. Right, I was getting kinda loud there by the end. 

Once she appears satisfied that I’ll be quiet, she removes her hand again. 

“Among other things, yes. Is it really that surprising? I mean, there were a ton of things growing in the First Trial.” She frowns cutely at me. “Didn’t you go exploring around the oasis? I mean, they even taught us how to appraise things before the Trial, so I just kind of thought that was the whole point of the Trial: to familiarise you with the local plants, and how they can kill you or help you survive.”

“Right. Yeah, that makes sense.”

Wow. I’m an idiot. 

Kaitlynn stares at me. “Yesterday, when you said you spent all of your time training your Toxic Energy Tolerance... weren’t you bluffing?”

I sheepishly scratch my neck. “Well, I mean, I may have exaggerated the effects of my training a little, but the bit about my actual process was pretty accurate.”

“You—how high is your Toxic Energy tolerance, then, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Right now? Nearing 25%.”

Her mouth drops open. “T-t-twenty five percent?!” She scrunches up her face and closes her eyes. “Yes, I heard her as—no, I don’t think she’s ly—agh, Kai will you shut up already?! I’m trying to have a conversation here!”

What?

I must look rather weirded out because she blushes and launches into an explanation. “Sorry, my AI guy—that’s what I call him, Kai-the-AI-Guy—was freaking out a little. He can be rather talkative, so sometimes I need to shut him up. But wow, 25% is insane.”

Huh, so her—what was it called again? Personal Guide System? Anyway, her AI is a guy and apparently, he talks too much. Interesting. He sounds so different from Suri.

“I am pretty proud of it,” I admit. “But I still almost died from Toxic Energy poisoning yesterday.”

“Well, who asked you to gargle the sap of a Moonshade Flower?” she teases.

“Lego-ass did,” I whisper. “Or, well, more like he dared me, but that’s almost even worse. I mean, after that, I just had to, right?”

She’s covering her mouth with a hand while her shoulders move with silent laughter. 

“Did you just call him Lego-ass?” she asks between laughter spasms. 

I shrug. “I don’t know his name. To be fair though, I do know Bruce’s name, but I still prefer to call him Meathead.”

This doesn’t help with the spasms, obviously.

“I mean, the term fits, but... men are more than pieces of meat, you know” Kaitlynn manages to bring out after getting her laughter under control.

“Ugh, tell me about it,” I whisper, rolling my eyes. “Take that Lego-ass for example—if I’d bought a nice steak, and it gave me that much lip, I’d take it back to the pimp. ’Cause that’s not what I’m paying for, if you know what I mean.” I decide to give her a little break to wipe the tears of laughter from her left cheek. “So, what is your Toxic Energy tolerance, if you don’t mind my asking?”

She scrunches up her nose, still chuckling. “Ugh, don’t laugh, okay? It’s 1.2%.”

Wow, that’s less than what I had after Hub One. 

“In my defence, I have a Yang affinity,” she whispers with a shrug.

Ah. That does explain a little. With her being Yang, her Tolerance for a Yin-type energy will naturally build up more slowly. Compared to my Heat Tolerance, it’s actually still pretty darn high.

We fall silent for a bit, but it’s a comfortable silence, broken only by Alec’s light snoring. 

“Not to sound ungrateful...” Kaitlynn whispers suddenly, before trailing off.

I raise a brow at her. “Yes?” 

She bites her bottom lip, then looks at me earnestly. “Please don’t do anything like what you did yesterday, ever again.” 

I can’t help but laugh quietly. “I wasn’t planning on a repeat performance anytime soon. Why the request?”

Kaitlynn sits up and pulls her knees to her chest, which makes her seem all the more small and vulnerable. “Things got pretty scary once you’d finished all of the zirot juice, you know? You hovered at the brink of death for a while. And while having a Minor Lavi Crystal is nice, it’s not worth losing your life over.”

My brows rise. “So it really was a Minor Lavi Crystal he was chasing you for? Would you... show me?” 

She turns to rummage in her backpack, pulls out a golf ball-sized crystal with a potent green glow, and hands it to me. “This is it. One of the three items we all need to level up: a Minor Lavi Crystal.”

I let out a low whistle as I study it. It definitely contains a lot of Lavi.

“Appraise.”

[image: The Appraisal Window lists the Minor Lavi Crystal as a consumable that’s sold for 10 Trial Points, but currently unavailable. Its description reads: A small crystal brimming with Lavi. Upon consumption, all of that Lavi is released in a single burst which refills one's Lavi Pool and potentially even increases its size by up to 10 Onkh upon overflow. If taken together with a Qi Pearl of the right affinity and a Stardrop, it can instead initiate the process of levelling up from level 1 to 2. Below that, it is stated to have a Toughness of 87, and to provide an instantaneous Lavi supplement of 100 Onkh.]



There’s that word again, unavailable. I guess they don’t want anyone to accidentally buy any objects we’re supposed to gather in Hub Two.

Also, they can be used to increase your Lavi Pool? This is good stuff!

“How’d you get it?” I ask as I hand it back with some reluctance.

“Well,” she whispers, carefully replacing the crystal, “there are these hollow tree stumps spread out over Hub Two—six of them—and once a day a single Blue-Scaled Trigot emerges from one of them for about an hour. People try to hunt it because it has a Minor Lavi Crystal lodged in its forehead.”

“Right, that thing you said you killed before. What are they like?”

“Ehm, they’re roughly the shape and size of a Komodo dragon, maybe a little smaller, but they move much faster. They keep jumping from tree to tree and crawling on the underside of branches and stuff like that,” she explains. 

The way she gesticulates and gets absorbed by what she’s saying is rather endearing. Whoops, I’m staring again. 

“At least it’s not hard to spot, since it’s blue,” she continues. “It doesn’t really get aggressive unless you corner it, but it does have some mean-looking teeth. And horns. Three of ’em.”

A blue, tri-horned Komodo dragon, with a glowing green crystal in its forehead. I guess it’s not the craziest thing so far.

“Anyway, Bruce and—that’s right, he has a name, you callous monster,” she whispers, light-heartedly shoving my shoulder. “Bruce and his gang try to monopolise the hunt; the five of them split up and each guard one of the six stumps. When the Blue-Scaled Trigot appears, they signal each other and try to hunt it down together. When it doesn’t show up at any of their locations, they head for the one stump they couldn’t cover. I was at that stump yesterday, and when it came out, I took it down before they showed up, but Bruce decided it was still his, asshole...”

“You took it out by yourself?” I ask in surprise. “How?”

She smiles at me with a twinkle in her eye.

“You wanna see?”

***
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To my surprise, the hut turns out to be perched on a branch high up in one of the humongous trees. Must’ve been quite a hassle to carry me all the way here.

We walk over the thick branches until Kaitlynn decides that we’re far enough away that whatever she’s about to do won’t disturb the boys. 

She takes a white Focus Crystal out of her fanny pack and I stare at it. The fanny pack, that is. 

“What?” she asks defensively. “It’s practical, okay?”

“I’m sure it is.”

“It’s also safer against pickpockets.” 

“I hear you.” 

“And it’s not like I bought it myself. It was a gift from my mother.”

“These are all solid reasons to own a fanny pack, and yet...”

“You—just shut up and watch!”

I barely manage to reel my smirk back in and watch as she, still flustered, lifts the crystal in front of her.

She narrows her eyes. The crystal clutched between her fingers lights up white, then starts to give off an increasingly warm, orange glow. 

A glowing orange sphere forms around her hand. the intensity of its glow increases quickly as it grows to the size of a head. 

When the build-up seems to reach a kind of climax, she lets loose a shout.

“Haah!”

The orange sphere suddenly bursts forward, forming a beam of orange. It strikes the trunk of a tree 40 feet away with a deafening boom and a flash of blistering heat.

The orange glow fades away fast, but a clearly scorched and damaged spot remains on the trunk’s surface.

I turn my wide-eyed gaze back to Kaitlynn. “Holy shit!”

She sticks her crystal back in her fanny pack and shakes out her hand with a pained but satisfied smirk, before setting off back towards the hut. 

I glance at scorch marks on the trunk one more time, before hurrying after her. 

“Is your hand okay?” I ask when I catch up.

She nods. “My hand gets pretty hot when I do that, which hurts, but it doesn’t actually burn my skin or anything. The Heat absorbed by my body does drain some of my Lavi, but not a dangerous amount. Plus, it helps raise my Heat Tolerance bit by bit.”

Damn. That sounds awesome. 

I walk in silence for a bit, lost in thought.

“You know,” she says eventually, “even Batman wears one.”

I raise a brow at her, genuinely confused.

She points at her fanny pack.

I shake my head with a snort. “Keep telling yourself that.”

She sticks her tongue out at me.
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CHAPTER 27
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I have a very particular set of skills

––––––––
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ON THE WAY BACK, Kaitlynn tells me the Skill she used is a Yang-type, medium-grade, Qi-based Skill called Astreum Manipulation, and this attack—which she dubbed Astreum Blast—was its first level. 

Apparently, Aether can only store a certain amount of Heat before it enters a different state that is referred to as Astreum. When heated beyond this point, Astreum expands very rapidly. 

By controlling the flow of Heat, Kaitlynn can direct the Astreum to expand into a certain direction, forming a lance of super-heated Aether that strikes her target, pushing it back and heating it.

The power and range of her attack depend on how much Heat she generates from the Qi in her Focus Crystal, which has a maximum capacity of 10 Onkh of Yang Qi. The reason she couldn’t use it on Bruce and his gang yesterday is that she ran out of juice after taking out the Blue-Scaled Trigot in a single, fully-charged shot.

And to think I considered myself safe because I was on a different branch. I shudder to think what might’ve happened if one of Meathead’s lackeys had a Skill like this.

If I recall correctly though, Skilldreams for medium-grade Skills all start out at 50 Trial Points. Saving up that many points during the first three Trials isn’t something everyone manages.

Kaitlynn earned extra points for appraising a buttload of plants in the First Trial, for gaining a point in Agility in the second, and for beating the ten-hour speed goal in the third like me. 

As we round another tree trunk, the hut comes back into view. It appears to be mostly made of large sheaths of bark, tied and glued together to form an elongated cube. I always forget what that’s called... a cuboid? It doesn’t appear very rain-proof, but I have a feeling that might not be an issue in this Realm. Either way, it’s quite large and looks well-constructed.

Which, frankly, is rather odd. “Say, I know I was slow, but... did you guys really have time to build all this?” I say, indicating the hut with a wave of my hand.

Kaitlynn laughs. “We didn’t, actually. Dave and Alec found it. They adopted me about two days ago after they found me plucking birberries in the stream by myself. You really took your sweet time in there, didn’t you? We were starting to give up hope anyone was still coming out.”

As we approach the hut, Dave appears in the hut’s doorway, looking bleary-eyed and confused. His expression turns to relief as he spots us.

Whoops. Maybe I ought to leave a note next time I flee what may very well have been my deathbed. 

Dave folds his arms over his chest and raises a brow at Kaitlynn when we draw near. “You know, it’s considered bad bedside manners to allow the patient to leave without alerting the attending physician.” 

Kaitlynn ducks her head and blushes. 

I laugh and link my arm through hers. “Nurse Kaitlynn here felt it pertinent to take me out for some fresh Aether and didn’t wish to wake the clearly overworked night-staff.” 

Nurse Kaitlynn’s brows rise at her new designation. Dave chuckles. 

“Seriously though,” I continue. “Sorry for being such a pain to take care of. Normally when I drink too much I just need to hang over the toilet for a bit. You guys really went above and beyond. Thank you.”

Dave sighs. “It was the least we could do, and frankly, it felt like I wasn’t doing enough.” He shakes his head. “I racked my mind for a way to improve my output, but came up with nothing. I even tried to have Kaitlynn charge my Focus Crystal for me, but I simply couldn’t control her Qi.”

That’s a pretty cool idea! Too bad it didn’t work.

“Well, I’m still here,” I say. “So clearly you did do enough.”

“Heeey, Nonya, you’re alive!” Alec exclaims as he walks out, emphasizing my pseudonym with a big grin on his face. “Dude, you were amazing yesterday! Ah man, that guy’s face when he figured it out... I just can’t even. Plus you totally sent Bruce running with his tail between his legs, and you’re way too good at pretending to be a council enforcer. I was seriously starting to doubt myself!”

“I had no doubts at all, I completely bought it,” Kaitlynn adds ruefully, as she unlinks her arm from mine and steps back to appraise me.

I stick my hands in my pockets, suddenly feeling a little shy under the praise. “Well, I’m not sure it helped much anyway.”

Alec shrugs. “It worked either way. So, are you officially joining us? I mean, I’m pretty sure I speak for everyone when I say we’d love to have you.”

I blink at the sudden change in subject and glance at Kaitlynn, who claps her hands together as she makes a small, excited hop. 

Dave just nods with a smile.

“Uh, I mean, if you guys want me, then yeah,” I manage to bring out. “I would like that, very much.”

Alec grins and holds out his arms for a hug. “Awesome! Welcome to the team!” 

Now, hugging isn’t really my thing, but I have been contact-starved for a week, so I decide to allow it. 

I still roll my eyes as I step into his embrace. Apparently, the second his arms encircle me, the hugging season is officially opened, ’cause Kaitlynn and Dave immediately close in from both sides and I find myself engulfed in a group hug. 

I scrunch up my face at the musty smell of Alec’s unwashed hair, but sigh and bear it. 

It’s good teambuilding, I’m sure.

I still pat Alec on the back when the group hug lingers a little longer than I’m comfortable with.

After he lets go, I thank him for taking care of me as well.

He grins, looking both happy and kinda uncomfortable. “Ah, please, I barely helped. Well, except with carrying you up here, I suppose. Anyway, it’s great to have you with us!”

I nod, then shoot Kaitlynn a look that’s meant to say ‘Help?!’

Kaitlynn fights back a smile, and says, “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m starving! What’s for breakfast?”

“What do you think?” Dave responds dryly.

Kaitlynn’s shoulders droop.

Alec sighs. “Jicca nuts and birberries it is.”

***
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We eat from hard bowl-shaped leaves and sit on what appear to be chunks of bark. As I look around the hut from the inside, I get the impression that none of the materials used have actually been cut in any way—they’ve just been stuck together like this. There isn’t much in the way of furniture either: a couple of logs to sit on, and a kind of rock washbasin precariously perched on a pile of rocks about waist high.

I dig in voraciously, but as soon as I have about half my breakfast down, my curiosity wins out over my hunger, and I turn to Dave. “So, Kaitlynn already told me a little about her experiences during the Trials, but I’d love to hear about yours and Alec’s too.” 

Dave looks up at the ceiling, taking a moment to chew and swallow. Finally, he slowly and thoughtfully begins recounting his experiences. “I’m ashamed to say I went through the First Trial in a state of near panic. I only stayed at the oasis long enough to Purify the excess Toxic Energy I’d taken in, then hurried on, afraid something would pop up to kill me. Only after I finished it did I manage to calm down and did I start regretting the missed opportunity to learn more about this Realm. It wasn’t a complete waste though, as I gained Meditation in my efforts to forcibly calm down and received 10 extra Trial Points for clearing the Trial within an hour.” 

So the time limits for those bonus points are indeed different for each Trial. That’s good to know.

“The Second Trial...” he shakes his head. “That was a real struggle for me. I nearly ran out the clock on that one, barely made it in the end. I did gain a point in Toughness, which netted me five points. The Third Trial was better, and I managed to get the bonus points for speed again. That got me to enough to buy a Skilldream for a medium-grade Skill.”

“I take it that’s the Skill you used to cure me?” I ask.

Dave nods. “It seemed pertinent to get some kind of healing Skill. At first, I hoped for something that mimics the effect of a Lavi Crystal, but there doesn’t seem to be a Skill like that. There’s a Lavi-based Skill that produces Lavi, and one that transfers Lavi, but I only had enough to get one Skill, and I preferred something that used Qi. Therefore I ended up vacillating between two versions of this Skill called Radiate, that has similar effects to some of the crystals we’ve come across. I was very tempted to get the version that Restores wounds, but Purification ultimately seemed more useful, as it works on all types of foreign energies, not just Toxic Energy. The only other things I bought was a skin of Hydrum and a skin of zirot juice for the Third Trial, but I didn’t end up needing that last one until yesterday.”

Ah, so that was Dave’s juice! “Well, I for one won’t argue your buying decisions,” I say. “I’m still about 4 Onkh over my Tolerance Limit, so I’ll be relying on you some more in the coming days.” 

He makes a kind of sitting half-bow. “At your service, milady.’

I shake my head with a smile. Dork. “How much was the juice, by the way? I’ll see about reimbursing you in the future.”

He waves it off. “You scared off Bruce; that’s more than enough recompense. Besides, we’re a team now.”

“You guys are so lucky,” Alec says with a sigh before I can protest. “I’m saving up for a medium-grade Skill too but I didn’t have enough yet to get one before Hub Two. I was fast enough to get bonus points in the First Trial, but not in the second or third. Didn’t raise any stats either, just went through everything cautious and slow. How about you, Nonya? Did you get a medium-grade Skill after the Third Trial? Was it that breath attack you did?”

“Yeeaah, that wasn’t much of an attack,” I drawl. “It does kind of belong to a Skill though, a low-grade one called Respiration. It enhances Lavi absorption from the Aether. It’s not without its dangers, though, because it also increases the absorption of Toxic Energy.”

Dave nods. “I considered taking a Skilldream for that one before the Third Trial, but my Personal Guide System ultimately advised against it. Said it wouldn’t help much in low Lavi conditions, and that I’d be better off buying some drinks and saving my points for a medium-grade Skilldream after.”

“Good call,” I say. “Like with Meditation, you don’t need a Skilldream to gain it; I got it in the very first preparation room.” 

“Really?” Dave asks, his eyes lighting up with interest.

I nod. “Yup. Granted, I did destroy my lungs and almost died at first, and then I poisoned myself with Toxic Energy by breathing too much too soon and almost died again during the First Trial...”

Dave’s lips quirk upward for a brief moment. “You’ll have to teach us how to gain it safely later then. I’ve already been helping Kaitlynn and Alec to Meditate so they could pick up the Meditation Skill like I did. Did you have a better time with the later Trials?” 

I smile wryly. “Well, not exactly...”

They’re all staring at me expectantly, so I take a deep breath and start telling them about my own experiences in the Trials. I leave out the part where I broke my leg, as I don’t want to throw a pity-party or gross them out, I just... want to share my suffering a little.

When I’m finally finished, silence follows.

I purse my lips and glance at the stunned faces around me. “Did I say something wrong?”

“You...” Alec pauses to lick his lips. “You reached 20% Toxic Energy Tolerance, and could afford to get the Skilldream for a medium-grade Skill after only the First Trial?”

Dave looks like he’s trying to figure out whether I’m a genius or a madman. “You gained Meditation in the first preparation room, and raised it to the second level without a Skilldream?” 

Kaitlynn stares at me like I’ve fallen straight out of a comic book. “You even have a self-taught Skill that’s level 3?”

“Yeah, well,” I say, scratching my head. “I worked hard on those Skills and my Toxic Energy Tolerance, but most of the time I was just fighting to fix my own stupid mistakes.”

Dave shakes his head. “What you accomplished is still amazing, Emma. And Boost Physical sounds like it has real potential as both a life-saving tool and as a means of growth. Are you sure you can’t teach it to us?”

I nod. “I wouldn’t even know where to start. I had a five-hour-long Skilldream about the inner workings of my Lavi circulation system, and even then it took me the better part of a day to truly grasp it. But I can definitely teach you guys Respiration.”

Dave nods thoughtfully. “That should come in handy too, but Boost Physical would be really nice for the Fourth Trial.”

Right. In all the commotion, for a brief, blissful moment there, I forgot the last line in Hub Two’s welcome screen.

‘Trial Four involves combat, so make sure to pick the right people.’ 


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 28
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Life’s a grind

––––––––
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WELL, AT LEAST WE’LL be going into Trial Four together. It seems almost uncharacteristically nice of the bastards who made this place, but maybe it’s only meant to balance the Trial for different roles in combat. Like Dave, who chose a healing Skill after the Third Trial, an ability which might very well prove crucial to our combined survival, but would have been far less useful than for example Kaitlynn’s powerful offensive ability, if he were forced to go solo.

Actually, speaking of those bastards... 

I clear my throat. “What do you guys think of the b—I mean, of this facility?”

“It sucks,” Alec declares.

“Oh my god, yes,” Kaitlynn agrees, “these Trials are totally unfair!”

“Well, obviously,” I say with a sigh. “Let me be a little more specific: how hard do you guys think we’re being lied to?”

Kaitlynn and Alec stare at me with wide eyes. Oh, the naïveté of youth. 

“Emma,” Dave starts in a low voice, then takes a moment to glance around and lick his lips before he continues. “Are you sure it’s a good idea to talk about this?”

“Humour me. Frankly, I don’t see how much worse they can screw us over, so...” 

Dave hesitates for a bit, then reluctantly answers. “I would say... pretty hard. I mean, they claim they want to ‘help train us to survive,’ yet they hold back crucial information.”

“Exactly!” I exclaim. “They also say they are ‘lacking in resources,’ yet they built thirty parallel Trial Tracks and make everyone go through them individually; that’s like the farthest thing from resource-efficient!”

Alec looks stunned. “Woah. You’re right! It’s like they’re not trying to train us at all, but, like, test us instead!”

More like they’re trying to eliminate the weak, I correct him silently, biting back the words. Kaitlynn already looks kind of upset, and it’s really just speculation on my part.

“I also don’t buy the transfers being accidental,” I say instead. “The locations are clearly targeted at large masses of people. I just can’t figure out what they want from us.” 

Dave sighs. “Problem is, we lack information. And our Personal Guide Systems aren’t much help in that department; anything interesting is either classified or they don’t know.” 

I cross my arms over my chest. “Well, whoever built this place needs us for something, that much is obvious. That means we hold some value to them, but only if we make it through.” 

I glance over to check on Kaitlynn, who’s been rather quiet. She looks a little pale. I catch her eye, and her bottom lip starts to wobble a little. Yikes.

I clear my throat. “All right, let’s change the topic; this is depressing. All we can really do for now anyway is keep our eyes open and try to survive. So, we know how to get our hands on Minor Lavi Crystals, is anything known about the other two objects we need to combine those with to level up?”

Dave hums and scratches his chin. “Only about the Qi Pearls. There’s a structure in the middle of the woods called the Yin-Yang Temple. Inside is an obstacle course like the Second Trial, but more dangerous. Only one person can enter it at a time, and they may only enter it once. If they make it through alive, they can grab either a Yin or Yang Qi Pearl at the end. We haven’t visited it yet. Frankly, I’m not looking forward to going through it.”

Temple full of traps. Lovely.

“Nobody’s found the Stardrop Flower yet,” Kaitlynn adds. Her cheeks have regained some colour, to my relief. “Or if they have, they’re not sharing. Frankly, we don’t even know what it looks like. Kai won’t give me any hints either; all I know is that it didn’t grow in the First Trial.”

“Hints?” Alec asks, baffled. “You ask your Personal Guide System for hints? Mine won’t even give me his name!”

I raise a brow at him. “Why not?”

Alec grunts sourly. “He says I haven’t earned it. Makes me call him ‘Sarge.’ And he keeps trying to make me do push-ups, says I need to work on my spaghetti arms.”

“Well, he’s got a point,” Kaitlynn teases.

“Hey!” Alec shouts indignantly.

I forcibly suppress a smirk and say, “I’m sure it’s not that bad. What’s your Strength, Alec?”

“It’s... it’s nine.” 

I give him a pitying look. “Ah. I see.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?!”

Kaitlynn laughs out loud. It’s a pleasant, clear sound. Contagious.

Dave shakes his head. “Mine is named Rose.”

[Ugh,] Suri’s voice chimes in my head.

I blink. “Oh, you know her?”

[We’re acquainted, unfortunately.]

Huh. Interesting. Clearly, there is more to Suri than I know and give her credit for. Combined with the odd personalities of Kaitlynn and Alec’s AI’s, I think I can safely retire my previous theory that Suri adapted herself to match me in some way.

“Emma?” Dave asks.

“I’m sorry, what was that?”

“I asked what your Personal Guide is called.”

“Ah. Her name’s Suri.”

Dave's eye glazes over for a moment. He frowns, then shakes his head as if trying to clear it. I get the feeling the dislike is mutual.

Anyway, enough chitchat. Time to get down to brass tacks. “So... what’s the plan?”

“Right now?” Alec asks, glancing around. “We could gather some more food around the doors? We still need a fifth, and we could always use more food; we might be here for a while yet.”

“Sounds good,” I say, “but I was thinking more long term.”

It’s silent for a bit.

Dave is the first to respond. “Well, I don’t know about you guys, but I’d do anything to get back home.”

That’s a little longer-term than I meant, but at least he has resolve.

Alec groans. “Ugh, tell me about it! I hate this place. There’s literally nothing remotely soft or comfortable here, I’ve eaten nothing but nuts and berries for like a week, and I haven’t gone without internet this long in years.”

My eye twitches. “Really? Those are your main concerns about this place? Not the fact that your right eye is gone or the constant spectre of death looming over you?”

Alec shrugs. “I mean, those just kind of go without saying, you know? Besides, those things might all get better when we get out of this place, but I doubt there’s going to be dank memes.”

I stare at Alec as internally debate the pros and cons of trying to slap some sense into him. I ultimately, reluctantly, decide against it. Kind of weird how strong that urge is, I barely know him...

Dave clears his throat. “What about you, Emma?” 

I suck in a breath and shove my fantasy of strangling Alec to the back of my mind. 

“I’m getting back to Earth, one way or another,” I state curtly. “There’s promises I’ve made. People who need me in their lives.”

I pass the question on to Kaitlynn with a raise of my brow. 

She smiles sadly. “I just want to get back and hug the people I love. Let them know I’m alive and well, that they don’t have to be worried or sad anymore.”

I blink, kind of caught off-guard by her soft-spoken sincerity. “Right. Suffice it to say, we want to get back to Earth, for various reasons.” I take a moment to glare at Alec, who just looks confused in response. “We should keep that in the back of our mind as our main goal, but I was perhaps actually thinking more medium term, as in, the coming week or so.”

Dave clears his throat. “Well, I figured we would just focus on gathering the stuff we need to level up. That means hunting the Blue-Scaled Trigots, looking for the Stardrop, and eventually facing the temple, though I’d prefer to save that one for last, see if we can gather some more info about it first or something.”

Kaitlynn and Alec nod and utter agreements. 

“Yeah, I have to disagree,” I say. “I think we should postpone collecting those things for a bit.”

They all turn to stare at me.

“Look, obviously levelling up is important, but how long have you guys been here so far?”

Dave shrugs. “I’ve been here for about two weeks, and Alec for about a week, if I recall correctly. We only picked Kaitlynn up a few days ago, but I’m not sure...” He turns to raise a brow at her. 

“I’ve been here for about ten days, maybe eleven,” she says. “Why do you ask?” 

I purse my lips. “And was the conflict yesterday the most dangerous thing you experienced here?”

They share glances, then all nod. 

“I figured. Look, I’m sure this place holds some hidden dangers, but the truth is, so far, I’m more worried about the Fourth Trial than about this Hub.”

I get up to pace, as my mind races.

“What’s more, I don’t know about you guys, but I’m not satisfied with just surviving. I want to thrive. I want to conquer Hub Two and make sure we make the Fourth Trial our bitch.”

Dave frowns and leans forward a bit. “Then what would you suggest we do?”

I meet his gaze with a small smile and a huge amount of determination. “Push-ups.”

***
[image: image]


“Is this really necessary?” Alec asks doubtfully as he pushes his body up from the floor once more.

I suppress the urge to roll my eyes. “Look, Alec, in many ways, it’s like we’re playing a game with our life on the line. Inside the Trials, our growth is limited by time constraints, but out here it isn’t. Just think about it, man, we have stats! Stats that determine how strong and tough and fast we are, and we can permanently increase them! Are you saying that’s not worth a little blood, sweat, and tears?”

He huffs out a breath. “Well yeah, but I’ve been doing this off and on for like an hour... unfh... are you sure it’ll even work?” 

“I’m sure,” I lie. “And it’s been more like twenty minutes. But don’t worry, you don’t have to do just push-ups; you can alternate with sit-ups, squats, burpees, whatever strikes your fancy.”

Alec groans.

“Keep breathing,” Kaitlynn says, lounging on her side. “You need to get enough oxy—no, wait, there’s no oxygen here...”

Dave scratches his chin. “That’s true. Interesting. Try holding your breath for a while, Alec, see how it affects you while you do that.”

“Why am I... the only one doing this?” Alec complains. 

“Because you have spaghetti arms,” I deadpan. “Also, it’s an experiment; it doesn’t make sense for all of us to be trying the same thing when we don’t know for sure if it works.”

“What?” Alec gasps. “But you just said—” 

“Anyway,” I interrupt him, “I’d do it myself, but I’m still weak from the Toxic Energy, so... keep it up! And try holding your breath like Dave says, I wanna see what happens.”

Not much, as it turns out. At some point, his Lavi starts dropping, of course, so he has to resume breathing, but he doesn’t appear to get tired any faster or start gasping for Aether or anything like that. Pretty interesting.

“All right,” I say after a while, clapping my hands together as I get up. “Alec, you’re going to keep doing this. Dave, you’ll watch him, and try to learn Respiration like I explained. Remember to slowly build up the depth of your breaths. Kaitlynn, you’re with me; we’re going to try out phase two.” 

“What’s phase two?” Kaitlynn asks excitedly.

“One of the least fun things we’ll probably ever do,” I say with a sigh. “But we’re doin’ it anyway. If it works.”
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“You want to do what now?” Kaitlynn asks wide-eyed. 

“Just, you know, roll down the tree trunk,” I repeat sheepishly. 

I mean, it’s not that crazy. We’re only about twenty feet up from the ground, and the trunk flares out widely from here as the twines that make it up transition into roots. 

“If you have a better idea of how to raise our Toughness, I’d love to hear it,” I say with a shrug. “I figured this would be the easiest way to get smacked and bruised all over without breaking anything or doing any serious damage.”

She blinks at me, then shrugs helplessly. “I guess. If you really think it’ll work, I’m willing to give it a try.” She turns to look down the trunk and nervously bites her lip.

I put my hand on her arm. “That’s very sweet, but I was actually going to do this myself while you watch over me and practise Respiration as well. My Strength and Agility may still be lowered, but my Toughness is fine.”

Kaitlynn whirls on me and jabs me in the chest with a finger. “Don’t even think about it! You were on your deathbed a few hours ago, and you are far from recovered. You’re going to sit there and watch, while I see if this works, and that’s final.”

I’m genuinely stunned. She raises her brows at me, daring me to contradict her.

I nod mutely and she hands me her fanny pack.

I sit down and watch as she takes her first of many painful tumbles down the trunk.

Oof. She gives a little wave once she hits the bottom, letting me know that’s she’s okay.

“Maybe you should start a little lower next time!” I call down, shaking my head. 

Sheesh, what a masochist. 
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CHAPTER 29
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Let the gains begin

––––––––
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SINCE KAITLYNN IS entertaining herself, I find myself with time on my hands. 

“Hey Suri, this Rose you mentioned earlier... what’s so bad about her?” I ask innocently.

[Ugh, don’t get me started. She’s a stuck-up wench, always bragging about how far her candidates make it. It’s not even like she’s had anyone finish, otherwise she wouldn’t be here, now would she?]

Wait what? I frown. “She wouldn’t be here? What do you mean by that?”

[Hmm. I suppose I can tell you. Well, if a participant manages to finish the program, their Personal Guide System gets to accompany them in exploring the Realm beyond these walls.]

“So the guides who remain are the ones who have yet to succeed in guiding someone all the way to the finish?!”

[Essentially, yes. Mind you, we don’t get to choose the material we work with either; it’s all randomly selected—apart from a pre-selection based on affinity, of course—so it’s in large part luck.]

“Suri... how many participants have you guided so far?”

[That’s classified.]

Shit. Shit shit SHIT! 

My training methods better work, ’cause it sounds like even though we’ve made it this far, we’re still totally screwed.

In fact, I better train too. Improving my Strength isn’t really an option right now, as the remaining Toxic Energy in my system wreaks havoc on my stamina, and deprives me of the Lavi I need to activate my greatest training tool, Boost Physical.

I was originally planning to train my Toughness, but since Kaitlynn insists on trying out my method first, I guess I’ll keep an eye on her and work on my breathing for now. Though I may be lacking the required Toughness to learn the Breath Control Skill, I bet I can still get a little closer to it.

Who knows when it’ll come in handy again.
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Kaitlynn keeps going for nearly three hours. Her perseverance, her blind faith in my idea... I’m honestly touched, seeing her climb back up that tree trunk over and over again without a single complaint. Like a young, pretty, blue-haired Sisyphus. I actually have to force her to take a break sometimes. 

And she doesn’t stop because she had to give up either; she stops because she actually succeeds in raising her Toughness from 8 to 9!

I know this because she runs up the trunk, tackles me in a hug, and shouts it into my left ear. 

After my ear has recovered, we head on back to the hut. Slowly, because I’m still weakened from the Toxic Energy, and she’s covered in scrapes and bruises, which cause her to wince with every step.

When we arrive at the hut, we find Dave breathing deeply. And, well...

“Huh, where’s Alec?” Kaitlynn asks.

“He went to take a break from his workout,” Dave says sheepishly. “About two hours ago.”

I stop in my tracks. “Excuse me?”

Dave sighs. “Map says he’s by the stream near the doors, probably picking some birberries.”

So he’s playing hooky on the first day of training, is he? I can already feel a headache coming on.

“Fine,” I say. “We’ll wait for him to return. Show me your breathing.” 
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It doesn’t take long for Alec to come slinking back in. He looks like a puppy who knows he’s been bad, but still clings to the futile hope that it will go unnoticed.

He comes in wielding a cluster of birberries like a shield, waving them around as if they prove he wasn’t just slacking off.

Nice try, buddy.

“Hey, Alec,” I say, barely looking up from my work on Kaitlynn’s cuticles. She insisted they were in dire need of care, and I folded like a sucker for her pout. Dave’s sitting on my other side and is just putting away his Yang Focus Crystal, as he’s out of Qi again. “Training didn’t go so well, I take it?” 

“What makes you say that?” he asks, badly feigning surprise as he takes a seat. “Look, if I train for an hour a day I’ll still get stronger eventually, right? I mean, I don’t think we should overdo it...”

I purse my lips and shake my head.

Dave clears his throat. “Maybe he’s right, Emma. We don’t know what’ll happen if we train too much.”

Alec perks up a little. “Yeah, exactly! And like you said, we’re not on a time constraint anymore like during the Trials, so we can take some time to relax and train ourselves bit by bit.”

A silence settles as I let go of Kaitlynn’s hand with a sigh and turn to stare at him. 

“Damnit, Alec,” I bite out, “we are not taking ‘some time to relax and train,’ we are spending our time training. We may not have a twenty-four-hour limit hanging over our head, but if you think we’re not living on borrowed time one way or another, you’re deluding yourself. Moreover, we’re in competition with the other survivors.”

Dave frowns. “I do think our best bet for survival lies in cooperating with the other—” 

“We need to be realistic about this, Dave,” I say, cutting him off. “There’s only one Minor Lavi Crystal coming out a day, and they can be used for more than just levelling up. And who knows how many Stardrop Flowers there really are? Face it, we’re in competition with the other teams that are no doubt forming, and if we’re not getting ahead, then we’re falling behind. One of the reasons that I think we should train before starting to collect more materials, is to make sure we come out on top when we inevitably come into conflict. Again, I might add.”

Dave sighs, then looks down with a troubled expression. It’s dead silent in the hut.

I get up and turn to face Alec again. “I need you to get this through your skull Alec, the Fourth Trial is group combat. If you can’t pull your weight, that affects all of our odds at survival. Why are we even still discussing this? You get to upgrade yourself—permanently! As much as it sucks to be here, if there’s one good thing about this place it’s that we get to grow stronger, and learn Skills that are practically magical, so how can you still even be thinking of slacking off?!”

“I just—I can’t, Emma!” Alec erupts, using my real name for once. “I can’t do what you do, I’m not strong enough!”

I fold my arms over my chest. “You seem to think you have a choice, Alec, I—” I pause, narrowing my eyes. A sneaking suspicion is budding in the back of my mind. “Alec... what is your Willpower?”

He blinks. “Excuse me?”

“Your Willpower, Alec, the value of your Willpower stat. What is it.”

He skittishly looks around the room. “I... I don’t really see how that’s relevant, seems a bit of a personal—”

Oh for cryin’ out loud. “Dave, what is your Willpower?”

“It’s ten.” 

“Ten, okay, that was the starting average, right?”

Dave nods.

“Kaitlynn?” I ask.

“Eleven.” 

That’s my girl. I nod in satisfaction.

“Alec?”

He clenches his jaws and refuses to meet my eye.

I sigh. “Look, I’m not trying to embarrass you, Alec. I just need to know what I’m working with.”

“It’s... It’s seven.”

Oh boy. That’s worse than I thought, which might be why I fail to suppress a groan.

Alec deflates like a traumatised soufflé. “My mom’s a neat freak, so I never had to help around the house. School was easy enough for me, that I got passing grades while never doing any homework, and then Uni turned out to be so much harder that I dropped out after the first year. So, there you have it, I’m a fuck-up with no discipline. Happy?” 

“Hey, come on, man, don’t be so hard on yourself,” Dave says with a frown. “What about that Iron Man suit you made? I mean, I never got to see it, but from your description, if you made something like that by yourself...” 

Alec shrugs. “That’s different, it’s a hobby. That’s not discipline, it’s... I don’t know, motivation.” 

“Listen up, Alec,” I say softly. “I have good news and bad news for you. The good news is, the Willpower stat can also be increased.” 

They all look at me in surprise. “Really?” Alec asks.

I nod. “I raised it myself. Twice. The bad news is, you train it by choosing to suffer when you don’t have to. The other bit of bad news, Alec,” I say, slowly walking over to him, “is that for the next few days while I’m recovering, I’m going to be your personal trainer. And ‘giving up,’ is not in my dictionary.”

Alec gulps, looking up at me like a mouse looks at a lion. Or maybe something sexier, like a lynx or something. I dunno.

“Say Nonya,” he starts timidly. “What is your Willpower, exactly?” 

This time, I don’t bother suppressing the wicked smile I can feel creeping over my face. “It’s 14.”
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“I... Hate... You!”

“Eighteen. That’s the spirit, Alec, just four more.” 

Alec scoffs as he pulls himself up on the thin branch once more. We had to climb the tree a bit to find one safe to hang from. During the Twinstar’s active phase, it can get quite hot up here, but thankfully it’s night right now. At least we don’t have to worry about these branches breaking; this tree has a Toughness of 38. I bet you could run an Earth chainsaw ragged on its surface and hardly leave a scratch. 

“Come on, you did twenty-one last time, and if you can do twenty-one, you can do twenty-two,” I encourage him.

“What’s... unfh... with that broken logic!”

He sounds quite pathetic, but I know better than to mistake his panting for a lack of breath. We tested this before, after all. Since there is no oxygen in this Realm, only Lavi, you can’t ‘run out of breath.’ His panting is probably half due to him not being able to breathe properly while working out, and half acting.

He pulls up two more times, arms trembling, but before he attempts the twenty-second, he drops down.

“I can’t do it, Emma,” he whines. “I think twenty-one pull-ups is just my physical limit. Besides, isn’t it enough? It’s way more than I’ve ever done before!”

Well duh. Gravity up this high in the tree is far lower than it was back on Earth, otherwise, I bet he couldn’t even do five. I know better than to start reasoning with him though.

I smirk at him. “You’re talking an awful lot for someone who was just pretending to be out of breath, Iron Boy. Also, you said the same thing about twenty pull-ups,” I remind him. “And nineteen, and eighteen, and seventeen. In three minutes you’re doing another set, and this time, you’re doing twenty-two, no buts.”

Groaning, he flops down on his back on the thick branch I’m sitting on and just lies there for a while. 

I’m getting pretty exhausted too. He keeps trying to weasel his way out. If I hadn’t been here to keep him going, he would have already quit a hundred times. But as long as I hold him accountable, he actually does pretty well.

“How much longer are we doing this for, Emma?”

“What, is it becoming hard? That’s good. The harder it is, the better it’ll work. And we’re going to keep doing this until your Willpower hits 8. I don’t care if it takes another hour... or three.”

“What? But... what about dinner?!” 

“Okay, time’s up. On your feet, cowboy. If you want to be done sooner, then why not go for twenty-three?”

Alec groans but gets up. 

[My my. I may have been mistaken about you, Emma. Perhaps you are a sadist after all.]

“Yeah, well, I learned from the best, Suri,” I whisper back and start counting out loud with Alec’s pull-ups.
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About twenty minutes later, Alec is doing his third attempt at a twenty-fourth pull-up. I can tell from his face that he’s about to give up again at the last moment, so I yell, “Just do it, Alec, come on! Stop quitting!”

Something flashes over his face, I’m not sure if it’s anger or determination, but it’s enough, for he pulls himself up once more with a mighty, pained groan. After his head pops up over the branch, however, his eyes widen in shock.

Then he drops down, and exclaims, “Emma, I did it!”

“That’s great! Show me.” 

For the record, I don’t think he’s lying—because by now I can tell when he is—but just in case.

“Ehm, sure,” Alec replies with a slight frown. “Sarge, could you show Emma this window, please?”

As soon as he’s finished his request, a transparent window floating in front of Alec becomes visible to me. I walk a little closer and check it out.

[image: It reads: Willpower has risen by 1 point!]



“Well done, soldier,” I say, clapping Alec on the shoulder. “A very good start.”

I take a moment to savour Alec’s crestfallen expression at the word ‘start’ before I lead him back to the hut for dinner. 

Damn. Maybe I really am a sadist.
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CHAPTER 30
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We need a montage

––––––––
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THE NEXT MORNING—well, after we all sleep—I have Alec do a variety of other physical exercises to make up for the singular program yesterday, in the hopes of raising his Strength. 

After a long and harsh workout, spiced with a lot of complaining from Alec and various means of ‘encouragement’ from me, he exclaims in joy.

I make him show me the pop-up window to prove to me that he raised his Strength to 10, then take him back up the tree to his favourite branch. Despite the sweltering heat, I have him do pull-ups to his limit once again. I yell at him for almost the entire time, and to his surprise and my satisfaction, he gets up to twenty-seven. 

I was thinking about the Third Law of Being, ‘All are quantified,’ as I lay in bed last night, and this is some pretty strong evidence for the hypothesis I came up with. The stats aren’t just milestones on a sliding scale, they’re quantified! When Alec’s Strength went from 9 to 10, there was an immediate increase in the force his muscles were able to supply.

Later that day, I have Dave confirm it as well after he raises his Strength from 10 to 11.

Then I have them arm-wrestle, and Dave wins. That wasn’t really an experiment, that was just for fun.

But still, the Laws of Being in this Realm really are crazy.
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The next few days, we train.

First, I continue Alec’s Willpower conditioning by having him do the Toughness training Kaitlynn went through. As he trains, I practise my Meditation. Suri told me I need to learn how to selectively numb my senses, so I cycle through them and try to dim them one by one. 

It’s difficult to progress, however, when you’re not really noticing any effect. Or worse, when you think you might feel something but worry that it could be your imagination.

Basically, I’m stumped. But then I have a thought. 

I’d previously come to the conclusion that Meditation—as a ‘Lavi-based Skill’—must somehow rely on the manipulation of my Lavi Flows to function. This helped me gain level 2 of the Skill by focusing on imposing my will on my Lavi, but the truth is, I still don’t really understand how it works.

And so, hoping to learn more, I turn my gaze inward, just like I learned how to do while practising Boost Physical, and study the changes in the flows of Lavi in my body while I Meditate.

Well, this is certainly intriguing. It looks like Meditation slows down all of my Lavi flows. Is that how it decreases my resting Lavi consumption? It makes a kind of sense. 

Now that the Lavi is moving slower, I can also study its behaviour more clearly. It’s not just a steady flow, there’s a kind of pulse travelling through it. 

Wait a minute, is that my heartbeat?! Does that mean my heart is somehow directing the flow of Lavi, or does it just modulate it somehow? Actually, my heartbeat is slower too—is that how Meditation influences my Lavi, or is it more direct? 

Damn, this is raising just as many questions as it answers. I’ll have to try and remember them for my next five minutes. Actually, we should probably discuss and plan our questions together, so we don’t get overlapping information. 

But that’s still far in the future. Let’s see what I can figure out myself first.

I continue experimenting, willing the Lavi flowing to specific sensory organs to slow down further. The effect isn’t immediate, but I do notice some differences. It’s hard to study while also attempting to maintain such fine control, however. I’m also not entirely sure that this is the best way to do it, and I’m wary of damaging parts of my body by depriving them of Lavi.

Ultimately, I’m forced to come to the conclusion that I really need a room with a Recovery Crystal to safely test this.

Another highlight is when I get to scare the shit out of Alec as he tries to sneak away to take a break while I’m in a trance. This inevitably leads to more whining, complaints, accusations of sadism, and declarations of hate. Despite all that, I get him to keep going, and eventually, he raises both his Toughness and Willpower from 8 to 9.

As for Kaitlynn, considering the bruised and battered state of her body following the Toughness training I made her go through, I instruct her to first attempt to learn Respiration.

After properly gaining that Skill, she throws herself into Strength training and ultimately raises the stat from 8 to 9. Exercise was never her thing, apparently, so she actually enjoys this even less than tumbling down the tree-trunk over and over, but it does lead to her raising her Willpower to 12. 

This time I do have her take a break every so often to shoot minimally charged Astreum Blasts at an improvised target. It’s hard to get any real training in when you can only fire a couple of shots with a full Qi Pool which it takes an hour to fully recharge, but I figure that’s all the more reason to be diligent about it.

Meanwhile, Dave switches to training his Toughness. Partially because it’s convenient to be near me, for my treatment. The ten-minute breaks he takes to Purify me don’t seem to negatively affect his results, as he also manages to raise his Toughness to 9. 

His Willpower doesn’t rise, however. I guess he doesn’t hate the exercises enough. That’s also fine—at least I don’t have to drag him through kicking and screaming like Alec. 

As the Toxic Energy in my body drops down to near my Tolerance Limit, I finally get the okay from Kaitlynn to start training my Toughness. I’m still holding off on Strength building exercises until I can use Boost Physical to its fullest extent, so I throw myself into the Toughness training vigorously, continuing even while they recuperate, and work on Respiration and Meditation. 

Soon, I get the notification I’m waiting for.

[image: It reads: Toughness has risen by 1 point!]



This much punishment obviously isn’t enough to raise my Willpower, but that’s fine. I shudder to imagine the kind of torture I’d need to push myself through to reach a Willpower of 15.

All in all, these are happy days. Torturous, but happy. I’m among friends and we’re surviving—no, living together. The food may be drab and unchanging, but we’re hanging in there and getting stronger. 

Well, most of us. Alec is still having a hard time with the training. 

“I’ve already raised my Willpower twice, Nonya! Isn’t that enough?” Alec whines on the third day after I tell him to get off his lazy butt for a ‘special’ Strength-training program. 

“It’s still below average though, isn’t it?” I retort, standing over him expectantly.

“Well, yeah, but it’s much better than it was. Do I really need more?”

“Don’t your complaints prove that you do?” Kaitlynn teases from the other side of the hut, where she’s organising her collection of plants. She even found a Blue Angel the other day, but we’re saving it for when my Toxic Energy drops below my Tolerance Limit. After all, Purify only works on energies that surpass the Tolerance Limit, so it’ll stop working soon.

Alec’s jaw drops. “That’s... that’s not fair! If I say I want to do it you’ll tell me to go ahead, but if I say I don’t want to, you’ll tell me I need it!” 

“Hmm yes, it’s a catch-22,” Dave says thoughtfully as he collects the leaves we used as breakfast dishes. “Guess you have no choice then, huh?”

I chuckle. “It’s for your own good, Alec.” 

“What are you, my mom?” he grumbles, rolling his eyes. “No actually, my mom wouldn’t put me through this crap, she cares—”

“That’s enough,” I say, cutting him off. “You want to know why I’m harping on this so much?” 

I crouch down next to him and wait for him to sullenly meet my gaze. 

“When I recounted my experiences in the Trials,” I start in a soft voice, “I left some things out. I told you guys I stared death in the face several times, but I didn’t tell you about the worst time. The time I broke my shinbone.” 

A hush falls over the hut.

“You see, I broke it at the rope swing. And it wasn’t a nice clean break, either—I had a jagged piece sticking out of my leg.” 

Kaitlynn gasps, Dave sucks in a breath.

“At the rope swing?” Alec asks, confused. “But how did you get back to the—” 

“I had to climb two walls, hopping from hold to hold with my one good leg.” I grit my teeth just thinking about it. “It was the most excruciating experience of my life up to that point, and it would still be, if not for what I needed to do afterwards. I had to push my bone back into my leg, barehanded, without any form of anaesthesia.”

Well, technically I eventually had Meditation level 2 to dim the pain, but he doesn’t need to know that.

Kaitlynn lifts a hand to her mouth with a shuddering breath and I spot a tear glistening in the corner of her eye.

My own breathing is also becoming a little ragged, which is a rare event since I gained Respiration.

“Right during the climbing of the first wall is where I raised my Willpower to 14. And that’s the only reason I pulled through, Alec—sheer Willpower. That’s why I’m doing this. That’s why I need you to go through with this. You may have had a relatively smooth ride so far, but anything can happen in these Trials, and I very much doubt anyone ever reaches the finish line with below-average Willpower.”

Alec gets up with red-rimmed eyes. “Frig. All right. Let’s get to it, then.”

Attaboy.

***
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The time we go to bed ‘today’ coincides with the start of the Twinstar’s inactive phase, which is nice. 

Despite this, I have trouble falling asleep, as I usually do. I stare up at the ceiling in the dark and listen to Dave snore on the other side of the hut. 

Kaitlynn’s curled up close to me on her own pile of leaves. The leaves have a Toughness of 15, so even with our own increased Toughness, they barely feel softer than the floor. Still, at least we can shape them to our body a little and spread the load. 

Normally she’s out like a light, but tonight Kaitlynn turns to me.

“Hey, Emma?” she whispers.

“Yeah?” 

“I just... wanted to thank you.” 

I turn to face her.

“What for?” 

She reaches out and grabs hold of my hand to give it a squeeze. “Just for, you know, being here. For giving us direction. Hope.”

Well, shucks.

I smile in the dark. “I’m glad you’re here too. It’s good to be among friends.”

Kaitlynn nods. “I just fear we’re going to get separated again. After Trial Four. I somehow made it through the first three, but I really can’t do this alone.”

Though she doesn’t say it, I know her bigger fear. That some of us won’t make it. 

“We have the Social System now,” I whisper back. “With any luck, it’ll allow us to stay in touch during the Trials. And I’m sure there’ll be another Hub for us to meet up again if we get separated. All of us.” 

Kaitlynn nods silently, then tugs me into a hug. Her hair tickles my nose, but it smells nice. 

I recognise the scent as that of the rudimentary shampoo Kaitlynn managed to make from her collection of plants. For some reason, it smells really good right now.

I guess she mixed up a new formula or something. I’ll have to ask her about it. Tomorrow.

We lay there for a bit, before separating.

It takes me a while to get to sleep.

If only these peaceful days could last forever.
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CHAPTER 31
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I’d catch a grenade (for ya)

––––––––
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THINGS HAVE BEEN going well. Really well, actually. Dave cleared the last of my excess Toxic Energy a few days ago, and I have fully thrown myself into training my Strength in an effort to catch up with the rest. 

I’m almost annoyed when Kaitlynn asks me to take a break and go harvest jicca nuts with her. 

Almost. I find myself hard-pressed to be annoyed at anything when it comes to Kaitlynn, which is a little odd, ’cause with most girls, I get along about as well as two cats in a bag.

It’s a nice change from the usual fake smiles and what I assume is petty jealousy.

Anyway, she drags me along since harvesting jicca nuts is a two-man job.

Or, well, two-woman job, in this case.

Soon, Kaitlynn and I are up in a jicca tree; she’s carrying a long stick, which she uses to knock the baby-head-sized cones off the thin side-branches above us, which I then catch in a canvas bag where they ‘go off.’

It’s this cool mechanism the tree has developed to distribute its nuts; when a cone is ripe enough, it loosens until it drops, and when it hits the ground it bursts open, blasting jicca nuts all over the place. There’s actually quite a bit of force behind it, but the nuts are rather soft, so a good bag—lined on the inside with scraps of bark—is able to contain it.

My bag’s actually getting pretty full. I toss out another emptied cone and casually snack on a jicca nut. They really are quite tasty, but man am I getting tired of them. 

At least the training has been going well. We’ve all made some decent progress, though it soon became clear that with each stat up the next increase in the same stat becomes that much harder to obtain. That means our training is becoming less and less fruitful and at some point we’ll have to call it quits so we can focus our energies elsewhere. I feel we haven’t quite reached that point yet, however. 

Anyway, we’re not in any hurry to go back, as this is also our break from training, so we decide to take a stroll by the stream and pick some birberries from the underwater plants they grow on. 

Or ‘under-Hydrum,’ I guess. Sounds weird though.

We’ve been chatting the whole time, about anything and everything—I commented on the scent of Kaitlynn’s hair, and she offered to wash mine later—and this is the first time a real silence falls. Thankfully, it’s a comfortable one.

“Tell me something,” Kaitlynn demands eventually.

I raise a brow at her. “What do you wanna know?”

“Okay, ehm...” She uses her free hand to gesture at my uniform. “Why sell hotdogs?”

I purse my lips thoughtfully. “I could tell you, but you’d have to promise to keep it a secret.”

Her eyes go wide, and she mimes locking her mouth and flicking the key over her shoulder. 

I glance around and lower my voice. “To tell you the truth, I’ve always dreamt of winning an eating contest.”

She blinks, before cracking a smile and slapping my shoulder. “Shut up.”

“No, really,” I continue with a straight face. “Whenever the boss-man went for a bathroom break or something, I’d stuff myself. Just wet buns and cold sausages, straight down the hatch, no chewing, not a single topping on them.” 

“Shut up!” she laughs, slapping me again. “Tell me the truth.”

“Well, which is it?” I ask, rubbing my shoulder. “I can hardly do both.”

She narrows her eyes and raises her stick at me. “Tell me.”

“Hmm. Fine.” I shrug. “Why do people ever work? I needed the money. The free dogs were just a nice bonus.”

She rolls her eyes, “Well duh, but what’d you need it for?” A teasing glint appears in her eyes. “Saving up for your own comedy bar so you could perform your stand-up routine without getting dragged off the stage by your poor audience?”

I smile wryly. “Well, I don’t know about my audience, but I was certainly poor. I worked weekends, saving up till I could get started on my master’s.”

A look of sadness floats onto Kaitlynn’s face before she quickly masks it. “What did you study?”

“Electrical engineering. Figured I’d get a good job, break the cycle, you know? What about you?”

“Oh. Ehm...” She blushes, kinda like an actual anime schoolgirl. “I was in art school. Which sounds kinda lame now, by comparison.”

“No, that’s cool! Were you passionate about it?”

A smile lights up her face. “Very. I always doodled, always loved to draw, I really want—wanted—to become a cartoonist. I even started my own little webcomic. Guess my readers will be disappointed.” The sadness comes back.

“And your parents, they supported you?” I quickly ask.

Great job, Emma, bring up the parents she might never see again. That’ll cheer her up. 

“Yeah, they’re great. Well, I mean.” she rolls her eyes, “they’re parents, but, other than that, I have no complaints. What about yours?”

Right, now I get to share too. Joy.

“Mine aren’t so bad either,” I admit. “To be honest, Mom’s my rock. She’s worked two jobs most of her life, just to put me and my little brother and sister through school.”

“I had you pegged as an eldest child,” Kaitlynn says with a smile. “How old are your siblings?” 

I smile crookedly. “They’re twelve. Twins. They’re little shits but I love ’em.”

“That’s a pretty big age gap,” Kaitlynn states, her voice neutral in a way that sounds deliberate. 

I nod. “Yeah... I was a ‘happy accident.’ Kind of forced my parents to change their plans.”

Understatement.

“What’s your dad like?” she asks. “I mean, you haven’t said anything about him specifically yet...”

“My dad’s an alcoholic. Though it’s not his fault, really... his back was injured in a factory incident, so he had to file for disability, and now he spends most of his time on the couch. He likes to yell at the TV.”

Kaitlynn hums, and a lull falls in our conversation. I see her glancing at me from the corner of my eye, patiently waiting for me to elaborate. 

Eventually, I give in with a sigh. “My, ehm, my mom got kicked out by her parents when they found out, and my dad’s parents had already died, so they had to pretty much fend for themselves.”

Kaitlynn frowns. “What happened to your father’s parents?”

I shrug. “They died of AIDS, back in the days that many of the people in power felt that HIV wasn’t so much a problem in need of solving, as much as god’s way of punishing homosexuals for their sodomy. I always found that the most amazing bit of hypocrisy; you’d think suspecting your god of bioterrorism would be enough reason to stop worshipping him.”

Try as I might, I can’t keep the bitterness out of my voice. I thought I was done feeling angry at the world, thought I had successfully channelled it all towards motivation.

Then again, that was before the universe said ‘screw you,’ and literally kicked me out, essentially making all of my hard work meaningless.

Kaitlynn touches my wrist, her big blue eye full of pity. “Emma...”

I squeeze her hand for a moment. “Look, it’s fine; they’ll be fine. Let’s talk about something more fun, yeah?”

Kaitlynn hesitantly retracts her hand. “Okay. Ooh! How about your love life?”

I groan and Kaitlynn laughs in response.

“Why do you want to know so much about me?” I complain.

“I don’t know, I’m just trying to understand you, I guess. So, are you going to tell me?”

I sigh. “Look, the guys I grew up around weren’t exactly boyfriend material. They were great if you needed help stealing a bike or selling some drugs, but that was about it.”

“No cute guys in college?”

“Let’s just say there wasn’t anyone I was interested in. At least I got a lot of good game recommendations out of them, so that’s something.”

“Really?” Kaitlynn narrows her eyes at me. “None of them caught your eye?”

“All right, there was one guy,” I admit. 

I try to leave it at that, but Kaitlynn stares me down insistently. 

I roll my eyes. “His name was Maxwell,” I start reluctantly. “Don’t laugh, but yes—as you can tell from his name, we were from different worlds. His parents were so stiff. Oh man, they hated me, just straight up wished I were dead, no joke. I think they assumed I was dating him for their money or something; joke’s on them, I never accepted a cent from him. We even went Dutch on all of our dates. Still, it didn’t last. He was kind of a spoiled prick. Though that devil-may-care attitude was what I liked about him in the first place, it started to grate on me after a while. Either way, dating wasn’t high on my list of priorities.”

And in the end, there was Josh. Sort of. I’d rather not dwell on what might have been.

Finished with my tale of woe, I look over at Kaitlynn expectantly. “How about you, break many hearts?”

She smiles sadly, twisting a strand of hair around her finger. “Well, I did dump my boyfriend after high school, but I doubt I broke his heart. More the other way around. He, ehm, kept pressuring me to—well, you get it. I wasn’t ready. Art school was a breath of fresh air, but the female to male ratio was skewed rather heavily towards female, and a lot of the guys were gay, so my dating pool was kinda limited—at least at first.”

I nod. I feel like I should say something comforting, but I’m kinda drawing a blank. Sorry guys can be jerks?

Kaitlynn rubs her arm. “Anyway, I guess it’s better to be single when you wind up here. Give thanks for small blessings, right? Poor Dave. I can’t imagine what he’s going through.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” I start absentmindedly, then I frown. “Wait, what did you mean, at first?”

She blushes. “Well—”  

Suddenly, a large blue blur passes over our heads and lands on the other side of the stream. It turns to stare at us for a split-second, revealing its lizard-like head with and the small, green gem snugly centred between the three horns on its forehead. 

I feel a hot glow on my face and turn to see Kaitlynn charging up her Focus Crystal to full power. However, when she’s about to unleash her attack, a lanky figure in a tattered Sherlock costume stumbles out of the underbrush and clumsily swings his club at the trigot.

The creature deftly evades the swing by jumping onto a nearby tree trunk, leaving Sherlock right in the path of Kaitlynn’s beam.

Cursing, Kaitlynn wrenches aside her hand at the last second. The orange beam of super-heated Aether goes wide, streaking just over the head of Emo-kid as he bursts through the bushes after Sherlock. He freezes on the spot, looking like he just saw his life flash before his eyes.

Two more guys run down the tree trunk on our right, and I recognise them as Weasel and my favourite douche-canoe, Lego-ass. 

They jump into the stream and wade to the other side, barely even sparing us a glance.

If the gang is all here, where’s Meathead?

As if summoned by the mere thought of his bulging biceps, Meathead comes running down the trunk the trigot jumped onto and forces it to drop back to the ground with a wild swing of his club. 

It lands halfway on its back, and while it scrambles to get back up, Lego-ass and the lackeys move to surround it and proceed to beat it to death.

Watching it happen leaves a bad taste in my mouth. I know we have to hunt these creatures, but can’t these asshats at least use some more effective weapons than clubs?

After they finish, Meathead steps up to the edge of the stream, breathing hard and stained in a yellow goop I assume is a kind of blood. “I guess it’s a small world after all.”

I shake my head. “Disney, Bruce? I hate to say it, but that really doesn’t fit your image.” 

He laughs. “It’s always sarcasm with you, isn’t it... Emma.” 

Guess he’s been asking around. Yikes.

His smile drops as he points a finger at Kaitlynn. “And you owe me a Lavi Crystal, little girl.” 

“I owe you nothing!” she seethes. “You slimy son of a—”

I put my hand on her shoulder and she snaps her mouth shut. 

I clear my throat. “She doesn’t owe you a thing, and you know it. Now how about you move on, and no-one has to get hurt.”

There, let’s see if can’t resolve this peaceably, and without name-calling.

“You, hurt us?” Lego-ass barks out a laugh as he draws up beside Meathead. “You know, we found out something interesting the other day. Turns out you’re not an enforcer at all.” He glares at me with thinly veiled hatred. “You really do nothing but lie, don’t you, Nonya? 

I roll my eye. “Seriously, I told you my name was Nonya as a joke. Get over it.”

“Oh, I’m over it all right,” he sneers. “That doesn’t mean I appreciate being made a fool of. Hey Bruce, how about we teach her a lesson?” He throws a meaningful glance at the lackeys, who take the hint and come swaggering over.

All right, screw you. Mockery and threats of violence it is.

I pull a conspicuously glowing bottle out of my front hip pocket and shake it at them. “That’s a great idea. You boys come on over here, and I’ll teach you all a lesson about respecting women.” 

Lego-ass’s face darkens and the lackeys stop in their tracks. 

Meathead spits on the ground. “This ain’t over. Let's go, boys.”

Lego-ass follows the rest as they saunter off, but doesn’t partake in the hooting and laughing about their successful hunt, choosing instead to shoot back some hateful glances. The mangled corpse of the trigot stays behind, sans crystal.

“Ugh, what a bunch of dickheads!” Kaitlynn exclaims. “Wish I’d saved some Qi to blast the smug grins off their faces.”

“Yeah, I hear ya,” I say. “It’d probably be best not to escalate this conflict any further, though. So far, it’s only about a single Minor Lavi Crystal and some bruised pride. This place is bad enough without survivors trying to kill each other.”

She sighs and looks down, kicking at something. “I know, I know. They just piss me off.” 

I smile and brush back a strand of her hair, getting her to look up again. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned at my many odd jobs, it’s that you can’t let assholes get to you. You’re just giving them power.”

She stares at me for a second, then her shoulders seem to lose some tension and she smiles back. 

“Besides,” I say, stepping back with a smirk. “Meathead and company may have taken the prize, but they left us something pretty sweet.”

She cocks her head at me in confusion. 

“I mean, they even tenderised it for us,” I say, indicating the battered trigot. “Do you think that’s white meat or red?” 
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CHAPTER 32
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It takes a lot, to make a stew

––––––––
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I HAVE TO SAY, the trigot looked a lot more appetizing down at the stream than it does now, slowly oozing a yellow liquid onto the floor of our little hut. 

Kaitlynn and Dave hurry about, stuffing leaves underneath the carcass so we’ll have less cleaning to do later, while Alec and I study it. Apparently, cooking was one of his hobbies. I gather he had a lot of those. No wonder he never got anything done for school.

I scratch my head. “So, do you think it’s edible?”

Alec shrugs. “Guess there’s only one way to find out.”

Right. “Appraise.”

“Or two ways, I suppose,” Alec mutters, as a window pops up in front of me.

[image: The Appraisal Window lists the Blue-Scaled Trigot as an animal that isn’t for sale. Its description reads: The Blue-Scaled Trigot is a fast-footed omnivore that can grow up to 30 feet long. This makes it a relatively small member of the Trigon family, with their characteristic triple horns. While they live solitary lives in their youth, like most species they will pair-bond upon reaching adulthood. Below that, it is stated to have a Toughness of 31, and to provide a Lavi supplement of 3 Onkh per minute, at 4 hours per portion.]



Up to thirty feet long? This must be a young one, then. I shudder to think of meeting one that’s fully grown.

I glance over at Alec. “Well, appraise classifies it as an animal, not a consumable, but it does have a Lavi supplement value.”

Alec perks up. “Then it should be edible, right?”

I suck in a breath. “Yeah... though it also has Toughness similar to a tree.”

“Oh.” Alec deflates again. “Maybe we should just try—”

“Rose, could you tell me if and how we can cook and eat this creature?” Dave asks.

“Three ways,” Alec mutters.

I smirk at him. “Six, if you count all of our guides separately.”

Alec glares at me. Oh well, at least Kaitlynn is laughing.

Dave is silent for a while, then he nods. “Rose says we can eat it, it just needs to be well-heated for about six to eight hours, until it’s soft enough for our ‘widdle teeth.’ ”

I mouth ‘What?’ at Kaitlynn, which sets her off again. “Your Rose sounds like quite a character, Dave.”

[Oh, believe me, she is,] Suri chimes in my head. Dave just smiles sheepishly.

“All right,” Alec says. “I’m thinking stew. Kaitlynn, got any spices in that herb collection of yours?”

“Well, yes, but they’re different from the ones on earth, so, I wouldn’t know what goes well with this.”

Alec impatiently gestures at her to hand over the goods.

“Oh, I have a bag of salt,” Dave says, moving to rummage through his backpack.

“Really?” I ask in surprise.

“Yeah,” he says, pulling out and presenting his prize. “I bought it from the consumables window for the Third Trial. I figured that if it was going to be dry and hot, bringing only water might be a bad idea. You need to replenish your electrolytes if you’re sweating a lot.”

I blink. “Huh, I hadn’t thought of that. On the other hand, there’s no guarantee electrolytes are even a thing in this dimension.”

“True,” Dave says. “Though I did try tasting my sweat during Trial 3, and it was salty, so I think it might be. In hindsight, Trial 3 wasn’t really long enough to warrant purchasing a bag of salt, but it was only one Trial Point anyway. Here you go, Alec.”

Alec accepts the bag without even looking, as he’s too busy sniffing Kaitlynn’s herbs and muttering to himself. “This one. Oof, not this. This is a maybe.”

Sounds like he knows what he’s doing. I’ll leave him to it. 

I turn back to the carcass and consider the next challenge. “How are we going to skin it? I do have a blade of knifegrass, but...”

Kaitlynn scrunches up her nose. “You mean Bluesteel Grass? I’m afraid a plant with a Toughness of 19 isn’t going to cut it. Heh, get it? ‘Cut’ it.”

I stifle a smirk. “Yes, I got it, sweetie. Very clever, well done.”

Alec and Dave laugh. Kaitlynn pouts at me. Awww, so cute.

Dave clears his throat. “She’s right though; it wouldn’t work. But we have something better.”

He rummages through his backpack again, this time producing a sharp shard of rock. 

“A while ago, I experimented with dropping rocks from high up in the tree, to see if I could make something useful,” he explains. “It took some doing to get it right. Seems like you can only break rocks by dropping them on rocks with an even higher Toughness, otherwise you only damage whatever you dropped it on.”

Interesting. Is the Toughness stat really that absolute? Or is that only the case because the rocks lack flexibility?

“Anyway, this shard has a Toughness of 56,” he concludes.

I let out a low whistle. “That ought to do it.”

Alec finishes selecting herbs, jumps up, and starts bossing us around. For some reason, I feel annoyed at him telling me what to do, but I shake it off. As they say, too many cooks will spoil the broth.

Alec is going to carve up the meat, Dave is sent to fetch water with some empty waterskins and bottles, and Kaitlynn and I are on fire detail. 

I follow her as she skips down the tree trunk, off to search for twigs and branches on the forest floor. 

It’s only a little while later, when I’ve already collected quite a pile of firewood, that it hits me. “Wait, we’re making a fire? Is that even possible in this Realm?” 

Kaitlynn looks up at me in surprise. “Oh, that’s right, you weren’t here yet. It’s so weird, it feels like I’ve known you forever.” 

She looks at me, all smiles. I can’t help but grin back. I never really had female friends before, never felt the need to make any either. I’m starting to get the feeling I’ve missed out.

“But, ehm, actually, we’ve tried cooking before. Alec made this jicca nut porridge.” Kaitlynn’s nose scrunches up in distaste. “It was... edible. He hasn’t tried cooking again till now.” 

I snort, before another question pops into my head. “What did he make it in?” 

“Well, the stove in the hut, of course,” Kaitlynn replies. “Haven’t you noticed that open stack of rocks with the large stone basin on top?” 

Huh. I thought that was a washbasin. Though I suppose it could be both.

I frown. “But there’s no chimney in the hut. Wouldn’t we suffocate in the smoke?”

Kaitlynn smiles at me. “Fire in this Realm is different from the fire on Earth. Dave called it ‘accelerated decomposition.’ No smoke or gas is produced, so all of the matter you started out with stays behind, and can even be neatly divided into a puddle of Hydrum and a pile of Solith.” 

“Wait, Solith?”

Kaitlynn nods. “That’s what the rocks and the walls and stuff are made of; it’s something Dave learned from his question sessions.”

Very interesting. “I’ve got to see this. Do you think we have enough?” 

Kaitlynn giggles as she bunches up her collection of firewood under one arm and links her other with one of mine. “Sure, let’s head back. We’ll have to make several trips to keep the fire burning for eight hours anyway.” 

I fall into step beside her and together we stride up the spiralling tree trunk. 

If life in this Realm could be like this all the time, perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad.

***
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Back in the hut, Kaitlynn and I build a pyramid of twigs and branches inside the hollow pile of rocks she calls a stove. I poke it a few times, and it stands surprisingly steady. I still don’t entirely trust it not to collapse in on itself and spread burning wood throughout the hut though.

I think the Hydrum Dave already poured into the basin would put it out if that happened, but I can’t actually be sure that’s how it works. In fact, I’m finding more and more that I can’t be sure how anything works in this Realm.

With the pyramid ready, Kaitlynn carefully pulls a lunchbox out of her backpack. She opens it, gingerly takes out an orange-red flower, and places them beneath the pyramid of sticks.

“Kindling?” I ask.

“Oh, it’s more than that... this is a Yang Fire-Blossom. Just watch.”

She gets up and moves back a bit, gesturing for me to do the same.

Wait, how exactly does she intend to light this fire?

I look at her in alarm and hurry another few paces back.

To my relief, Kaitlynn simply grabs a stick, then whacks one of the flowers. With a ‘fwoosh,’ it bursts into a ball of flames. Actually, with the deep red glow coming off the flower at the core surrounded by a ball of what I’m pretty sure is orange Astreum, it’s more like the inverse of a flame.

Soon, one of the sticks touching the ball of Astreum catches fire. And by that, I mean that it lights up and spontaneously ignites along its entire length. As in, every part of it glows up red and starts producing orange Astreum, simultaneously. Or I guess the whole does. Either way, other sticks follow its example, and soon we have a relatively silent, inverted fire spreading a hot glow throughout the hut. 

I move a little closer and stare at it in fascination. It’s clearly an exothermic process, but where does the energy come from? Is it stored in a type of organic compounds that fall apart like in our Realm? Or is it something more primal, like Yang Qi in the wood being converted to Heat like Kaitlynn does in her Focus Crystal when she uses Astreum Manipulation? The latter would suggest that only Yang plants can burn like this. But what would happen then if you tried to ignite a plant that’s Yin, like the Moonshade Flower?

Right around the time that I make a solid promise to myself that I will never attempt to burn a Moonshade Flower, Alec looks up from his dirty work and nods in satisfaction. “Well done! I’ll add some meat to it soon. For now, the Hydrum can just soak up some Heat.”

I look at the weird, yellow cuts of meat he’s carving, and I realise nothing has ever looked more appetising. This is going to be a long eight hours. Perhaps I better Meditate, practise numbing my sense of smell...

***
[image: image]


My sense of smell seems to be rather stubborn today. Though it might also be that my subconscious is rebelling against my attempts to dim it, as closing off my sense of smell would mean losing the mouth-watering scent wafting off the stew.

Ultimately, my trance is broken when Dave calls out that dinner is ready. I stretch out my legs, stiff from hours spent in the lotus position, look at the brown goop presented to me, and frown. “Are you sure it’s ready? It doesn’t look very warm.”

“That’s because you’re used to seeing vapours rising from hot liquids,” Dave responds as he hands me a full, bowl-shaped leaf and accompanying spoon, which is equally leafy. “As far as I can tell, Hydrum doesn’t boil or evaporate, though perhaps we just can’t reach the requisite temperature with our woodfire. Either way, be very careful eating it because it can get very, very hot.”

The way the bowl warms my hands would have been warning enough, even if he hadn’t said anything. The brown goop is filled with pieces of yellow meat and a variety of strangely coloured, undefinable herbs. 

I still burn my tongue on the first bite, but I couldn’t care less. 

Alec is a god. Or at the very least, his cooking is divine. The broth is thick, heavy, and salted to perfection. The meat falls apart in threads on my tongue, providing a rough yet not unpleasant texture. It’s the softest thing I’ve eaten in this Realm, and it soothes the ache in my teeth like a space heater drives out the cold. Many of the herbs and flavours are unfamiliar, for obvious reasons, but they blend together to form a hearty, exotic taste. 

To my credit, I only burn my tongue twice more after the first bite, and barely go over my Tolerance Limit for Heat during dinner. So worth it. I just wanna lie here in satisfaction forever.

Kaitlynn seems to have the same idea and attempts to use my stomach as a pillow. I groan and gently redirect her head to my thighs. 

Despite my lethargy, I take a moment to check out the trigot meat’s effects via my Status Bar’s net Lavi flow.

Looks like I’m getting 3 Onkh per minute, exactly like the appraisal window dictated. Not as good as the yams, which provided 5, but still a huge improvement over the mere 1.5 jicca nuts and birberries manage.

I let out a content sigh, feeling more at ease than I have for days, when a notification pops up.

[image: It reads: The final participant challenging the first three Trials has perished. There is now a total of 54 participants in Hub Two. Congratulations to all who made it this far.]



Kaitlynn gasps, her hand clenching down on my thigh.

“Shit,” Alec mutters. “That’s it then, huh. Looks like we can stop patrolling by the doors. Our friends aren’t coming.”

Dave sighs. “No. No, I suppose they aren’t.”

***
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It’s Kaitlynn’s idea to hold a little ceremony down on the forest floor.

Not like we could sleep right now anyway.

I help Kaitlynn make a bonfire, while Alec and Dave busy themselves with building a pile of rocks to serve as a gravestone marker of some kind. I believe the idea is to carve the names of our friends into some softer rocks and place them at the top.

As I stare at the billowing Astreum, Josh’s face once again flashes before my mind’s eye. My heart clenches as a wave of sadness washes over me, and for once, I let it.

“Didn’t we start out with, like, almost 300 people?” I dimly register Alec asking with a grunt as he lifts a particularly large rock.

“289, actually,” Dave replies. “Most of them probably fell in the Second Trial. I was nearly one of them.”

I shake my head silently. Over 3,000 people landed in Hub One, and in this is all that’s left. I guess that means in a way we’re insanely lucky.

Kaitlynn leans into me, and I reflexively wrap an arm around her. I catch her eye in the dark, glistening with unshed tears.

Her bottom lip begins to wobble when we lock gazes. “Denise... she wasn’t supposed to be there, you know?”

It takes me a second to remember who Kaitlynn is talking about. Right that was Fat Misty’s real name.

“Why not?” I ask gently.

“I was going to ask... someone else, but I chickened out. And Denise was so thrilled when I asked her to come, even though it was last minute, and now...” she trails off as a fat tear rolls down her left cheek, and I idly notice how the Hydrum is too viscous to really leave a track.

I turn back to the fire, searching for words. “Josh... Josh wasn’t supposed to be there either. Our other colleague called in sick. In the end, I can’t blame him. It’s nobody’s fault, it’s just bad luck.”

Kaitlynn buries her head into the crook of my neck and starts sobbing for real. I just hold her tight and rock back and forth gently, tears now freely rolling down my left cheek as well.

Well, not truly nobody’s, perhaps. Josh deserved better than this. They all did. Someday, I’m going to find out who’s responsible for this mess, and give them a piece of my mind. Just you wait.
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CHAPTER 33
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Narc Week

––––––––
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AFTER I WAKE, I find myself staring at the ceiling while I mull over the announcement from last night. Something about it is making my stomach twist with something other than grief. I guess I just can’t figure out why they made a point of letting us all know about it.

A rudimentary drying rack hangs from said ceiling now, filled to the brim with small strips of cured meat. 

Alec’s currently studying one of the other remnants of the trigot: the scaly blue hide he spent the better part of an hour removing yesterday.

“You know,” he says thoughtfully. “I’ve worked with leather before, for cosplay.”

Of course you have.

He shoots me a hopeful glance. “Maybe I could try whipping us up some armour?” 

I narrow my eyes at him. “You’re not saying that just to get out of training, are you?”

His face falls so abruptly that I have to force myself not to laugh. 

“No but seriously,” he argues, “we’re going into combat, aren’t we?” 

“He has a point,” Kaitlynn pipes up, eyeing the blue skin.

I narrow my eyes at her, next. “You’re not saying that just because you’d look amazing in blue leather armour, are you?”

She pouts at me. Darn, I just can’t say no to those puppy eyes.

I sit upright. “Fine,” I say with a sigh. “Alec can make you some armour.”

Alec’s eye twitches as he watches Kaitlynn pounce on me for a hug. “I got what I wanted, yet why do I feel like it’s only because it happened to coincide with what Kaitlynn wanted?”

Ignoring him, I idly study the back of Kaitlynn’s head. Huh, the blue colour of her hair extends all the way to her scalp. You’d expect to see some kind of roots showing by now with how long we’ve been in this Realm. Odd.

Just as suddenly as she jumped me, Kaitlynn releases me to give Alec a hug as well, bringing out a smile on him.

For some reason, the look on his face kind of pisses me off. “Just make sure it’s actually functional armour, and not pointlessly sexy cosplay armour,” I tell him when Kaitlynn releases him. 

“You could probably use my rock to carve some wooden tools,” Dave suggests. 

Right, ’cause the Toughness of the wood is still higher than that of the leather. Smart.

But these are all distractions, and something is still gnawing at me. I need to focus.

I take a deep breath, assume a lotus position, and let their chatter fade away in my lucid trance. A little while later, I open my eyes and frown.

I think I know what I need to do. This is going to be... bothersome.

“Suri, could you, ehm, perhaps show me that window with the results of our training again?”

[Who in the what now?]

I sigh. “Suri...”

[I’m sorry, Emma, you’ll have to be a tad more specific.]

Ugh. A little while ago. I asked Suri about designing me a custom window in which I could track the progress of our stats since arriving in Hub Two. She agreed, on the conditions that I get everyone’s permission to view and monitor their stats, and... that she would get to name the window.

From the corner of my eye, I catch Kaitlynn looking at me in anticipatory glee. I sigh. “Suri, could you please open ‘Suri’s Super-Amazing Ultra-Custom Training Results Window’?” 

[Of course, Emma. All you had to do was ask,] Suri chimes smugly.

Why, you little—

[image: As expected, the window that pops up is obnoxiously titled Suri’s Super-Amazing Ultra-Custom Training Results Window! The following stats and gains are listed for me: my Lavi Pool went up from 42 to 44, Qi Pool remains at 8, Strength went up from 8 to 10, Toughness from 9 to 11, Agility and Mental Fortitude remain at 12 and Willpower at 14. Dave’s Lavi pool went up from 55 to 57, his Qi Pool remains at 11, Strength went up from 10 to 12, Toughness from 8 to 10, Agility rests at 8, Mental Fortitude at 11 and Willpower went up from 10 to 11. Alec’s Lavi pool went up from 48 to 49, his Qi Pool remains at 13, Strength went up from 9 to 11, Toughness up from 8 to 10, Agility remains at 11, Mental Fortitude at 10, and his Willpower went up from an abysmal 7 to a very decent 10. Finally, Kaitlynn’s Lavi Pool went up from 53 to 54, her Qi Pool rests at 12, her Strength went up from 8 to 10 like mine, her Toughness from 8 to 11, catching up to mine, her Agility remains at 10, her Mental Fortitude at 11, and her Willpower went up from 11 to 12.]



Mmm, we really have made some excellent progress.

[How much longer are you planning to train, Emma?]

I roll my eyes and open my mouth, but then freeze. Was that... is Suri hinting at me to get a move on? But why would we need to get a move on? 

Wait... that’s what was bothering me about the announcement: they made a point of mentioning the exact number of participants that made it through! They keep saying there are limited resources, so what if resources are distributed on a first-come, first-served basis? 

I was gunning for all of us to reach a Strength and Toughness of at least 11, but it sounds like we may have to speed up our timeline. 

I clench my jaw and make a decision. “All right, guys, listen up. I think we’ve trained enough, for now. Time for the next phase; we’re going to collect one each of the Yin or Yang Qi Pearls, the Minor Lavi Crystals, and the Stardrop Flowers. Then, we’ll level up.”

Unsurprisingly, the news is well-received. Apparently, my ears can ring in this dimension as well.

***
[image: image]


The Yin-Yang Temple is in the exact centre of Hub Two and—despite standing on a bluff—is still easily towered over by the enormous trees all around. 

It has a weird style; it’s basically a large circular dome, covered in complicated geometrical shapes and twisted humanoid bodies who appear to be suffering from the after-effects of terrible tortures...

A bunch of shacks surrounds the lovely landmark, and twenty or so people are milling about.

“It wasn’t this busy the last time we were here,” Alec mutters. 

I shrug, even though the size of the crowd gives me the jitters. This place is making me paranoid. “All the better, since we need information. But let’s check out the temple first.”

We get some wary glances as we weave our way past the shacks and towards the centre of the impromptu slums, but nobody tries to stop us. Still, we move cautiously and stick together.

Well, most of us. Alec is soon distracted by a stall selling different kinds of plants and simple items, like improvised cutlery made from carved sticks and cracked stones. The prices are listed in jicca nuts.

“Ooh, maybe I can find some leatherworking tools,” he says excitedly and veers off. “You guys go ahead; I’ll catch up!” 

I apply my palm to my face. Dave shoots me a questioning look, but I wave him off. The mood may be a bit sombre around here, but it doesn’t seem tense, so it should be safe enough. It’s not like Alec is carrying anything of value either.

Except for jicca nuts, apparently.

Kaitlynn frowns at a nearby stall. “Wait, pints of jicca nuts? Why are jicca nuts measured by volume, and not weight?” 

I shrug. “Maybe building scales and agreeing on a standardised weight was too much of a hassle?”

Dave hums. “Could be. Or perhaps they decided they couldn’t trust scales in a Realm with extreme gravity gradients.” 

My brows rise towards my hairline. Damn. I hadn’t considered that. 

We make our way towards the temple unhindered, but find the doors inside guarded.

Leaning against the wall next to the entrance is a bored-looking woman decked out in all black, with bottle-blond hair, a pierced nose, one blue eye and a grey crystal in the other socket. She holds up her hand, showing off the sleeve of tattoos on her arm as we walk up to the door. “Entry permits, please.” 

I blink at her. “Excuse me?”

She rolls her eyes. “I said entry permits, puhlease.”

“Yeah, I heard you the first time,” I respond, folding my arms across my chest in irritation, and giving her a once-over. “You’re an enforcer, right? Aren’t you supposed to, like, ‘protect and serve’ or something like that? Tell me, on what grounds is the council withholding access to the Yin-Yang Temple?” 

Dave subtly flanks me. Kaitlynn mimics my pose and silently stares the woman down. Or, well, glares up at her, really. It’d be cute if it weren’t such a tense moment.

Who am I kidding, it’s cute regardless!

The woman gapes at me then pushes herself off the wall and straightens. “Ehm, look, it’s regulations, all right? I don’t make the rules, just enforce ’em.” 

“Is there a problem here?” a familiar voice asks behind us. 

I turn to find my old pal Security Steve with his arms carefully folded over his impressive chest. He’s similarly dressed in all black. Recognition flashes in his deep brown eye before a grin breaks out on his face. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

“Steve!” I yell, as I launch myself at him, suddenly overcome with emotion at seeing a mere acquaintance alive. 

I’m pretty sure that’s the first time I’ve seen him smile, even...

Regardless, he catches me in a bearhug with an exaggerated oomph, followed by a laugh that I can feel rumble in his chest. We disengage pretty soon, but he keeps his big hands resting on my shoulders. “It’s good to see you, girl. How you been?” 

“Eh,” I say with a shrug. “I’ve been better.”

Kaitlynn clears her throat. 

I blink and take a step back. “Right, guys this is Steve—” 

“Former security guard of the Con, currently head of the council’s enforcers,” he finishes. “It’s nice to meet ya’ll.”

I spin back around to face him. “Really? Cool. Can you tell this lady to let us into the temple?” 

He smiles wryly. “Hey Lily, what’s up?” 

She shrugs. “They don’t have permits.” 

He nods. “Aight, how about you guys come with me, and we’ll get that sorted out?”

I frown. “What does getting permits entail, exactly?”

“The only requirement to get them is that you get registered with the council,” Steve explains. “It’s mostly a formality, really. We just wanna make sure we’ve met everyone, and that they’re all aware of the rules.”

I exchange a glance with Dave. He shrugs minutely. 

Agreed. Even knowing that Steve is running with the council, I still don’t trust ’em, so I’d also rather not get registered, but it sounds like we don’t have a choice.

I sigh exaggeratedly. “All right then, dude, show us where we can get registered.”

***
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Steve leads us to a large hut, while Kaitlynn pokes and nags at him. “Hey, Steve, those rules you were talking about, what do they say about people who try to take things from their rightful owners, like Mea—like Bruce?” 

Steve, to his credit, endures the onslaught of annoyance like a pro. “Yeah, we had some complaints about him, though managed to settle most of the disputes. Just FYI, he used up his last hunting permit yesterday; his team should have enough Minor Lavi Crystals to level up now, so if you see them still hunting the Blue-Scaled Trigot, let us know.”

Well, that’s more than I’d expected. 

“If you would enter the council’s hut, please,” Steve says, indicating the large shack we’ve arrived at. “You can get registered with Samuel—that’s the council’s secretary—in there, and receive your hunting and temple...” He trails off, then frowns. He nods unnecessarily and responds to someone we can’t see or hear. “Aight, I’m on my way.” He turns back to us. “Duty calls. See you around!” And he hurries off.

Alec comes walking over. “Hey guys. What did I miss?”

“Eh, not much,” I say with a shrug. “We’re going in to get chipped by the council, you coming?” 

As we laugh at the look on his face, I try to ignore the little voice in the back of my head that says we’re pretty much already as chipped as we can get, considering one of our eyes has been replaced by a crystal connected to a foreign entity.

***
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The council’s hut turns out to be partitioned. In the front part there’s a guy—Samuel, I presume—sitting behind a kind of makeshift desk that consists of a large piece of bark on a pile of rocks. Before him stands a vaguely familiar figure. Is that... Bruce’s lackey Emo-kid? 

“Please,” Emo-kid says, his voice low, gravelly, and tinged with desperation. “I don’t know where else to go.” 

Sounds like he’s a former lackey. 

Yikes.

Samuel sighs. “Look, Jacob, we currently have ten enforcers and five council members. That means we have exactly enough people for three crews in the next Trial. I don’t mind reviewing your application as an enforcer, but... even if we had room for you, it wouldn’t solve your main problem; we can’t get you a new Qi Pearl.”

He lost his Qi Pearl? What kind of dumbass... Note to self: don’t allow Alec to hold on to his own Qi Pearl.

Emo-kid—whose name is Jacob, apparently—droops his shoulders and turns around. He’s got a bright yellow eye-crystal and a pale blue eye that painfully reminds me of Josh. That’s where the resemblance ends, thankfully. Jacob’s hair is just as unnatural a shade of black as his clothing and his heavy eyeliner, and one of his eyebrows sports a small steel ring that bears a skull.

He flinches upon seeing Kaitlynn, then spots me and stumbles into the desk behind him. 

I raise a brow at him. Tssk. You’re going to hurt our feelings, you know? At least I know for sure it’s him now. 

Emo-kid squares his shoulders, raises his chin, and makes his way towards the exit. He glances at us coolly but still gives us a wide berth as he passes us by, leaving Samuel to stare after him in bemusement.

“I have that effect on guys,” I say when Samuel turns his gaze to me. 

Kaitlynn clasps a hand over her mouth and makes an unflattering snorting sound.

“Right,” Samuel intones dryly, “I assume you’re here to register?”

Turns out the first step is pretty innocuous: having our names carved into a large piece of bark with a sharp shard of rock.

When I ask him about the prehistoric writing tools, he explains that while some people actually did bring along stationery, it no longer works. The ink they have doesn’t seep into the paper, just runs straight off practically anything it’s applied to. Pencil tips just crumble, the Toughness of the graphite too low to make any kind of lasting impression.

The second step is to accept him as a contact in the Social System, as Dave and Kaitlynn already had, apparently. This way, we can ask for help when we need it, and they can monitor everyone’s locations on his map. Pretty smart. Also, rather creepy.

Though I suppose we could always unfriend Samuel if we really needed to hide from the council. All in all, it doesn’t sound too bad; everything at least seems to be on the up and up, so we get registered.

“How many Minor Lavi Crystals do you currently have?” he asks at the end.

“We don’t have any yet,” I lie with a straight face.

“Actually, we have one,” Alec answers, eyeing me in confusion. 

Gee, thanks, Narc-o Polo. I glare at him. The secretary raises a brow at me.

“Oh, duh!” I exclaim, smacking myself on the forehead. “Totally slipped my mind. He’s right, we have one.”

“Yes, that’s what we heard as well,” Samuel says dryly, with a glance at Kaitlynn.

Damn, I guess Meathead is also a little Narc-y Drew.

“Since there are four of you, you can hunt three more trigots,” he says and hands us our hunting and temple permits. Which are also, you know, pieces of bark, with very official-looking carvings on them. Is that supposed to be a penguin? “You can hunt at any of the hollow stumps but let us know when you obtain the Minor Lavi Crystal. If you don’t tell us, we will ask around until we find out who has it.”

Ooh, scary. “All right, thank you very much,” I say in an overly sweet voice, before turning to leave.

“Oh, and one more thing, Emma. The Chair would like to see you.” 

Oh boy.
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CHAPTER 34
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Fortune and glory

––––––––
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AS I PUSH ASIDE the cloth hanging in the doorway, I rack my brain trying to remember the name of the council’s Chair, but come up blank. 

The room I enter is smaller than the one in front, cosier. The woman behind the desk has skin the colour of mocha and shoulder-length hair that’s a shade darker than mine. She’s writing something down—again, by carving into a piece of bark—and doesn’t look up until she’s finished.

Her remaining eye is deep brown, her eye-crystal magenta. She gets up and reaches out to shake my hand brusquely. “You must be Emma, a pleasure. My name is Rebecca. Please, take a seat.” She indicates the log behind me. Right, Rebecca. I knew that.

As I sit down, she walks around to casually perch on her desk, then stare me down. 

Man, this is giving me flashbacks of the principal’s office. “Ehm, it’s nice to meet you, too, Rebecca. I was told you wanted to see me?”

Rebecca’s smile at my question makes me feel like I just made a fatal error in a game of chess. “I called you here because there’s this pesky little rumour circulating, about how you claimed to be a council enforcer. Would you to care to comment on that?” 

Oh boy. Okay, poker face. “Well that’s just slanderous,” I scoff. “I never actually claimed to be an enforcer; I just didn’t bother to correct someone’s mistaken assumption based on the colour of my clothes.”

[Hmm. That’s not quite how I remember it.]

What are you, my conscience? At least Suri can’t narc on me.

Rebecca smirks at me, a twinkle in her eyes. “Hmm. We’ll chalk that rumour up to errors in communication, then.”

She’s letting it go, just like that? Weird.

“To be honest, I’d be happy to have you as one of our enforcers,” Rebecca says with a sigh. “You’ve certainly got spunk, but the council currently has five members and ten enforcers, so it’s a rather convenient number.” 

“Yeah, Samuel mentioned something like that,” I say, languidly stretching out my legs in front of me. “That’s fine, though, I’m with my own team anyway.”

“Good,” Rebecca replies, before leaning forward and lowering her voice. “Now, I’m going to be honest. I didn’t call you here to berate you, nor to recruit you.” 

I swallow and raise a brow. 

“You see, there was a second part to that rumour,” she continues. “In fact, that bit was even more outrageous than the first. It goes like this: your Toxic Energy Tolerance is so high that you are able to take Moonshade Sap in your mouth and spray it out as an attack.”

Ah. That’s going around? Sweet, people will think twice before they mess with us then. “Oh, that part’s all true,” I say, not bothering to suppress my grin. “It’s quite tasty, would you like to try some?” I take out my trusty bottle of death and hold it up for her. 

To her credit, she doesn’t even flinch, just studies it intently for a second before saying, “Appraise.”

Damn, I didn’t see that coming. If this had been a fake, she’d have me now.

She reads the Appraisal Window—or pretends to with great skill—then nods curtly.

“Thanks for the offer, but I’ll have to decline; I’m on duty.” 

Despite myself, I snort.

She cracks a smile, then turns more serious as I return the bottle to its rightful place. “I’m going to be frank with you, Emma. Currently, the biggest threat to our survival is the unease among the people. Everybody’s afraid and traumatised, and people are doing stupid things.” 

She pushes off the desk and returns to her seat, looking rather drained. For the first time, I notice how sunken her eyes are.

“The Stardrop Flower has yet to be found, and people are getting restless. Are you familiar with the Moonshade Glade?”

I shake my head.

She sighs. “The Moonshade Glade is a huge clearing in the forest that’s full of flowers, including a lot of Moonshade. It’s the deadliest and least explored area in Hub Two. It’s also the most likely—or perhaps at this point only­­—location where the Stardrop Flowers might finally be found. We’ve had several reports over the past week of people entering the Moonshade Glade. The ones who came back all required immediate Detoxification.” 

I don’t like where this is going.

“If you have the kind of Toxic Energy Tolerance as rumoured, the council would like to beseech you to search for Stardrop Flowers for us in an official capacity. We hope to be able to acquire enough Stardrops for everyone so that further pointless deaths can be avoided.”

Whoop, there it is.

Well, it sounds like I’ll have to go there sooner or later, anyway. Though I’m not sure if I want to go through the effort of finding enough Stardrops for everyone, I’ll have to find at least four. And though we can’t be entirely sure that they’re in the Moonshade Glade, it does seem rather likely. After all, the people who built this place are clearly a bunch of sadistic motherf—

“Of course,” Rebecca adds, interrupting my thought process, “the council will provide you with supplies to make your task easier. And once you succeed, everyone will owe you a great favour.”

I snort with more power than I had intended. Rebecca’s clothes and hairs flutter in the breeze I produce. Again, she doesn’t even blink. Damn unflappable woman. “All right, I can probably help out. But I have some demands.” 

She nods. “Name your price.”

Sweet. But what to ask for? I can’t demand Qi Pearls; there’s only one available per person, and nobody would be so stupid as to trade theirs for a Stardrop Flower. I might be able to get Minor Lavi Crystals, but with the whole Hub currently hunting the trigots for them, that might be a hard sell...

“Well, first of all,” I start while still mulling it over in my head, “I’m keeping the first four Stardrops I find for my team. Actually, make that five. We still need to recruit a fifth member at some point.”

We should probably level up before holding out that last Stardrop as recruitment bait. That should dramatically decrease the odds of us getting robbed and betrayed by this new person. And once we’re through those doors, any former alliances they might’ve had will be irrelevant.

Rebecca nods. “Of course. What else?”

“Minor Lavi Crystals,” I say. “Five of them.” Gotta aim high.

Rebecca purses her lips. “That’s difficult. The council tries not to hunt too many of the trigots, so everyone can have a chance. Because of that, we don’t exactly have a stockpile of Minor Lavi Crystals ready.”

Damn. Though I expected as much. I could ask for extra hunting permits, but they would be worthless until we’ve finished using up the ones we have, and by that time we might be ready to leave the Hub. 

“Tell you what,” Rebecca says. “If you can provide us with a safe method to acquire Stardrops—or relatively safe, all things considered—the council will award you three Minor Lavi Crystals. How does that sound?”

Ah, clever. She wants to ensure I don’t obtain and abuse a monopoly on Stardrops. Well, that’s fine; I wasn’t going to try that anyway. Sounds like a great way to end up lynched, with Meathead leading the mob, most likely.

“Very well,” I say at long last. “We have a deal.” 

She smiles and holds out her hand again. I get up and shake it. 

“A pleasure doing business with you, Emma.” 

“Likewise,” I say dryly. Let’s just hope I didn’t just make a deal with the devil.

“Please report any findings you have to Samuel; we hope to hear from you soon.”

I nod and turn to leave. “Oh, one more thing,” I say, turning back just before the exit. “I’m entering the temple before I go out into the Moonshade Glade.” Part statement, part test. Let’s see how she reacts when our interests conflict.

Rebecca frowns, “Well, I suppose that’s your decision to make. Might I ask why you’re in such a hurry to obtain your Qi Pearl?”

Mmm. That’s a pretty mild reaction.

I shrug. “My Toxic Energy Tolerance is pretty amazing, but my Tolerance still has a limit. If I explore that glade in earnest, I’m likely to go over it, and I’m not waiting till I’m all better again to get my Yin Qi Pearl. Don’t worry; I’m pretty confident in my ability to make it through.”

“I see,” Rebecca says. “Very well. Just hand your permit to the enforcer by the temple, and she will provide you with instructions. I’ll confidently await the news of your success.”

***
[image: image]


I break the news to the gang as I lead them to the temple.

“With some luck, we’ll be the first team with Stardrops in the whole Hub,” I finish, grinning widely.

“Dude, sweet,” Dave says. 

Alec holds a hand out for a high-five, which I provide. 

Kaitlynn frowns and fidgets with her skirt. “That Moonshade Glade sounds really dangerous though, and they said people have gone missing. Are you sure you should be heading in there?” 

I shoot what I hope is a reassuring smile at her. “I won’t lie, it’s risky. However, I’m probably the person most suited to exploring that place, and we need those Stardrops.”

She sighs. “No, I get it, I just don’t like it.” 

“You’re sweet,” I say. “I’ll be careful, okay? And if I feel like it’s too dangerous, I can always back out of the deal. Anyway, let’s talk about that later; right now, we need to focus on making it through the temple.” 

Dave looks up uncharacteristically shaken. “We? As in... all of us, right now?”

I nod. “We don’t know what’ll happen in the future. Right now we’re able-bodied and the temple is open to us. I say we go for it.”

“I agree,” Alec says firmly. “Let’s get this over with.” 

I glance at him appreciatively. Looks like all that Willpower training is paying off.

Kaitlynn glances at me in worry. “Are you sure you’re ready as well, Emma? I mean, you nearly died in the Second Trial, right?”

I snort. “Kait, I’m a former gymnast. I went through the Second Trial with a body full of Toxic Energy that brought my Strength down to 6 and my Agility to like 10. Right now, I have a Strength of 10 and an Agility of 12. If I activate Boost Physical, that becomes 13 and 13; none of you even come close. In fact, I bet hardly anyone who’s beaten this thing and succeeded came close to my stats. Heck, I might set a new record.” 

That’s an interesting thought, actually. Suri did mention there were officially kept records that came with substantial rewards if you managed to break them...

Kaitlynn seems convinced and shoots me a relieved smile. 

“It’s decided, then,” I say, “We’re entering the temple. We’ll discuss the rest later.”

***
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This time, when we reach the temple doors, Lily is talking to some girl wearing a Captain Marvel shirt.

I put on my friendliest smile as I stride up and hold out our permits. “Hey Lily. Sorry to interrupt, but we’d like to enter the temple now, please.”

Miss Marvel turns to shoot me an annoyed look. She’s got long, straight brown hair and a pair of dark-rimmed glasses over her eye and eye-crystal. “Well, you’ll have to wait, my friend is inside right now.” 

“Ehm, yeah, no-one will be able to enter anyway until the doors open again,” Lily confirms apologetically. “But I’ll be with you in a moment to provide instructions in advance.”

Miss Marvel folds her arms across her chest and shoots me a glare that says as much as, ‘Can you leave now?’ 

“All right,” I say holding up my hands as I step back, “we’ll be... over there.” 

Yeesh.

We take up position a little distance away, already out of hearing range due to this Realm’s wonky physics.

“I think you interrupted something,” Kaitlynn says, glancing back slyly.

I turn to see Miss Marvel touch Lily’s bicep and tilt her head back in laughter. 

“Ah. That explains a lot,” I reply dryly. Then I frown. “Hey, I’m pretty sure this girl is the first person I’ve seen here wearing glasses... how does that work with her eye-crystal?” 

Dave clears his throat. “Shouldn’t be a problem. I wore my glasses to Con. Took me a while to realise, but they don’t seem to affect light that falls through in any way in this Realm. Luckily I don’t seem to need them anymore either. They’re in my backpack now.” 

I turn to him in surprise. “Hold up, you’re telling me refraction isn’t a thing in this Realm? Then how the hell do our eyes still work?!”

He shrugs. “I’m not sure. I have noticed that even when you’re looking at something up close, things behind it remain in focus.”

I stare at for a moment, then hold up one of my hands in front of my eye, and close the eyelid over my eye-crystal. As I look at my hand, the wall of the temple behind it is indeed not blurry at all. 

“Nuts,” I mutter.

“So she’s wearing a Captain Marvel shirt and glasses she doesn’t need,” Alec concludes, shaking his head in distaste. “Talk about bad taste.”

I suppress the urge to roll my eyes. Of course you’d have an opinion about that shirt.

Lily comes striding over. “Sorry about Carol-Anne, guys, I think she’s just a little nervous about her friend.”

I try not to smirk. “That’s all right, Lily.”

“Good. In that case: welcome back!” she says in an exaggeratedly chipper tone. “I have the thankless job of welcoming visitors—provided they have permits—to Hub Two’s most famous attraction: The Deadly Yin-Yang Temple!”

She flings her heavily tattooed arms out towards the giant doors, adorned with familiar images of hideously deformed, suffering humans. 

I like her already. My eyes are drawn to her hairline; again, there are no visible roots, despite the obvious dye-job. I idly check the length of my own hair. I do think it’s grown a little, which seems to imply that that’s not the issue. Is this one of those ‘All are One’ things? Is their hair coming out dyed?! 

“Anyway, I’m supposed to inform you that—surprise surprise—entering this temple is ‘dangerous,’ ” she continues, rolling her eyes and using air quotes, causing Alec to snicker. “In case you’re complete morons, I guess. Anyway, so far four people have died inside.” 

That’s not funny.

“How many people have succeeded?” Dave asks, looking a little pale.

“Twenty-three, as far as the council knows,” she responds. “Now, if you’ll please hand me your permits—ah, thank you—I will give you instructions, and then you can enter, one at a time. The first one can go in when the doors open again, which is hopefully when Jack walks out. Otherwise, well... in our experience, you either come out that door with a Yin or Yang Qi Pearl when it opens again, or you don’t come out at all. Any other questions so far?”

Kaitlynn licks her lips. “Wha—what’s inside?”

Looking at her, Lily’s expression softens a little. “It’s basically like the Second Trial, just with some new obstacles and no second chances; there are spikes at the bottom of the pits in there. There’s also a few traps, which I will explain to you thoroughly. It’s actually quite doable, so don’t worry too much, okay?” 

Kaitlynn nods, and Lily starts explaining.

***
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After receiving Lily’s instructions, we decide to enter in descending order of Agility, to make the most out of the experiences of the successful ones. Also, though no-one says it out loud, to give us all a bit more time with each other, as the most likely to fail are the ones with low Agility.

Either way, it means I’m going first. 

I find myself kind of anxious to just go in and do it. I mean, obviously I wouldn’t do this is if I had a choice, but since I have to anyway... it’s kind of thrilling, in a way. Risking your life on your athletic ability, traversing a temple full of deadly pits and traps, to get to the treasure at the end. I mean, Indiana Jones does this shit for a living, you know?

But since we still have to wait on the person inside right now, I’ve got a few. I claim to need a few minutes alone to mentally prepare myself, before walking off to a secluded spot. 

I look around one last time. The coast seems clear.

I clear my throat. “Suri, I was wondering: is there a reward for breaking the record of something like ‘fastest to clear the temple’?”

For a few seconds, it remains quiet. 

[If such a reward exists, then I fear telling you about it would be against the rules,] Suri chimes. [So I’m afraid all I can say is, ‘that’s classified.’]

Damn, that’s too bad. Perhaps this is for the best; perhaps this crazy notion should be buried deep—

[However, if you really want to know if there’s a reward, I suppose you could always try to clear the temple in a time shorter than the official record of 12 minutes and 41.2 seconds.]

Oh, hell yes.
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CHAPTER 35
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Temple Run

––––––––
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WHEN I COME BACK I’m raring to go, so I take up position to wait near the doors. 

Carol-Anne glances at me in thinly veiled annoyance from her position next to Lily.

I decide to be the bigger person and attempt to start a conversation. “You know you can see just fine without those, right?” I ask, pointing at her glasses.

She full-on glares at me. “Of course I know I can see just fine without my fake glasses, you think I’m an idiot?!”

I blink. “No, I meant... Nevermind.”

She scoffs. “Whatever.”

Bitch.

We wait in absolute silence, except for Lily awkwardly clearing her throat once or twice. 

After another minute or so, the heavy stone doors begin to grind open. 

The rest come walking up to me for some final good luck wishes or something, but I’m too focused on my goal to really register it.

I’m just waiting for Carol-Anne’s friend—what was his name, Jack?—to walk out so I can go in.

But when the doors are open, we’re met with an empty hallway.

It remains very quiet for a moment.

“Ah, man,” Lily says with a sigh. “Looks like we’ve got a fifth casualty...” 

Carol-Anne raises a hand to her mouth and lets out a stifled sob, then turns and runs away.

Well, shit.

***
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[image: A window pops up in front of me as the doors close behind me. It reads: Welcome to the Yin-Yang Temple. You have one hour to make your way through the temple and claim a Yin Pearl. You may only enter the temple once. Good luck!]



The notification says exactly what Lily claimed it would, so I impatiently wave it away as I jog through the downwards sloping stone hallway.

What happened just now did give me pause for a moment, but in the overall statistics, it doesn’t make much of a difference. 

I can do this. Just gotta keep my head cool and my eye on the prize. Swift but safe is the goal. It helps that I know what’s coming.

I enter the first chamber and a grinding sound erupts as five circular platforms start spinning above a pit full of spikes. 

The overgrown pottery wheels spin at different speeds and in different directions; the last one is even tilted. There’s three on the left and two on the right, so I’ll have to zigzag across the room by jumping from one to the next.

After a brief glance around the chamber, I activate Boost Physical and call out, “Lavi Flows Window!”

[image: The Lavi Flows Window lists my inflows as 11 Onkh per minute from Aether and 1.5 from my stomach contents, for a total of 12.5 Onkh per minute. My outflows are listed as a Resting Lavi Consumption of 5 Onkh per minute and a Toxic Energy Lavi Consumption of 10, for a total of 12.5 Onkh per minute. Altogether, this results in a net Lavi intake of -2.5 Onkh per minute.]



Good. I’ve come a long way since the Second Trial; at this level, I should be able to sustain Boost Physical with repeated activations till the end of the course. In hindsight, it would’ve been smarter to eat the meat of the Blue-Scaled Trigot this morning. Well, what’s done is done.

Although I can be satisfied that using Boost Physical won’t kill me, that unfortunately doesn’t stop this Skill from hurting like a bitch.

I wave away the window, pick up some speed, and easily leap onto the first platform. I never really noticed back during the Second Trial, but aside from the pain, Boost Physical is amazing. The extra control I gain over my body from the boost in Agility, the crazy Strength I have now... it makes me feel invincible, like a superhero. 

I study the second platform as I pass by on the first rotation. The jump seems easy enough; my legs twitch, ready to go, but I hold back and decide to take it on the next round.

Fast but safe. Let’s do this.

On the next rotation, I leap smoothly onto the second platform. 

However, on the first rotation here, I realise that it takes me very close to the right wall, which also passes by the fourth platform.

I hesitate only briefly. On the next rotation, I throw caution to the wind and leap off the platform onto the wall.

Suri chimes a noise that’s the equivalent of a gasp for her, but doesn’t comment.

The weird gravity of this Realm assists me in sticking to the wall long enough, so by the time I start to lose my grip, I’m close enough to leap off and land on the fourth platform as planned. 

The fourth platform spins in the opposite direction to the second, so the landing is jarring, but I quickly stabilise. I take one rotation to reorient myself, then leap for the fifth platform. 

I land easily on the tilted platform where it starts its ascend. This time, I don’t stay on for a rotation, but leap off at the highest point. The danger of this platform, after all, is that you might easily get thrown off on the downspin.

I land on the other side of the chamber, break my fall with a roll, and keep moving.

[You are a madwoman,] Suri chimes, [but I like that about you.]

I grin but don’t answer, already speeding towards the door.

***
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The second chamber holds some standard fare, a mixture of rope and bar swings and some wall runs and jumps, all over pits full of spikes. I never even stop moving as I go through it. 

The third chamber is a little trickier; handholds crawl up the wall onto the ceiling and over another giant pit of spikes with some platforms above it made of an elastic material. Essentially, they serve as trampolines, which I need to use to reach the next set of handholds. 

Powered by Boost Physical, I practically fly up the wall, and with my ridiculous Strength, I make short work of the ceiling part. I take it slow on the trampolines though, dropping down carefully before taking a few jumps to get a feeling for how this works in the weird gravity of this dimension.

I may be excited and reckless, but I’m not suicidal.

As I was informed, the open spiral stairway up to the fourth chamber contains the first trap. It triggers automatically when I’m about halfway up. The smooth and slightly slippery steps start to... undulate. Basically, they tilt downwards in waves. This way, it's very easy to lose your footing and tumble out of the staircase into the pit of spikes below.

Lily advised us to run back down the steps, keeping pace with the wave in order to safely reach the bottom, and then wait it out. The trap should only trigger once and stop after a few minutes, allowing the stairs to be safely climbed.

But, yeah, I’m not doing that. Instead, when it triggers, I leap with all of my might from the last upright step in the wave I’m on, and land on the first step that’s coming up again in the next wave.

Success! Encouraged, I continue up the stairs in this method, clearing each wave with relative ease.

Eventually, I reach the top. I throw a quick glance at my Status Bar, not for fear of running out of Lavi, but to calculate roughly how much time I’ve spent with the help of my net Lavi flow.

[image: It tells me my Lavi is exactly half-gone, at 21 out of 42 Onkh, still with a net flow of minus 2.5.]



So, a little over nine minutes, that gives me at most three minutes to clear the last and arguably hardest chamber. Whoever set this previous record was really gunning it.

Anyway, time’s a-wastin'. 

I walk up to the edge of the—you’ve guessed it—giant pit of spikes. There’s only a single feature I need and get to cross it: an eighty-foot-long tightrope. 

It seems easy enough, but I know what will happen when I try to make my way across.

From what Lily told us, the safest way to reach the other side would be to hang from it and more or less crawl across upside down, and simply cling on really tightly, no matter what comes flying my way. 

But I only have three minutes, so I spread my arms, and set foot on the rope. 

Relax, Emma, it’ll be just like walking the balance beam. Except the moment I step over the edge the pull of gravity decreases, which sends chills down my spine. 

The rope creaks and sways in front of me as I traverse it.

I make my way steadily up until I’ve crossed about the first quarter of the pit. Here it comes...

I glance at my Status Bar. Two minutes remaining, which means I gotta pick up the pace.

I’m not even three steps farther when it happens. The scrape of stone on stone when dozens of panels slide open in the walls is my only warning. Round holes appear behind them, from which all kinds of things are launched.

And I mean all kinds. 

Sticks, jets of Hydrum, small rocks, bones, empty jicca nut cones...

Luckily I was prepared for the onslaught. I move as quickly as I can, which results in most objects flying past behind me. I duck under the larger objects that I see coming from the corner of my eyes; the others I let hit me. 

They’re not exactly heavy enough to knock me off the rope, after all—they’re just annoying and distracting. 

But as I continue, the objects come flying at me faster, and the bigger ones become harder to dodge. 

I barely evade collision with a skull. Was that human?!

Filled jicca nut cones are now added to the mix. I realise this when one of them collides with a rock right in front of me, causing the cone to explode in a rain of nuts that harshly pelt my skin.

I’m over the halfway point by now, but it’s only getting worse.

I glance at the Status Bar. One minute left. If I fall and have to hang from the rope, I could cross safely, but I’d have to kiss my record goodbye... 

Screw it, I’m doing it. 

I kick my legs up behind me and launch my torso forward, ducking a full jicca nut cone as I go. My left hand grasps the rope, then my right. 

As I complete my first cartwheel I use my momentum to keep going into a second. 

I considered trying to run, but I fear it’d be easy to make a misstep; with my hands, I can grasp the rope far more reliably, and with my feet sideways, hitting the rope is also easier. I just have to make sure I stay balanced long enough to reach the platform.

Thankfully, the speed I gain causes a vast majority of the projectiles to cross behind me. At least for the first two seconds, then the room apparently adjusts and starts launching farther ahead. 

But nothing can stop me now.

Three more cartwheels till the end... two more... one! 

A large, flat rock is launched low over the rope, heading straight for where I was going to put my hands next. 

So I do the natural thing, and switch to an aerial, retracting my hands to my sides as I put extra speed and power into my launch. 

My forehead passes over the rock with maybe an inch to spare. I land on the opposite platform. 

Man, what a rush! It’s been a long time since I did serious gymnastics back on Earth, but the feeling of control over my body just now... it’s like I’m back in top shape.

The last objects hit the wall and the room turns silent. Not that I’m paying much attention—I’m sprinting through the stone hallway towards the finish.

At the end of the hallway, I enter a circular room, and several notifications pop up at once.

[image: The first one reads: Agility has risen by 1 point!]



Sweet! That’s the first time I’ve actually raised that stat... I guess it happened somewhere during my run and Suri saved the notification for afterwards. I’m glad she took the request I made about that during the Second Trial to heart. Though I did sense something during that aerial, so it might’ve happened just then.

[image: The second one reads: Congratulations on clearing the Yin-Yang Temple. You will receive: 1 Yin Pearl. Try not to lose it; you need it to level up. Your pearl will appear in the receptacle in this room.]



Right. Keep it safe, keep it secret. But now for the real question: did I do it?

[image: I turn to the final window, which reads: Congratulations—you broke a record! You broke the all-time Yin-Yang Temple speed record! As a reward, you will receive 1 low-grade Agility Power-Up and 50 Trial Points. Old Record: 12 minutes and 41.2 seconds. New Record: 12 minutes and 23.6. seconds. Your Power-Up will appear in the receptacle in this room.]



Aww, yeah. Jackpot.
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CHAPTER 36
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Get by with a little help from my friends

––––––––
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I DID IT! I beat the temple record! My Strength ebbs away as I stop activating Boost Physical. At the end there, I was afraid I’d suffered for nothing, but a low-grade Agility Power-Up and 50 Trial Points? Hell yes!

[Quite an accomplishment, Emma. Well done.]

Aww shucks, you’re gonna make me blush.

“Thanks, Suri,” I say, happily beaming at a wall. “Just trying to grab any advantage I can to help me survive. And it looks like I wasn’t the first who went out of their way to set a new record; I wasn’t even that much faster.”

[Indeed, but what you need to understand is that the woman who set the previous record actually levelled up before she made her attempt. Your accomplishment was ostensibly greater.]

Interesting. 

“Really? But how did she level up before getting a Qi Pearl? Did she steal someone else’s?”

[Something like that.]

Very interesting.

I quickly find the receptacle that holds my rewards; it’s a small alcove below a large, grotesque statue of a suffering human. I have to wonder about the sanity of this sculptor...

The Yin Qi Pearl is about the size and shape of a large marble—a shooter, if you will—and solid black. I pick it up. Despite its size, it lies heavily in my hand. 

I study the Power-Up as well. It’s a transparent mushroom, that almost looks carved from ice, and has tendrils of purple lightning shooting through it. It’s rather mesmerizing, but... am I supposed to eat this? Well, there’s only one way to find out.

“Appraise.”

[image: The Appraisal Window lists the Purple Veined Cap as an Internal Power-Up that’s in stock and sold for 50 Trial Points. Its description reads: This rare fungoid has a complex, symbiotic relationship with the luminescent worms living inside of it. At the start of the fungoid's life cycle, the worms serve as a defence mechanism, shocking any would-be eaters. After the cap matures and releases its spores, the worms lose their hostility, and will allow the cap to be picked and eaten. The worms can then move on to the next stage of their own life cycle by finding an animal host. There, the worms will continue their mutualistic lifestyle: they take up root in the host creature's nervous system, where they provide an excellent service of strengthening and speeding up all signals. Serves as an Internal Power-Up that raises Agility by 2. Below that, it is stated to have a Toughness of 7.]



Huck. Worms?!

[Well go on, Emma, eat it.] 

“Eat it yourself!”

[That doesn’t make any sense; I don’t even have a mouth or digestive track.]

“Ugh, why’d it have to be parasitic worms?”

Still, an increase of 2 points in Agility...

I frown. “Wait, last time you said something about how the Toxic Energy in my system would kill any Power-Up I tried to consume, don’t I still have quite a lot in my system?” 

[You do, but it’s beneath your Tolerance Limit, so it’s under control. Only rogue energies cause trouble for Power-Ups. Or for you, for that matter.]

That makes sense, I guess.

Still, there are other things to consider. “You know what, I’m not in any rush. I’ll think about it.”

[Why? It’s perfectly safe, I promise. And the cost to have a Power-Up removed again is pretty negligible compared to the benefits, to be honest.]

Ignoring Suri, I gingerly pick up the cap and stick it in my pocket. I hold the Yin Pearl up in front of me.

“Appraise.”

[image: The Appraisal Window lists the Yin Qi Pearl as a Consumable that’s sold for 10 Trial Points, but currently unavailable. Its description reads: A pearl formed from concentrated Yin Qi. Upon consumption, all of that Qi is released in a single burst which refills one's Qi Pool and potentially even increases its size by up to 5 Onkh upon overflow. If taken together with a Minor Lavi Crystal and a Stardrop, it can instead initiate the process of levelling up from level 1 to 2. Below that, it is stated to have a Toughness of 89, and to provide an instantaneous Qi supplement of 50 Onkh.]



That’s about what I expected, though it appears to be comparatively lower in potency than a Minor Lavi Crystal. Well, one is for Qi and the other for Lavi, I guess you can’t just compare them as if they’re equal.

Time to go back.

A door in the side of the room slides open as I approach to reveal a narrow hallway which brings me back to the entrance.

I squint as the giant stone doors grind open to let me back out. It takes a bit for my eye to adjust after the low-light conditions I was in for so long. 

Because of that, a squeal is my only warning before I am struck by a blue-haired torpedo.

I internally lament the bruising on my ribs as Kaitlynn fiercely hugs me. It’s a good thing I raised my Toughness. 

Then again, she also raised her Strength.

Dave and Alec approach with big grins.

Kaitlynn takes a step back and frowns at me. “God, could you have taken any longer? We were dying of worry out here!”

Any longer? My eyelid twitches. 

“How was it?” Dave asks. “Is it... doable?” 

I nod. “It’s just like Lily described; plenty dangerous, but you’ll be fine as long as you’re careful and take it slow.”

He seems a little relieved, but still nervous. 

Lily, who is leaning on a wall to the side, snorts. “That seems a little hypocritical, coming from you. I don’t think I’ve seen anyone come out this quickly before. Were you in the circus or something?”

I smile. “Something like that.”

Lily studies me curiously for a moment, then shifts her gaze over the others. “So, who’s next?”

There’s a nervous beat of silence before Alec says, “Guess it’s my turn.” 

And just like that, the joyous atmosphere is gone again. 

Dave goes in for one of those guy handshakes; they clasp hands as if they’re about to arm-wrestle, but then pull each other in for a kind of half-hug. Kaitlynn just straight-up hugs him, of course. 

I walk up to him, still kind of unsure of what I’m going to do. Again, hugging isn’t really my thing. Thankfully, Alec seems to know me well enough. He clicks his heels together with an exaggerated flourish, stands up ramrod straight, and salutes me with a big grin on his face. 

I return the salute, though my answering smile feels a little strained.

Damn. This is actually pretty nerve-racking. When I went in myself, a lot of the nervous energy I felt came from excitement. Now I just feel dread. If he slips up in there, this could be the last time I see him. 

He’s already turning away, but I grab onto him and surprise him by pulling him into a hug, my reputation be damned.

He seems surprised for a second, then returns it. 

Soon, we run out of excuses to extend the goodbye. “Be back in ten,” Alec says, winking at us over his shoulder with a red-rimmed eye as he heads towards the temple. 

Despite myself, I snort.

We all stay put, watching as he walks up to the heavy stone doors. They close after him with a rather final-sounding, dull boom. 

For lack of something better to do, we settle down to chat while we wait.

***
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Thirty minutes pass; if it weren’t for the Social System—and the doors to the temple refusing to open—telling us he’s still alive, I would have assumed the worst by now. 

I also understand what Kaitlynn said earlier. Waiting is agony.

When the doors finally grind open and Alec comes out, it feels like a huge weight is lifted off my chest, even if he does look worse for the wear. His normally well-coifed hair is a mess, and his arms and face are covered in cuts and bruises.

We all cheer and happily welcome him back. Kaitlynn hugs him first, and it turns into a group-hug when Dave pulls me along to join in.

The first thing Alec does after we let him go is look at me like I’m some kind of demon. “Emma, how the hell did you—I mean, that last room, why aren’t you black and blue like me?!”

I smirk at him. “I dodged. The bigger stuff, anyway.” 

“You... dodged.” He shakes his head. “You actually walked the rope, didn’t you?” 

“Well, duh. I take it you hung from it like a slow-moving target?” 

He sighs and slumps down against the outer wall of the temple. I laugh.

Lily clears her throat. “All right, who’s next?” 

Kaitlynn bites her lip. “I guess it’s my turn.” 

Any remnant of laughter dies in my throat.

Kaitlynn silently demands a hug from each of us. 

Ours lasts for a while.

I almost tear up when I have to let go. God, when did I become such a girl? Kaitlynn must be a bad influence on me.

Instead, I give her my most confident smile, and boop her on the nose. “See you in a bit, Kaitmonster.”

Her answering smile is blinding. “You betcha.” 

And she walks into the temple without looking back.
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I was wrong. That wasn’t dread I felt when Alec ran the temple. That was just mild concern, at least compared to this—this gnawing feeling in the pit of my stomach. I feel like a dad whose impressionable sixteen-year-old daughter is going out on her first date with an older boy. The kind that wears leather jackets, gels his hair back, and smokes. 

I pace back and forth like a bear in a cage as Dave questions Alec some more about the temple. Dave’s very nervous too, I can tell, but he seems more worried about himself than Kaitlynn at the moment. I don’t blame him; he may be strong, but the way he moves always seems a little awkward, wooden. I guess that’s what an Agility of 8 looks like.

Ugh, I hate this. I feel so powerless! The Social System shows us she’s alive, but not how she’s doing, and we definitely can’t distract her by asking. Should I have given her th—

The heavy doors grind open. She walks out and it’s like the millstone around my neck shatters and drops. 

Next thing I know I’m picking her up and swinging her around as she squeals with laughter.

“Put me down, you crazy woman!” she yells finally, still giggling. 

I begrudgingly do, allowing Dave and Alec to welcome her back as well. Kaitlynn is sporting some bruises as well, but nowhere near as bad as Alec. I wonder how long she took to clear the temple. It felt like an eternity, but I may be biased.

Once again, Lily clears her throat to break up our party. “Congratulations. Guess you’re up, big guy.” 

Dave nods, looking rather green around the gills. “Well, I guess this is it... Like Emma said, we’ve trained a lot, and we’re able-bodied, and... yeah.” 

He spreads his arms awkwardly so Kaitlynn can hug him. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I wonder at how different the meaning of two otherwise similar hugs can be. 

Man, today is an emotional rollercoaster. Time to throw in another loop-the-loop.

I sigh. “Actually, hold that thought, Dave.”

They all stop and look at me. One good thing to come from all this waiting is that it gave me plenty of time to think and make up my mind. “I can’t let you go in there like this; an Agility of 8 is just too low.”

Lily’s eyes widen. “Only 8, really?” Immediately after blurting it out, she guiltily covers her mouth. 

Dave shrugs and glances at her, looking somewhat embarrassed. “Yeah, there were some problems around my birth that affected my development as a kid. I got picked last during Physical Education a lot.”

I can imagine.

He turns back to me. “So you think I should wait, see if I can train my Agility somehow?”

I shake my head. “That’s risky too, and frankly, I’m not confident I know how. Agility seems to be perhaps the hardest stat to train.”

I take a deep breath, and, with pain in my heart, pull a small transparent, lightning-filled mushroom out of my pocket.

I hold it out to him. “So instead, I think you should eat this.”

[Ugh, really? You’re giving it to him?] Suri chimes. 

Dave stares at me in confusion before carefully accepting it and saying, “Appraise.”

[You understand that stats don’t scale linearly, right?] Suri continues. [For someone with high Agility like you it is much harder to raise a stat naturally, and therefore a Power-Up like this is more valuable. Also, after your body grows accustomed to forcibly having its stats raised by a Power-Up like this, it will make it easier to increase the stat for real after you’ve had the Power-Up removed.]

“Oh shush,” I whisper back at her as Dave frowns at a screen the rest of us can’t see. “I’ve already made up my mind. No matter how much it might be worth to me, right now it’s worth more to Dave. Just think of it as something to lord over Rose.”

[I suppose there is that.]

Dave’s eyebrows suddenly rise almost to his hairline, expressing both wonder and a bit of ick. 

“Well don’t keep us in suspense!” Kaitlynn demands. “What is it?!”

“It’s a mushroom full of lightning-like worms, that can live inside the body symbiotically,” Dave explains.

“Symbiotic worms?!” Alec exclaims, shivering all over. “What kind of a gift is that?!”

“A great one,” Dave says. “It’s a low-grade Agility Power-Up.” 

That shuts Alec up. Kaitlynn looks back and forth between us, wide-eyed. 

Dave looks at me, appearing deeply moved. “Emma, are you sure? I mean, it’s worth 50 Trial Points, and it actually suits you pretty well...” 

I shrug and put my hands in my pockets, as blood rises to my cheeks. “Your life is worth more than that. Just eat it before I change my mind, okay?”

He comes in for a hug, closely followed by Kaitlynn. I think I’ve hit my yearly quota of hugs in like a day.

But I guess these are special circumstances, so I’ll allow it.

Alec salutes me again, with a look in his eyes I haven’t seen before. Lily, on the other hand, is looking at me like I’ve grown another head. 

Whatever. I’ve grown fond of the big lug, you know? What’s a little Power-Up among friends?

More importantly, what would surviving out here be worth, if I’d end up alone?
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CHAPTER 37
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The house always wins

––––––––
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WE ALL WATCH WITH rapt attention as Dave takes his first tentative bite of the transparent, lightning-worm-laced mushroom, and our scrutiny is rewarded with entertainment. 

His eyes widen comically and his face distorts as his whole body starts trembling uncontrollably. He falls down, and the very moment his butt hits the ground his long ponytail explodes into a ball of frizz.

We laugh and make fun of him, and I can almost feel glad I’m not the one eating it.

Dave valiantly ploughs on despite our mockery. With every trembling bite, a shudder passes through his entire body. However, the look on his face isn’t one of pain or anguish, but wonderment.

Even after swallowing down the last bite, Dave remains seated. His hands slowly stop shaking as he blinks and stares at them. He clenches and unclenches his hands a couple of times, then grabs a handful of pebbles from the ground next to his hiking boots and gets up.

I do my best impression of a fish when Dave starts juggling five of them.

No one makes a peep until he catches them all again, and nods in satisfaction. 

Alec turns to me, smacking his lips. “Hey Nonya, you got any more of those?” 

I smirk at him. “That’s none ya business.”

Dave laughs heartily. “I learned how to do that a long time ago, Alec. I just wanted to feel the difference between an Agility of 8 and an Agility of 10.” 

“Dave, that’s great!” Kaitlynn says with a warm smile before glancing at me with a touched look in her expressive eye. 

Becoming self-conscious again under her scrutiny, I clear my throat and avert my eyes from her, turning back to Dave to pretend to study him for changes.

Now that I’m looking at him, though, I think I can actually see the worms! Small flickers of light race up and down particular paths along his arm. I guess those are nerve bundles? I wonder what his spine looks like right now...

“Oh man, you really are infested,” I say, half-fascinated, half-horrified. “So, what’s it like living with worms, Dave? Itchy?” 

Dave shakes his head in wonder. “Amazing. My hand-eye coordination just reached a new level. It’s like my arms react quicker and more precisely to what I want them to do. Five balls used to be a real challenge, now I honestly feel like I could do seven.” 

Mmm, perhaps something like juggling could be a way to train Agility, but let’s save that for later.

I nod resolutely. “Good. Take some time to get ready, make sure there’s no aftereffects.” 

Dave shakes his head. “Rose says there won’t be. I’m ready.” 

[Tch.]

Ignoring Suri, I square my shoulders and walk up to give him a hug, which to my dismay, quickly turns into another group affair. 

Solemnly, we watch as the final member of our little clique enters the temple.
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Dave takes his time but eventually exits, sporting a sheepish smile and a black eye. 

We all cheer once more. Guess we all get to suffer a little longer. 

But at least we’ll suffer together.

Since we all have our pearls now, we ‘just’ need to procure enough Minor Lavi Crystals and Stardrops for everyone, and then we can all level up.

We thank Lily for her help and bid her goodbye before heading back to camp. She gives me a thoughtful look and a nod but doesn’t say anything.

Kaitlynn is less restrained. As soon as we’re out of hearing range of the little village around the temple, she asks, “Emma, where did you get that Power-Up?”

Dave and Alec look up in interest.

I shake my head. “It was the craziest thing. When I reached the end of the temple I got a notification that I was the 1,000th participant who made it through!” 

I sneak a glance at my rapt audience; they seem to be buying it. Hehe, suckers.

Of course, what kind of saleswoman would I be if I stopped selling now? “Next thing I know, confetti bursts from the ceiling, and this weird, happy-yet-kinda-creepy song starts playing over what I assume are hidden speakers. And this announcer-like voice booms over it: COOONGRATULATIONS!”

Kaitlynn smacks my shoulder, laughing. “Shut up!”

I frown at her, trying very hard to maintain my poker face. “Damn, what gave me away?”

“You—ugh—what part of that was supposed to be believable?!”

“Hmmm. All right, would you believe it was one of the objects that got shot at me in the final room and I just snatched it out of the air as it passed by?”

“Well now I wouldn’t!” she exclaims, looking rather amused despite her narrowed eyes. “Though I can totally see the people who made this place do that. How evil would that be? If they just had all kinds of valuable items shooting by behind us while we’re in there.”

Damn. That would be evil. They wouldn’t do that though, right?

Impatient, Kaitlynn pulls on my right sleeve. “Come ooon, what did you do, Emma?” 

Ugh, pouting at me with your eye all big and soulful, that’s just not fair. Fine.

“All right, I’ll tell you. I kinda made a dash for it and broke the speed record.”

Alec snorts. 

Kaitlynn rolls her eyes. “No, seriously, how’d you get it.”

A beat of silence follows.

Kaitlynn stops in her tracks and looks at me with wide eyes. “You didn’t.”

I come to a halt as well, scratching my neck. “Yeah... I did.” 

Alec’s jaw drops. “Holy crap. Emma, that’s crazy!”

Dave looks at me like he’s seeing me for the first time. “That’s incredible. Also incredibly risky.”

I shrug. “Well, it paid off.”

Suddenly, Kaitlynn punches me on the shoulder.

“Ow!” I exclaim. “What gives?”

She glares at me, eye blazing. “You could’ve died, you jerk!”

I shake my head with a small smirk. “No, no, it’s pronounced, ‘Wow, that’s amazing, Emma!’ ”

I can tell she’s fighting a smile by the way her lips quirk upwards. “Honestly. You’re unbelievable.”

“I get that a lot,” I tell her with a wink. She rolls her eyes, and a light flush creeps up her neck.

Cute...

When I go to link my arm through hers, however, she turns up her nose and brushes past me, leaving me to stare at her backside.

Dave comes up beside me and claps me on the shoulder. “Just let her cool off a bit before you apologise. I’m sure she’ll come around.”

And he walks on.

I frown after him, feeling like I’m missing something. Alec starts moving as well, so I fall into step beside him. After a second’s hesitation, I turn to look at him. “Why would I apologise?”

He shrugs. “Beats me.”
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Back at the hut, Alec enthusiastically gets to work on his leatherworking project. Dave, meanwhile, decides to fashion us some spears for the hunt. Kaitlynn’s still acting standoffish, loudly announcing that she’s going to prepare some kind of glue for them to use from her collection of plants, all the while pointedly ignoring me.

The next order of business for me would be to go check out ‘Moonshade Glade,’ but I have this gnawing suspicion that just walking off to do something dangerous isn’t going to help me get back in Kaitlynn’s good graces. 

So I decide to bite the bull in the horns, or something like that, and take a seat next to her. 

She glances at me, then resumes studying the plant in front of her. 

“Look,” I start quietly, “I get it. I get that you worried. I straight-up hated it when you were in that temple.” 

I glance over to see if she’s listening. She glances away again.

I soldier on, not entirely sure yet where I’m going with this. “This place we’re in, these Trials we’re facing... it’s all super dangerous. It’s all deadly, one way or another. I just feel like playing it safe isn’t necessarily the safest thing to do. You know what I mean?” 

She purses her lips. “There’s a pretty wide gap between playing it safe and attempting a speedrun, Emma. Or gargling Moonshade Sap, for that matter.”

I hesitate, then nod. “Granted, I may have gone a little overboard at times, but the risks I’ve taken so far have paid off. The Toxic Energy Tolerance I recklessly fostered might very well be our ticket to getting Stardrops. And breaking the temple’s record got me a Power-Up for Dave.” 

Kaitlynn turns to face me, her eye red-rimmed. “But Emma, gamblers always lose in the end. If you keep gambling your own life like this, you’ll wind up dead! All it takes is one instance of bad luck, one slip-up, and you’ll be gone.”

I frown, hold her gaze for a long instance, then put my hand on hers. “I’m not going to slip up, Kait. I’m going to get stronger. The speedrun was dangerous, yes, but it helped me raise my Agility to 13. Every risk I’ve taken has helped me grow, and that’s the whole point. The only way to be safe is to grow faster than the difficulty of these Trials, so we’re never faced with something we can’t handle.” 

Kaitlynn holds my gaze for a moment longer, before she finally deflates with a sigh and leans into my shoulder. “Maybe you’re right. I don’t know. I just don’t like the idea of you taking such crazy risks.” 

I hum happily, putting my arms around her and leaning my chin on the top her head. My breath comes a little tighter now that we’re touching again, like a tightness has left my chest. 

And I didn’t even need to apologise. Shows what you know, Dave. 

Of course, I don’t express this sentiment out loud.

“Let me make it up to you,” I say instead. 

She pulls back and gives me a questioning look.

“I feel like a celebration is in order—since we’ve all overcome the temple—and I still have some food in my backpack that I bet you’ll love...”
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I bring out my cup noodles to great cheer all around. It turns out I wasn’t the only one holding on to some food from back on Earth. Dave brings out a small bag of dried fruits, and Kaitlynn a box of mixed candy. I consider bringing out my bag of Doritos as well, but decide to save it for our next celebration. Optimists live longer, after all.

Alec had already eaten everything he brought, of course, but he turns dinner into a celebratory three-course meal, with my noodles serving as the starter.

They taste similar enough to how they did on Earth, though eating cup noodles here comes with a strange sense of hollowness, due to the lack of Lavi in the food. It’s kinda like eating empty calories, except not even that, since this food literally doesn’t contain energy. 

All in all, it’s a happy night, with a right feast.

Kaitlynn clutches my hand as we go to sleep. 

As I’m about to doze off, I hear her whisper to me. “Emma... will you please promise me you won’t take any too crazy risks anymore? I don’t think my heart can take it.” 

“All right, Kait. I promise,” I whisper back. 

I do cross my fingers behind my back though, just in case. I like to keep my options open.
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CHAPTER 38
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A rose by any other name

––––––––
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WHEN I GET MY FIRST proper look over the Moonshade Glade, my heart sinks. 

Because it is huge.

I’m perched high up on a tree branch, out of the Toxic Aether, yet I can barely make out the other side of it. 

Well, mostly out of the Toxic Aether, anyway. I take in a deep breath. Mmm, there’s that sweet burn I’ve been missing.

Anyway, I can see how the glade got its name. With its long stem and large petals, the Moonshade sticks out like a sore thumb among the rest of the flowers, despite the large variety thereof.

That brings me to my second problem: I have no idea what a Stardrop Flower looks like.

Part of me felt this was going to be easy, like I had it in the bag. I really should’ve known better.

“Suri... any chance you can describe a Stardrop Flower to me?” 

[Sorry, Emma, that’s classified.]

“Can you at least tell me if I’ll know it when I see it?” 

[How would I know?]

Ugh, this sucks.

[You have received a pre-recorded audio message, sent to all contacts of Samuel, would you like to listen to it now, or later?]

“Yeah sure, hit me. I mean, play the message, please.”

[Will do.]

<Hello, everyone. This is your council secretary, speaking on behalf of the council. I am sending you this message to address a startling new development. Namely, people venturing out into the Moonshade Glade in search of the Stardrop Flower.>

Oh boy, I’m not sure I like where this is going.

<As the council’s main goal is to ensure everyone’s survival and wellbeing, we are most concerned with this matter, and would strongly advise you all to cease this practice. After all—aside from the Yin-Yang temple—the glade is assuredly the deadliest place in Hub Two.>

Yeah, thanks for reminding me.

<Of course, the council will not just be sitting idly by as people risk their lives to find the Stardrop Flowers. In fact, we have recruited a survivor of some repute, who is an expert on all matters Toxic Energy, to conduct a careful investigation into the heart of the glade. You may know her as Emma, or better yet, the Toxic Dragon.>

I apply my palm to my face with a hearty groan. At least they removed the ‘Girl’ at the end.

<We have complete confidence in her eventual success, and we beseech you all to remain patient while she conducts her expeditions. This is your council secretary, signing off.>

Well, shit. I’m definitely feeling the pressure now. Since I’m currently lacking a better method, guess I better go down there and start appraising flowers...

I take a deep breath. I mean a really deep one; one that I intend to hold. Although my Lavi will start to drop after a little while, I will also pick up less Toxic Energy, which is currently a more pressing issue. In the long run, this will allow me to spend more time in the glade.

I grab the handy vine I found and rappel down.
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I’m an idiot.

Obviously, it’s rather difficult to hold your breath when you have to say ‘appraise’ every three seconds.

I think I appraised about ten flowers before my lungs were empty of Aether and I was forced to cut my run short and climb back on my branch. To make matters worse, I hardly remember the names of the flowers I just appraised or what they looked like.

“God, this is going to take forever. Suri, you wouldn’t happen to know an easier way of doing this, would you?” I ask hopefully.

[If by ‘this,’ you mean finding the Stardrop Flower, then that’s classified.]

I groan. 

[If by ‘this,’ you mean appraising a bunch of flowers while holding your breath, well, you could just ask me to appraise anything you point at.]

My eye twitches. That’s an excellent suggestion, but did you have to use that condescending tone?! 

“Yes, please,” I sigh.

Five minutes later, with my Lavi fully restored, I head back out with renewed vigour.
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By the time I start trudging back to the hut, I’ve lost track of how many different plants I appraised. It doesn’t help that I often mistakenly appraised the same kind of flower several times. They all look alike to me and I keep doubting if I’ve seen them before. 

None of them were Stardrop Flowers, at least.

Honestly, if it weren’t for her terrible Toxic Energy Tolerance, Kaitlynn would be much more suited for this task, as she probably already knows most of these plants.

The most frustrating thing is that I feel in my gut that the people who built this place definitely put that damn flower deep in the glade, which makes my search on the outskirts kind of pointless.

Except, even if I head in deep, I probably wouldn’t be able to recognise the Stardrop Flower. In fact, knowing my luck it’s some small, unassuming flower, hidden in the cracks between rocks or some bullshit. That means I first need to learn to recognise at least most of these stupid flowers before I risk entering the deeper, more toxic areas, so I can see which flower stands out as new.

Basically, I’m stuck searching for it in an area where I’m very unlikely to find it, to practise searching for it in the more dangerous area where I am likely to find it. 

This whole thing sucks, and it’s giving me a headache. Though that might also be the Toxic Energy.

Speaking of which, time to check the damage. “Status window.” 

[image: The Status Window shows that my Lavi Pool grew from 44 to 45 Onkh, my Agility rose from 12 to 13, and my Trial Point total went from 20 to 70. Meanwhile, my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 24.8 to 25.2%, and my Toxic Tolerance Limit from 6 to 6.2 Onkh. At 7.1 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently 0.9 over my limit, which eats away 1.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 10 to 9 and my Agility from 13 to 12. In the Skills section, my listed absorption of Lavi from Aether with Respiration level 3 increased from 11 to 11.5 Onkh per minute.]



Oof. Looks like I took in quite a bit of Toxic Energy during my search. I’ll need to do some serious detoxing before I go back out there again. Hmm... Rebecca did say the council would offer me assistance, perhaps I should swing by and see what they can do for me.
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When I return to the hut after my detour to the council, I find Alec and Kaitlynn, well, sparring, I guess?

At least, that’s what it looks like, but it doesn’t explain the lightsabre noises. Those are definitely not coming from their spears.

I clear my throat. They freeze up, then look my way kind of guiltily. Huh, do they expect me to berate them for wasting time? Well, maybe I should. Awww, Kaitlynn’s blushing though. I can never stay mad at her.

“Why Alec,” I say sweetly, “you seem to have a lot of free time all of a sudden...” 

“Hurk! Ehm, we were just taking a break. Actually, I should really get started on dinner!” He runs off into the hut.

The confused expression I put on afterwards is purely for Kaitlynn’s entertainment. “Was it something I said?”

Her face blooms into a grin, as she probably correctly guesses that she is exempted from my wrath. Honestly, why do they treat me like some kind of scary drillmaster? I haven’t been that bad, have I?

Anyway, Kaitlynn happily smiles as I saunter over, and she leans into my hand when I reflexively give her head a rub. 

“So, how did it go?” she asks. 

I groan. 

“That bad, huh?” 

I nod. “I’ll explain over dinner.”

“Oh my, are you asking me out?” Kaitlynn jokes, her eye twinkling. 

I snort. “Would if I could, milady, but there don’t seem to be any fine-dining establishments in the vicinity.”

She pouts.

“But I did get you something,” I continue, taking off my backpack to rummage around in it. Kaitlynn looks on curiously as I pull out and, with a flourish, present her a familiar-looking blue mushroom. 

“A Blue Angel for a blue angel,” I quip. 

Kaitlynn accepts it with a giggle, “Did you find this in the glade?” 

“Nope, it’s courtesy of the council; they promised me two a day to fight off the Toxic Energy,” I say, pulling out a second one. “I believe that makes us even, in the respect of mushrooms.” 

Kaitlynn shakes her head in amusement. “Shouldn’t you just eat it? Or... do you need some help chewing again?” she asks with a shit-eating grin.

“Shut up,” I say with a laugh. “I’m not that intoxicated. And eating them would be kind of a waste, as I have access to a certain amenity known as ‘Dave,’ don’t you think?” 

Kaitlynn’s mouth drops open as if in shock. “You little sneak, you’re just going to keep accepting the council’s Blue Angels and work Dave to the bone Purifying you, aren’t you?” 

I don’t reply, but my grin probably says all there is to say.

Kaitlynn shakes her head. “You are just... evil.”

“Sticks and stones, Kaitmonster,” I say, before offering her my arm.

She makes a show of considering it for a moment, before accepting with a giggle, and allowing me to escort her back to the hut.
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Dave begins Purifying me as soon as I ask, but reminds me that his Skill will soon stop working when the Toxic Energy in my body drops below my Tolerance Limit, and that I will have to rely on the Blue Angels and Respiration in a low-Toxic-Energy environment to lower it further. 

Wary of the Blue Angel’s bitter flavour, I suggest to Alec that he cook it up for me. It’s mostly a joke, but he runs with it enthusiastically and ends up preparing a lovely meal of braised trigot and crushed, spiced jicca nut, supplemented for me with a surprisingly tasty, baked Blue Angel.

The bitterness is mostly gone, replaced with a surprisingly sweet flavour. Thankfully, the detoxifying energy inside won’t be affected by adding such a ‘weaksauce amount of Heat,’ according to Alec’s AI, Sarge.

“So, what’s our medium-term plan?” Dave asks when we’re about done eating. 

“Well,” I say, “we’ve got our pearls and our hunting permits, so I guess the three of you need to try and hunt down three more Blue-Scaled Trigots for their Minor Lavi Crystals as fast as possible while I’m out... picking flowers. Man that sounds lame in comparison.”

Dave nods. “I came to the same conclusion. Regarding the plans, that is, not the flower-picking being lame. I’m still on the fence about whether the three of us should split up to hunt more efficiently, or stick together for safety. What do you reckon?” 

I hesitate. “Before, I would’ve responded ‘hell no’ to the suggestion of splitting up, but with the council running things now, perhaps it’s our best bet. We’re probably behind in collecting Minor Lavi Crystals compared to most teams. It might not turn out to matter much, considering the hunting permit system, but I still don’t like it.”

“Well, let’s see how far behind we could be,” Dave says, pulling a piece of bark with notches in it out of his back pocket. “I’ve been in this Hub for about 31 days, and I believe the first survivor got here maybe nine days earlier, so that’s potentially forty Minor Lavi Crystals—though probably more like thirty-five—that have been collected, of which we currently own one. Considering the number of people in Hub Two, that would mean there’s enough Lavi Crystals going around for two-thirds to level up with, which suggest we are indeed kinda behind on average.”

“Forty days?” Kaitlynn asks incredulously. “It can’t have been that long since we got here, right?”

“I mean Twin-Star days,” Dave clarifies, “those are roughly seventeen hours. A relevant difference, because the Blue-Scaled Trigot shows up shortly after Twinrise. In Earth-days, I’ve actually been in this Hub for about three weeks.”

I see. Kaitlynn once explained the frequency at which the Blue-Scaled Trigot appeared as ‘once a day’ but it makes sense that that wouldn’t be an Earth day. More importantly, Dave really is convenient to have around; I’ve totally given up on keeping track of time in this place.

“Bruce should have been here for about a month in Earth time,” Dave adds, “and taking into account the time he must’ve taken in the Trials, that means we’ve been here for at least five weeks. Of course, since we all went unconscious in Hub One, we can’t be sure how much time passed between our arrival and the start of the Trials—Rose wouldn’t answer my questions about that—so it could be more still...”

He falls silent with an odd look on his face.

I study him curiously. Is it just me, or does he seem a little obsessed? I wonder what that’s all about.

Alec frowns. “Look, that’s fine and all, but to be honest, I don’t think I stand much chance at taking down a trigot on my own, even with our new spears. Those things are bloody nimble; you really have to drive them in a corner to even get a chance to hit them.”

“Also a valid point,” I muse. “I guess Kaitlynn’s the only one really capable of hunting one on her own, thanks to her Astreum Blast. Also, I doubt many people would be willing to dispute the kill after seeing her use that Skill.” 

Dave nods thoughtfully. “Perhaps Alec and I can take one of the five exit points, see if we can lay some traps or something to help us kill one, while Kaitlynn takes another.” 

I glance over at Kaitlynn, who nods in agreement. “Sounds like a plan.” 

I stand up, then raise my leafy cup of birberry juice. “To Earth!” 

“To Earth!” the rest echo as they raise cups, their shadows following suit on the wall in the glow of the fire still blazing beneath the stove.

Despite my toast, I’m not sure if I would choose to go on if we get the option of giving up and staying here forever. At least in Hub Two, we’re relatively safe. But I’ll be very surprised if that turns out to be an option. 

I just can’t shake the feeling our time here is running short. 
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CHAPTER 39
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Let’s pave paradise, and put up a parking lot

––––––––
[image: image]


THREE DAYS AFTER THE hatching of our new plan, we finally obtain another Minor Lavi Crystal. The Blue-Scaled Trigot crawls out of the hollow stump Kaitlynn’s perched at, and she manages to strike it down with a well-aimed Astreum Blast. 

Since the chance the trigot comes out of any particular stump is only one in six—and there are other hunters Kaitlynn has to contend with—this is already pretty darn lucky. 

Of course, we don’t plan to just rely on Kaitlynn’s aim and luck. Alec and Dave came up with some kind of spear-slinging contraptions which they’ve been setting up around one of the other hollow stumps. 

Well actually, Dave’s done most of the work there, as Alec is mostly concerned with finishing up our armour. 

From what I understand of the process, Dave glues rails for his spears to the top of a low branch close to one of the stumps, and has slack vines somehow connected to them. To fire a spear, he drops a large rock that’s tied to the vine. After falling as far as it can, the rock pulls the vine taut, which launches the spear in the process.

Unfortunately, this crude firing mechanism is a little slow to activate, which makes it harder to score a hit, but Dave decides to make up for it in volume. By the fourth day, he has an array of six spear-slingers that can be activated by pulling a single vine, all aimed at the hollow tree stump.

On the sixth day, the trigot appears there and is promptly nailed to the wood by no fewer than three spears. 

Someone complains about our methods to the council, but they state they’ll allow it, as long as we are careful not to hit anyone and have hunting permits.

That night we have two things to celebrate: a successful hunt, which nets us our third Minor Lavi Crystal in total, meaning we only need one more, and our new armour being finished. 

Alec explains that he had some trouble with treating the leather, but managed to work something out with some help from Kaitlynn and Sarge. From what I understand from his rambling explanation, the process they came up with mostly consists of soaking the leather in hot Hydrum. The Heat makes the leather softer and more malleable at first, allowing it to be shaped, and upon drying, it stiffens and increases in Toughness from the original 31 to a lovely 36. 

The trouble he had with it stemmed mostly from a lack of thermometers to safely and accurately measure the temperature of the Hydrum with. Thankfully Kaitlynn has developed a pretty decent Heat Tolerance, and has gotten quite used to exposing her hands to large amounts of Heat.

We all try it on. The armour consists of separate pieces that cover different parts of the body, like the chest, legs, and arms. This makes it a little hard to put on, with all the small straps that need to be tied to fasten it, but thanks to Alec’s meticulous craftsmanship the fit is really good, and the different pieces overlap to leave hardly any gaps. My cuirass fits quite snugly, and with how stiff it is, can be a little restrictive to my movement, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. 

True to his word, he didn’t make it pointlessly sexy, but apparently he couldn’t refrain from doing his utmost to make them stylish, even going so far as to add a kind of layered pauldron on the shoulders, produce matching boots, and have the sleeves end in fingerless gloves.

I feel a pang of regret on having to give up my trusty sneakers, but safety trumps comfort.

All in all, it looks gorgeous, and Alec swells up under the rain of compliments like a pig being fattened for slaughter.

I shake my head at his antics, but let him have his moment. In the midst of the hullabaloo, my mind wanders to my own progress over the last couple of days. 

I’ve steadily gone deeper and deeper into the glade, though I haven’t been anywhere near the centre yet. The bad news is, that since I’m careful not to take in much over my Tolerance Limit, my Toxic Energy Tolerance hasn’t improved much, but the good news is: I’m still alive.

Honestly, lately I spend most of my time clearing out Toxic Energy in preparation of going back in there. First, Dave helps me Purify any Toxic Energy over my limit, then I eat one of my daily ration of two Blue Angels, and proceed to spend a whole lot of time Meditating and breathing really deeply high up in a tree—the Aether up there is the least toxic, so it helps me get rid of more Toxic Energy. 

The fact that it gives me a gorgeous view of the night sky and the occasional meteor impacting the protective grid during the Twinstar’s inactive phase is just a bonus.

All this Respirating and Meditating is good practice too; my Lavi absorption from Aether has gone up to 12 Onkh per minute, though the Respiration Skill has yet to evolve to Breath Control. I’ve also been practising shutting off my senses one at a time during Meditation, and I think I’m getting better at it, but it’s hard to tell. What’s more, my Lavi Pool is slowly increasing again. Only by three points so far, but it’s still nice.

Other than that, I’ve taken to bringing home flowers for Kaitlynn. For her collection, I mean. 

I personally don’t pay a lot of attention to the info about the plants I gather; I just skim the appraisal of flowers I don’t recognise for the name and if there are any unfamiliar effects listed below before deciding to unearth it or move on. I’m on a tight schedule, and there are way too many different plants, most of which don’t have any interesting properties.

Some do, however, in which case I collect them for Kaitlynn. I found this pretty cool root for example. It kind of looks like a glowing pink beet, and has restorative properties. I shit you not, it’s called a Heartbeet.

Of course, the stingy bastards who built this deathtrap made those rather rare, so I only found the one so far. 

I also collect the Fire-Blossoms we use to light our stove, though not too many, seeing how they could spontaneously combust if I dropped them or smacked them into something. 

However, it isn’t until the next day, day seven, that I make my most interesting—if not the most useful—find. A hot-pink, yellow-dotted mushroom called the Carriage of Dreams.

In fact, I’m not even aware of what it is I discovered, but when I offer it to Kaitlynn, she can’t help but look at the appraisal window with a bemused smile. “Emma, what did you bring this back for?”

I shrug. “It looked cool and had a kick-ass name.” I mean, duh. “Why, is there something wrong with it?”

“The appraisal says it’s hallucinogenic.”

A hallucinogenic mushroom, are you saying I brought back a ‘shroom’? I grin at her. “Sweet. Wanna go trip balls later?”

[That’s a terrible idea, Emma,] Suri chimes. [That kind of mushroom forms a Dreamscape of its own. It would be very easy for you to get lost in there and never find your way back, and even I wouldn’t be able to help you.] 

Damn. Even the drugs are dangerous in this Realm.

Well, you know what I mean. 

“All right, party pooper, I’ll leave the shrooms alone,” I grumble. “Suri says, it’s dangerous,” I elaborate when Kaitlynn looks at me weirdly.

She shakes her head but adds the shroom with her collection. “Who knows, maybe we’ll find a use for it,” she says with a wink.

“Like feeding it to Alec as a prank?” I respond hopefully.

She smacks my shoulder. Tch, violent woman.

Later that evening, when I sit down upon a high branch to start my Meditation, a question that’s been gnawing somewhere in the back of my mind pops forth.

“Hey, Suri, I gotta say, for an entirely different dimension, there are a surprising amount of parallels between life here and on Earth. I mean, there’s grass, trees, flowers, weird lizards, and now even hallucinogenic mushrooms. What’s up with that?”

[It is suspected most life in this Realm originated in the Entropic Realm,] Suri chimes. 

Come again? “Do you mean other life forms were somehow void-shifted here long ago and adapted?”

[Most likely.]

“Then, what life forms didn’t originate in this Realm?”

[That’s classified.]

Whoop, there it is. I sigh deeply, and after a few more ineffectual questions enter a lucid trance to spend another night—my eighth since we beat the temple—high up in a tree.

***
[image: image]


The next morning I power-walk through the colourful foliage of the glade while holding my breath, wasting no time appraising anything. 

This is the second day that I’m going out in my new blue leather armour, and I must admit, it looks pretty damn cool, even if it does chafe a little. I’m still wearing my uniform beneath it for a little extra padding, but it doesn’t help much. Maybe I should ask Alec for some adjustments when I get back.

It takes about ten minutes to get to about as deep as I’ve ever been, at which point my Lavi is nearly exhausted, and I am forced to start breathing again.

I’m still seeing plants here that I’m quite sure I haven’t appraised before, but I decide to keep going. I’m getting a little antsy. I mean, we only need one more Minor Lavi Crystal, so it won’t take much longer until the Stardrop Flower is the only missing ingredient we need to level up, yet I still haven’t caught as much as a glimpse of one. I should head a bit deeper today.

Somehow, the glade keeps getting more and more beautiful as I explore its depths. The plants keep getting larger, and the colours more vibrant. If it weren’t for the Toxic Energy pervading the Aether, this would be the loveliest field of flowers I’d ever witnessed. It might still be.

Take this one, for example; a huge new flower I’ve just come across. Its petals actually gleam like crystals—no, like mother of pearl—changing with the angle of view as it sways gently in the breeze. Back and forth, back and forth... gorgeous. As I get closer, I notice that even its stamen are pretty; they have what look like little clouds at the end of them, giving off a mysterious purple glowing powder that dances in the flurries created by my breath and—

I freeze mid-step. What am I doing? Was I about to... smell this flower? Why do I still kind of want to?

Swaying in indecision, I manage to lift a finger and point at it. 

[image: The Appraisal Window that pops up lists the Dreamcloud Flower as a Toxic Plant that isn’t sold. Its description reads: This beautiful flower holds a deadly secret; more sophisticated than your run-of-the-mill toxic flower, it excretes a special kind of Toxic Energy which has been instilled with Purpose. The so-called Dreamcloud Energy attracts unsuspecting fauna to the plant, and even causes it to fall asleep near the plant's roots, where it can devour them. Below that, it is stated to have a Toughness of 13, and to have a high level of toxicity with the Dreamcloud Purpose, a unique Purpose that increases suggestibility and induces sleep.]



My eyes snap wide open, and the rush of adrenalin that’s released inside of me acts like a cold bucket of water to my face.

Th—this flower nearly got me! I almost got done in by a friggin’ plant! Motherf—

A snap beneath my foot draws me out of my thoughts. I look down and immediately regret it.

The ground around this plant is littered in bones. Vines coming from the base of the Dreamcloud Flower slowly crawl about between them, as if looking for sustenance. 

That’s not the worst part. Right next to my foot, they’re working on a half-devoured corpse.

A human corpse.

I almost trip over my own feet in my haste to get away. The vines wave slowly as I pass but otherwise make no efforts to stop me.

I fall down on my knees outside of the tiny graveyard, and dry-heave as I wait for my heartbeat to slow down. I manage to keep my breakfast down with some difficulty.

How in the hell did I not notice?! No, that’s normal, I guess. Must be the plant’s doing. I suppose I have my Toxic Energy Tolerance to thank for the fact that I resisted it as much as I did.

I shakily get back to my feet, and risk another glance. Most of the bones surrounding the plant are small, seeming to originate from tiny critters and birds. The largest skeleton looks suspiciously like a trigot, but the freshest one is clearly human. 

I mean, it still has long hair, clothing and... a pair of glasses? Holy shit, is that Carol-Anne?!

Her face is turned away from me, but there’s no way I’m taking a look at it for confirmation.

I think it is her. The colour and length of her hair matches...

Guess she must be one of the people who went missing looking for Stardrops... I better let the council know.

As soon as the fright wears off, I get angry. “Suri, what the hell! Why didn’t you warn me?!”

[You didn’t ask.] 

“Are you frig—” 

[Just kidding. No, the Dreamcloud Flower is considered a trap. Naturally, I am not allowed to warn you about those, as that would defeat the purpose of having traps.] 

‘Naturally,’ she says. Why are there even traps in the first place; isn’t this place deadly enough?!

My time is limited, but right when I’m about to move on, my eye falls on the trigot. And then on Carol-Anne’s backpack, still half-attached to her corpse. 

I hesitate for a moment. Shit. We’re all just trying to survive, right?

The trigot is a dud. There’s nothing but a slight dent in the skull in the location where the Minor Lavi Crystal should have been. Either someone or something nabbed it, or more likely, judging from how many vines still connect to its skull, the plant consumed it.

I turn my head away as I try to quickly cut the backpack loose with a sharp shard of rock.

Sorry Carol-Anne, but it’s not like you need it anymore...

I run out of the plant’s sphere of influence as soon as it comes loose, then quickly search it. Some of the plant’s vines clearly made their way inside and did away with most of the food, as there are only scraps of jicca nuts and dried out husks of birberries left. However, as I’m about to give up, I discover a real prize in a small front pocket: a Yang Qi Pearl.

Frig yes! Thank you Carol-Anne! Ooh, if Kaitlynn uses this to upgrade her Qi Pool, then perhaps she’ll have enough to fire two fully charged shots in a row! Why didn’t the plant eat it though? Is it because it has a Yin affinity? Well anyway, its loss is my gain.

Carol-Anne’s Focus Crystal unfortunately wasn’t in her backpack, meaning she probably had it on her somewhere...

I suppress a shudder. Nope. Nuh-uh. I’m drawing the line at frisking half-digested corpses. I should just head back and deliver my news to the council. Not like we’d have a use for it as anything other than a spare anyway, and they’re not that expensive.

As hard as I try, however, I still can’t quite convince myself to walk away.

I take another glance at her corpse, wavering in indecision. What if there’s something else valuable in her pockets though...

Before I can make a decision however, the following announcement pops up in front of me.

[image: The first door of Hub 2 has been used. There is now a total of 44 participants in Hub Two. Five doors remain.]
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CHAPTER 40
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Audrey three

––––––––
[image: image]


A ROARING FILLS MY ears as my heart goes into overdrive, all thoughts of further looting banished from my mind. 

Five doors remain. That means what I think it means, doesn’t it? 

The doors don’t reset; they only open once.

There were six doors, for five people each. If one has been used, there’s only room for twenty-five more people.

And there’s forty-four participants remaining.

Shit shit shit!

[You have an incoming call from Samuel, would you like to pick up?]

“Yeah, sure,” I mutter distractedly. 

<Emma, did you find the Stardrop Flowers? Did you provide the people who used that door with Stardrops?!>

I roll my eye. He can’t see me anyway. “I wish. As you can see on your map, however, I’m currently smack dab in the middle of the glade, looking for the bloody things.”

<Right,> he says, the fire in his voice gone. <Well, keep looking, and keep us updated. I need to go do some damage control.>

Then he just hangs up on me. Rude much?

Well anyway, I have more important things to worry about. 

“Suri, Status Window!”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Lavi Pool grew from 45 to 48 Onkh. Meanwhile, my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 25.2 to 25.3%, and my Toxic Tolerance Limit from 6.2 to 6.3 Onkh. At 6.7 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently 0.4 over my limit, which eats away 0.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 10 to 9 and my Agility from 13 to 12. In the Skills section, my listed absorption of Lavi from Aether with Respiration level 3 increased from 11.5 to 12 Onkh per minute.]



I’m over the limit, but only a little. Screw it. I turn around and start marching deeper into the glade, cursing my previous reticence as I go.

I just had to take my time and go slow with this, learning about plants. It’s not like being cautious actually helped keep me safe from that friggin’ Dreamcloud! I should’ve just trusted my gut and stormed into the depths the first time; now people managed to beat me to the Stardrop Flowers!

What if there aren’t any left? What if they picked the rest and sold them off for Minor Lavi Crystals or—

No, I can’t think like that. But I can’t pussyfoot around anymore either. I’m finding these damn flowers right now, even if I have to intoxicate myself again to get to them. 

At least my Lavi is largely restored, so I can go back to holding my breath to prevent taking in more Toxic Energy, for now. Just to be on the safe side, I take out the emergency Blue Angel in my backpack and chow down. I only have the one as bringing more than one would be pointless; its effect lasts for about eight hours, and won’t overlap with a second one.

I just hope I’ll be able to recognise the damn flowers when I see them...

***
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As the average height of the plants keeps increasing, visibility rapidly declines to about fifteen feet. 

There are more Dreamcloud Flowers here, but I know to avoid them now. 

Mere minutes after Samuel’s call, Suri alerts me that I’ve received a pre-recorded message from him, which was sent to everyone. I accept the transmission, and a familiar voice fills my head.

<Hello, everyone; this is the council secretary speaking. As you’ve all learned, a team of survivors has managed to clear Hub Two. While this is good news overall, the accompanying announcement seems to imply that the number of spots in the next Trial is... limited. Please remain calm while we investigate.>

Yeah, I’m sure people are going to be very calm now. Then again, most people should have connected the dots anyway.

<In the meantime, the council has yet to succeed in contacting the team—a party of five—that has left Hub Two. It seems the Social System doesn’t extend beyond the Hub. As of yet, it is unknown where they acquired their Stardrops. We urge you all not to take rash actions which may endanger yourself or others.>

I’m sure he meant everyone but me, as I’m their designated person to find them.

<The council will offer three Minor Lavi Crystals for the knowledge of how Stardrops may be safely acquired.>

Hey, those are mine!

<If you have any clue, please let us know so we can prevent meaningless deaths. Remember, it is currently unknown whether the doors really won’t reset eventually, and even if they don’t, if anything bad will happen to those who remain in Hub Two. There is no reason to assume the worst and lose your life over it.>

Hmm.

<As soon as we know more, you will receive an update. Keep faith, friends. This is your council secretary, signing off.>

Well, he has a point about us not knowing, but so far these Trials haven’t been that nice to us. 

Ironically, even as I ponder this, vines suddenly burst out of the ground and lunge for me. 

Scared out of my wits, I jump back. Luckily, my Agility hasn’t deteriorated too far under the effects of the Toxic Energy, and I react quickly enough to dodge most of the vines; however, one of them manages to grasp onto my wrist.

Large leaves in front of me move aside, revealing a bulbous, red, car-sized flower that reminds me of a mutated, overgrown tulip. It sways hypnotically, and a delicious-smelling liquid drops from the opening in its petals that’s aimed right at me. The liquid’s smell might have been tantalizing enough to make me consider moving closer, if it weren’t for the sizzling and the smoke wafting off the ground where the liquid lands. Also, are those teeth?! 

Honestly, any second now I expect it to start singing about how hungry it is in a deep bass voice.

I quickly pull a sharp rock from my pocket and start cutting the vine that’s grasping me. The plant reacts by slinging its other vines towards me, but as I am pretty much at the edge of its reach, I am able to dodge them. 

Finally, I manage to cut myself loose and fall on my ass out of its range. That was close.

I hurry around the creepy plant in a wide arc and continue on my way while keeping an eye out for this additional threat.

My Lavi is dropping dangerously low again, so I resume breathing. 

Oof, that burns. The Toxicity here tastes like the highest I’ve ever encountered; I better move quickly.

I rapidly but cautiously make my way through the dense, dangerous foliage, occasionally pointing at an unfamiliar flower for Suri to appraise. So far, no dice.

Shit. Perhaps going deeper right now wasn’t the wisest spur-of-the-moment decision. 

Just when I’m seriously contemplating turning around for the relative safety of the towering trees in the distance, I spot a glimmer to my right. 

On a hunch, I turn towards it and pick up my pace, rushing through the dense underbrush. 

When I clear the final hurdles, I find myself staring out over a pond, fed by a Hydrumfall, and covered in huge lily pads that lazily drift around. The excess Hydrum flows out in a stream that disappears into the glade.

More importantly, however, growing on—or out of—the pond, is a large yellow flower, which droops under the weight of a fist-sized, sparkling drop suspended from a tube-shaped growth in the middle. Actually, it’s not just one. There are dozens.

This is it!

A notification pops up in my vision.

[image: Welcome to Stardrop Pond. Please leave the flower intact when you harvest a Stardrop. Also, beware the dangers of greed.]



YESSS! I FOUND THEM!

However, beware the dangers of greed? Do they expect me to grab only one?! I didn’t come all this way to go home with one Stardrop. No, surely getting enough for my team is allowed...

And even if it isn’t, I’d like to see anyone try and stop me now. 

There’s a kind of bamboo growing around the edges of the pond that looks pretty sturdy, so I make quick work of unearthing a particularly long specimen, and heft it over my shoulder.

I nimbly hop onto a door-sized lily pad as it comes floating by. It wobbles, but easily holds my weight, hardly even denting the Hydrum’s high surface tension.

I stick my makeshift bamboo oar into the muddy depths of the pond and push off, causing the free-floating lily pad to head for the nearest Stardrop Flower. 

I come to a halt in front of it, and carefully liberate the surprisingly sticky Stardrop from its mother. 

“Appraise,” I say, holding it up in front of me.

[image: The Appraisal Window lists the Stardrop as a Consumable that’s sold for 10 Trial Points, but currently unavailable. Its description reads: The workings of this glittering drop of highly viscous liquid have yet to be fully understood. Consuming it causes the energies inside your body to ignite. This results in a state of great power and limitless energy, that lasts until the consumer inevitably burns up, often fatally. If taken together with a Minor Lavi Crystal and a Qi Pearl of the right affinity, it can initiate the process of levelling up from level 1 to 2. Below that, it is stated to have a high Viscosity, that will downgrade to medium when heated.]



Woah, that’s intense. 

I consider wrapping the Stardrop in a leaf or something, but despite its stickiness, it doesn’t actually seem to leave anything behind when I roll it around in my hand. 

I shrug and put it in my backpack. I watch carefully in case it starts to react with anything else in there, but it seems pretty inert. I’ll keep it away from Carol-Anne’s Yang Qi Pearl at least, just in case.

Ugh, the toxicity over here is crazy though; I can already feel my muscles weakening and my movements becoming slower and less coordinated, so I quickly start paddling towards the next Stardrop Flower. 

When I grab the Stardrop this time, a strange ripple goes through the pond, that causes my lily to slosh ever so slightly. 

I freeze in place, but nothing happens. I hesitantly put it in my backpack. Still nothing.

That was disconcerting, to say the least. But I’m not about to stop now. 

I paddle my pad over to another Stardrop Flower, weaving left and right between other lazily drifting lily pads.

I swallow thickly when I reach the flower, but steel my nerves and rip the Stardrop loose in a single motion. 

For a second, everything is quiet. Then, the pond bursts into wild motion, the Hydrum churning and rocking as volleyball-sized snakeheads rise above the surface. 

The serpents are a vibrant shade of magenta, have small green crystals in their foreheads, and look angry. Very angry.

The one closest to me opens its jaws wide, revealing a full set of nasty, serrated teeth, and lunges, hissing wildly. 

I do what any sane girl would do in such a situation: I activate Boost Physical and use my bamboo stick to pole-vault onto another lily pad. 

Just in time too, as the serpent behind me takes a huge bite out of the lily pad I was just standing on, lifts its head, and chokes it down. 

It looks around in confusion, seemingly wondering why it only got salad when it ordered steak, but by the time it turns around to find me, I’ve already moved on. 

Not that I have much choice in the matter; a second serpent launches a spray of glowing, bubble-gum-pink goop at me, and I manage to mostly dodge it by vaulting towards another lily pad.

Some of the goop lands on my armour and glides off as if it were Hydrum. However, a droplet of the stuff hits my cheek and causes me to hiss in pain, assuring me that it’s far from harmless.

The hissing, smoking, and rapidly dissolving lily pad behind me is also a pretty strong hint. 

A third serpent swims up to me, rising up higher out of the Hydrum, and I realise it’s actually not a snake at all! In fact, with its thick torso and long paddles for limbs, the resemblance to the prehistoric plesiosaurus is uncanny.

What? Dinosaurs are awesome, all right?

Though I’m not a fan of this one in particular, as it rears back to snap its long neck at me. 

I decide to take a less reactive stance to my survival and begin vaulting from lily pad to lily pad. Thankfully, Boost Physical allows me to compensate for the weakening effect of the Toxic Energy in my system.

Enraged by my rebellious attitude, the plesiosaurus... plesiosauruses? Plesiosauri? The plessies chase after me, spitting pink-glowing acid and snapping their jaws. 

However, their immense size makes them relatively slow, allowing me to stay one step ahead.

Despite the improvised route I’m forced to take due to the random floating of the lily pads, I’m getting very close to the edge of the pond on the opposite side I came from. 

Sticking out of the water in the middle of a nearby cluster of lily pads, however, is a Stardrop Flower.

Ah shit. In for a penny, in for a pound. 

I quickly change course, vaulting to a lily pad in the general direction of the cluster. However, my action is not appreciated by the plessies, and one of them swerves to cut me off, pushing away the next lily pad on my route as it surfaces. 

And since my return path is also compromised, I instead vault onto its back. 

A shudder passes through it as I land on its rough scales. It quickly swings its long neck around in an attempt to whack me off its torso. 

However, all it takes is another Boost for me to somersault over its neck and triumphantly land on one of the lily pads in the cluster on its other side. There, I jump from pad to pad, chased by a spray of acid. 

At the last moment, I change directions and grasp the Stardrop without breaking my stride.

As soon as the Stardrop comes loose, however, the plessies go quiet. One by one, they dive down. I look back in confusion, before shrugging, sticking the Stardrop in my backpack, and quickly vaulting to a lily pad that’s drifting away from the cluster and headed for the shore. 

And that’s when I feel the pond... tremble. I glance back over my shoulder.

Behind me, the giant head of what I can only assume is Momma Plessie shatters the surface.
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CHAPTER 41
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Acid rain

––––––––
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THE LARGE WAVE CAUSED by Momma Plessie’s dramatic entrance nearly throws me off my lily pad, but I manage to keep my balance with the bamboo rod.

For a split second, I stare at the house-sized head of the monster. 

It stares back. Then it opens its cave-like maw. 

I ditch my trusty rod and dive into the Hydrum, away from the incoming deluge of acid. 

However, what comes out of Momma Plessie’s mouth is less of a deluge and more of a jet. It impacts the Hydrum behind me and whips up a major wave which sends me tumbling head over heels until I wash up on shore.

I jump up, spit out some Hydrum, and waste no time running off into the vegetation. Somehow, I came out of that mostly unhurt, but a glance over my shoulder tells me Momma isn’t done.

Which is why I change directions as soon as I believe I’m out of sight. 

A second later, a sound like a hundred pressure washers firing simultaneously informs me that I made the right decision. I glance back to see a strip of land behind me get annihilated by another high-powered jet of glowing, bubble-gum-pink acid, leaving nothing but a glowing pink furrow.

Okay, okay, I just have to get out of range; there’s no way she can move quickly on land with those flippers!

I bolt like a cheetah on steroids, glancing back as often as I can. 

Momma’s Plessie’s head rises up ominously over the vegetation behind me. Her eyes find me and my heart jumps into my throat when she lifts her chin and—

Something snags my ankle, and I faceplant. Disoriented, I try to quickly jump up, but there’s vegetation tangled up with my limbs.

You’ve got to be—

Suddenly, the tendrils arresting my limbs hoist me up, and my heart seizes when I realise I didn’t trip, but was tripped, by a huge, hungry plant. 

I struggle futilely against my bindings, as the enormous red flower opens in front of me hungrily, leaking its sweet-smelling digestive fluids almost salaciously.

Then an enormous globule of pink acid splashes right down into its big stupid mouth and melts the whole thing in an instant.

It happens far too suddenly for me to even try to avoid the splatter, thus I’m hit right in the face. 

I cry out in pain as the glowing pink acid disfigures my nose. 

However, at least the tendrils holding me up all go limp and drop me on my ass, so—still howling in pain—I scramble to my feet and take off again, skirting the glowing pink crater in front of me.

Glancing back, I see Momma Plessie fire off another huge globule of acid. 

I veer quickly to the left, but can’t avoid being hit by some more of the splatter

The acid burns wherever it touches my skin, but seems to just drip off my armour without harming it. Thank you Alec!

I start zigzagging through the glade.

Frig, I hope I’m out of range soon...

***
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Turns out, Momma Plessie has a pretty long range, so I return to the hut covered in acid burns. Honestly, without my armour I wouldn’t be standing here at all. Heck, I’m barely standing as it is, with all the Toxic Energy in my system. 

Alec screams like a girl when he sees me. Heh. I must look a sight. I think part of my nose is missing...

Dave blanches, but keeps his cool, and immediately guides me to stumble over to the bed.

“Christ, Emma,” he mutters as he starts Purifying me. “What happened to you? And why didn’t you message us for help?”

Right. I could’ve done that after I left the glade...

“Guess I wasn’t thinking straight,” I croak out weakly. “Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Lavi Pool is full at 48 out of 48 Onkh. Meanwhile, my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 25.3 to 25.6%, and my Toxic Tolerance Limit from 6.3 to 6.5 Onkh. At 11.6 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently 5.1 over my limit, which eats away 7.5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 10 to 5 and my Agility from 13 to 6.]



Good. As long as I get some food in my stomach, this much isn’t enough to kill me.

I weakly pull on the armour covering my chest, and Alec promptly starts helping me take it off, careful not to stare too much at my burns. Beneath it, over my belly, he finds the remains of my backpack. I stuffed it there for safekeeping pretty soon after it started raining acid bombs. Apart from some holes, and losing one of the straps, it’s actually pretty okay.

“Want me to fix this for you?” he asks.

“Later,” I croak. “Check out the contents.” 

The look on his face when he pulls out the first slimy, glittering drop is priceless. Too bad smiling hurts my cracked lips. 

Alec’s expression changes once he appraises it. “Nonya, are these what I think they are?” 

I nod. Ouch. “Yup. I found them.”

Excitedly, he pulls out the others. “And you got four of them?! That’s great!” 

“Yeah... Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to take a little nap.”

“Emma, what happened?” Dave asks as my eyelids flutter closed.

“I got greedy.”

***
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When I come to, the Twinstar has entered its inactive state, and Dave is purifying me with a worried look on his face. 

There’s a notification floating in my vision:

[image: It reads: Announcement. The second door of Hub Two has been used. There is now a total of 38 participants in Hub Two. Four doors remain.]



I groan and sit up, feeling marginally better. 

I wave away the grim message. “How long was I out?”

“A couple of hours,” Dave answers. His voice sounds tense. “We figured we’d wait with levelling until you were awake at least.”

I look around. Alec’s in another corner, fixing my backpack. He smiles at me, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. One person is conspicuously absent.

I swallow, an uneasy feeling brewing in the pit of my stomach. “Where’s Kaitlynn?”

“We... can’t get a hold of her.” 

“Wha—” in my haste to speak, I accidentally inhale some spittle and fly into a violent coughing fit.

“She was supposed to be back before Twinset, but as you can see, it’s already dark out,” Dave continues grimly. “With the state Hub Two is in right now, I can’t help but fear the worst.” 

Frig! What does he mean, the worst? Wait... I’m pretty sure the previous announcement said forty-four participants remained, but the last one said thirty-eight. If only five people can enter a door, that means...

Dave correctly interprets my panicked gaze. “Rose assures me that since she’s still listed in my contacts, she must still be alive. That she’s not answering simply means, she’s...” 

“Incapacitated,” I fill in the blank. “But we can see where she is on the map, right? Why didn’t you go—”

Dave raises a brow at me.

Right. Dave couldn’t exactly leave me here untreated, let alone unconscious. That would mean only Alec was free to go out on a potentially dangerous, solo rescue mission. Not the best plan.

Suri interrupts me before I can utter another desperate question.

[You have an incoming contact approval request from ‘Luke.’]

“Who?” 

Wait. I shoot upright, ignoring the pain it causes me.

“Frig. Accept it, please.” 

[Contact approval request accepted,] Suri chimes. [You have an incoming call from Luke, would you like to—]

“Yes.” 

For a second, it’s silent in my head. Dave looks at me in confusion. 

<Hello Emma.>

Lego-ass! I friggin’ knew it!

“Luke. To what do I owe this pleasure?” I ask darkly, dreading the answer. 

<I think you already know.> 

Oh no...

<We have Kaitlynn. You seemed pretty fond of her. If you want her back alive and well, you will deliver five Stardrops to where we’re holding her before the next Twinset.>

“Five Stardrops?” I repeat, racking my brain for some kind of plan. “You’re delusional. They don’t exactly grow on trees, you know?”

<Well, I’m sure your position as the council’s official Stardrop acquirer isn’t just for show. You’ve been at it for, what, a week? Honestly, if you haven’t found them yet by now, you’re just not trying hard enough. Maybe this deadline will help.>

“Not trying hard enough? Are you friggin’ kidding me?!” I swallow the rest of what I was about to say, nearly biting my tongue in the process; I can’t let him know I already found the Stardrops, or he might change the timeframe for delivery. 

The painful truth is, in a way, he’s right. If I had gone deeper sooner, and had reached the Stardrops first, this mess may have been avoided altogether.

<This is the deal; take it or leave it.>

“Fine. I’ll get you your Stardrops.” Not like you’re giving me much of a choice.

<Then we’ll look forward to your arrival. Oh, and don’t even think of involving the council; we have friends on the inside, and if we catch word of any of that crap, you can consider your friend dead.> 

He hangs up. 

[Ah. It would seem Luke has removed you from his list.] 

Son of a bitch.
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CHAPTER 42

[image: image]


There’s a fine ’lynn between bravery and stupidity

––––––––
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“OPEN HUB MAP!”

A transparent map shows up in my eye-crystal’s view. On it, a glowing arrow seems to indicate my position. Besides my arrow I find two blinking dots labelled Dave and Alec. There’s another dot in the centre of the Hub, next to the temple, labelled Samuel, and finally, somewhere on the other side of the Hub, there’s a dot labelled Kaitlynn.

The map turns with me as I spin, in a way that keeps the arrow that represents me aligned with the direction I’m facing, so it’s child’s play to determine when I’m looking the right way.

I stare blankly in the direction she’s in, my hands clenched into fists.

I thought this mess with Meathead and Lego-ass had pretty much blown over by now. Guess I’ve been naïve.

The asshats were just biding their time.

Alec looks at me in confusion and worry, Dave... in despair. I guess my half of the conversation was enough for him to piece together what’s going on.

I take a deep breath, then explain Kaitlynn’s circumstances to them, staring at the floor in front of my feet the whole time. A silence falls after I’m done.

Alec is the one who breaks it. “I guess that’s that, then. I don’t know about you guys, but I say either we all get out of here or we go down together. So we’d better get that final Stardrop, then go make the deal.”

Dave sighs, and nods. “There’s nothing for it, I suppose. You’ll have to explain to us how to get it, Emma, because you’re in no shape to go out there again. Maybe we can grab some extra, and—”

I shake my head. “I hate to break it to you, but you’d never make it there, even if I forewarned you about all the dangers and you walked there in a straight line. When I came back I was at 11.6 Onkh of Toxic Energy. You guys simply don’t have the necessary Tolerance.”

Dave frowns. “Well, I can Purify myself—”

“Yeah,” I cut him off, “once an hour, for ten minutes. That’s not gonna cut it.” I get up and start pacing the floor. “God, how did other people even get there? Are there more freaks like me walking around?”

“Maybe they found another place with Stardrop Flower?” Alec offers.

“Maybe,” I mutter. “But there’s no time to look for it.”

Dave folds his arms in front of his chest. “So what are you saying? You want to go back in yourself?”

I shake my head no. “That’s even more impossible, even if I wasn’t currently so intoxicated. Remember how I said I got greedy? Well, the truth is, I got attacked for taking too many Stardrops. I was lucky to get away the first time.”

“Shit,” Dave mutters.

“Maybe we could bargain,” Alec says. “See if we could get them to release Kaitlynn for the four Stardrops we do have.”

I frown. “That might actually work... but what do we do after that? Even if we get them their Stardrops, we still need them too. Two of you would somehow need to survive a trip into the glade, just to get enough for us to level up. And we’d need to figure out a way to do that before the rest of the doors are used.”

“Right,” Dave sighs. “If Bruce uses the third, that’s only three doors remaining.” 

Alec groans. “All right, so what are our options here... all I can come up with is paying them, abandoning Kaitlynn, or—”

I halt my pacing to spin around and glare at him. “Abandoning Kaitlynn is not an option.” 

Alec holds up his hands in supplication. “I wasn’t suggesting we do it, just listing hypotheticals. Anyway, leaving that out, our only options would be paying them, or staging a rescue. But a rescue would probably...”

“Get rather violent,” Dave finishes, appearing uncomfortable with the idea. “Not to mention incredibly dangerous.” He hesitates. “In all honesty, I’d prefer to bargain for a lower payment and then try to figure out a way to get more Stardrops in the time we have left.”

I groan, then rub my eyes with my palms, one soft and squishy, the other hard and smooth. It’s a stark reminder of our harsh reality. 

I take a deep breath and open my eyes, my mind made up. “Look, all of our options suck. Trading may seem like the best bet short-term, but long-term, we have much more to gain from confronting them and kicking their asses. Normally I’m all about live and let live, but they crossed a line. Also, if we go that route, we have one major advantage: we can level up first.”

Alec’s eyes sparkle. Perhaps he’s a little too into this plan. Probably imagining himself a dashing hero, coming to a maiden’s rescue.

Dave seems less enthusiastic, more worried. “If we do that, we’ll be putting Kaitlynn’s life on the line.”

“I know, Dave,” I say with a sigh, “and I hate that.” I really do. “But so does handing over her Stardrop. The fact is, all our lives are on the line in this place, all the time. We have to think strategically. Right now, Kaitlynn is at their mercy, but if we give in to their demands, they’ll hold all the power, and we’ll all be at their mercy. What if they level up, then decide they want our Minor Lavi Crystals too? Or worse, our Qi Pearls?”

After a long pause, he nods. He still looks rather squeamish though. That won’t do.

“If we’re going to do this,” I say slowly, “we’ll have to get to her quickly and efficiently. That means no holding back. We’ll attack with force. Lethal force, where necessary. I need to know you guys can handle that.” 

Alec nods determinedly, zero hesitation. I’m starting to fear for this boy’s sense of reality. I bet it’s is seriously warped, but right now, it’s working in my favour. Dave closes his eyes and turns away from us. A tense silence falls in our little hut. 

A part of me hesitates, and I wonder if I can handle it. A larger part of me tells it to shut up and promises rivers of blood until Kaitlynn is safe.

Dave looks up with a sigh, staring unseeingly at the ceiling for a few seconds. He turns to face us, face like a storm cloud.

That’s it, boy, get angry.

“I’ll handle it,” he says gruffly. “For Kaitlynn.”

I nod. “Then we agree. Let’s start by levelling up, see what it brings us, and go from there.”

***
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We take out three Stardrops, each of our Qi Pearls, and all three Minor Lavi Crystals we currently possess. Good thing we hid them all here.

Suri is quick to explain the process to me. 

The first step to levelling up is heating the Stardrop until it liquefies enough to becomes drinkable. Immediately after drinking it, the Lavi Crystal and the Qi Pearl must be swallowed. Those provide the energies necessary to change the body, and also serve to use up most of the Stardrop’s effect of igniting energies, so it doesn’t burn up all the Lavi in the body. 

Just most of it.

The process takes about fifteen minutes and is apparently ‘quite painful,’ but the ones undergoing it have to remain awake to control the raging flows of energies. Specifically, we have to integrate that energy into the existing flows passing through our meridians and prevent them from colliding the way they do in Boost Physical. That way, the energies can slowly refine our bodies, instead of, say, ripping parts of us asunder in violent explosions.

Basically, if we lose consciousness due to the pain, it’s game over. I’m suddenly very glad of all the effort I put into training Alec’s Willpower.

After those fifteen minutes, the body apparently enters a state of resting and healing that should last for about eight hours, which puts some serious pressure on our timetable.

According to Dave, there’s only about thirteen hours left before the deadline, which means we need to start levelling up now. Even if it leaves us all incapacitated and undefended for several hours, it’s a risk we have to take.

There’s just one little snag in our plan. 

[You shouldn’t level up right now, Emma.]

“What do you mean?” 

[There is currently still a lot of unchecked Toxic Energy in your system; the Stardrop will ignite that as well, making it far more volatile and destructive. The pain alone would be unbearable.] 

“Status Window.”

[image: The Status Window shows that my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 25.6 to 25.7%, and my Toxic Tolerance Limit remained at 6.5 Onkh. More importantly, at 9.8 Onkh of Toxic Energy, I’m currently still 3.3 over my limit, which eats away 5 Onkh of Lavi per minute, and reduces my Strength from 10 to 7 and my Agility from 13 to 9.]



Shit. Though Dave did a good job Purifying me while I was out, 9.8 Onkh is indeed still quite a lot. But if I don’t level up now, I will lose the chance to do so before the attack. If I, moreover, don’t succeed in getting rid of that Toxic Energy, then even with Boost Physical I’d be mediocre, and mediocre isn’t good enough. 

I need to catch them off guard and utterly crush them, so I can get to Kaitlynn before they can actively threaten her well-being and force us to back-off. The thought of someone holding a blade up against her throat makes me—

Makes me want to do something stupid.

“You said ‘shouldn’t.’ ” 

[Excuse me?]

“You didn’t say I ‘couldn’t’ level up, you said ‘shouldn’t.’ Tell me, how would you rate my odds of survival if I tried to level up right now?”

[Emma... Look, even though a freak like you may manage to stay conscious with that level of pain, the ignited Toxic Energy would eat away too much of your Lavi.] 

Damnit! Thoughts race through my mind as I try to come up with a solution.

My eyes widen when I hit upon an idea. “What if I ate a butt-load of trigot meat first? The Stardrop ignites the energy in my stomach, right?”

It’s silent for a while. Perhaps she’s calculating something?

[Theoretically, that would be enough to keep you alive, if you stay conscious,] she chimes, [but—] 

“And the ignited Toxic Energy, that will be gone afterwards?” 

[Well, yes, but nobody’s ever—]

“Good,” I say, clapping my hands together decisively. “Then I get to be the first.”

Alec looks up from the stove where he’s heating the Stardrops. 

Dave’s Meditating, but also cracks open an eye. “Something wrong, Emma?” 

I smile beatifically at them. “Nope. All good.”

But I’m totally crossing my fingers behind my back. 

Maybe I should stop doing that before someone catches on.

***
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Alec warms the glittering Stardrops by putting them in separate leafy bowls and setting those afloat in the basin of heated Hydrum above the stove.

He looks so proud of his ‘invention,’ I don’t have the heart to tell him it’s basically just a bain-marie.

Despite my conviction, I am shaking in my stylish blue leather boots by the time Alec declares his ‘dish’ as done.

Anyway, I made sure to eat a hearty meal of trigot meat as we waited for it to warm, so I’m as ready as can be. Thankfully, Dave hasn’t caught on to the risk I’m planning to take yet. He’s probably far too stressed and worried to consider the possible dangers of me levelling up with Toxic Energy still in my system, poor sap.

At least I don’t have to worry about Alec. The moron wouldn’t catch on in a thousand years.

The moron in question carefully scoops the floating bowls out of the Hydrum. He hands one each to me and Dave where we sit cross-legged on the floor, then picks up the last one and sits down as well.

For a moment, I study the shimmering liquid. It really does look like a tiny galaxy of stars caught in a puddle of liquid.

I look up to find two expectant gazes. I swallow heavily and raise my bowl. “For Kaitlynn.”

They mimic me solemnly. “For Kaitlynn.”

I set the bowl to my lips and take a long pull of the warm liquid. 

The viscous, unexpectedly sweet, warm liquid pops and crackles on my tongue and down my throat. The whole experience reminds me of carbonated sugar. And... is that a hint of vanilla? 

Pleasantly surprised with the taste, I quickly finish it. Not like I have much of a choice, by the way; despite becoming less viscous due to the heating, the Stardrop still seems loath to split apart, so it basically goes down in one unbroken string.

As soon as the last bit enters my stomach, a painful burning sensation radiates outwards from there. I quickly grab my Yin Qi Pearl and Minor Lavi Crystal and swallow them one by one. 

They go down way easier than I expected. I’ve never been great at swallowing pills, but just now it felt like swallowing was hardly necessary, like it was just a perfunctory formality and these masses of energy would have gone down regardless.

And go down they do. They drop into my stomach like a roll of Mentos into a bottle of Pepsi. In fact, my stomach visibly swells from the raging energies inside. 

“Eh, Suri... a little help?”

[You’re crazy, you know that?]

“I am aware. Please help me anyway.”

[Very well. I will initiate the mind-meld. Don’t resist.]

A familiar prickling erupts behind my eye-crystal, before a cold pressure inches up my optical nerve, like an ice-cube slowly being shoved up into my brain, but then not as horrifyingly painful.

So that’s what Suri did back in the First Trial: a mind-meld. Like last time, I suppress the urge to block her entry.

It is the weirdest feeling when she succeeds, like there’s a ball of foreign emotions occupying a space in the back of my mind. It seems to contain mostly amusement. Huh.

[Now, do me a favour and enter a lucid trance; it will improve our cooperation and help you deal with the pain,] Suri chimes, her voice louder, clearer, and somehow warmer than before.

Naturally, I do as she asks.

And in my trance, she helps me to look in, and we study the raging—and still swelling—ball of energy in my stomach directly.

It’s like a miniature star, white-hot, and positively thrumming with power. 

[Looks like it’s about ready.]

‘I’ll say,’ I send back, placing a hand on my alarmingly swollen belly. ‘I look like I’m about to enter my third trimester!’

[Don’t worry, the human stomach is quite suited to taking in of large amounts of energy. It’s actually the safest place for that mass of energy to be in your body. Of course, it will start randomly leaking out eventually, so we’d better handle this proactively. Here, let me show you how.]

Under Suri’s directions, I take hold of a strand of energy at the bottom of my distended stomach and guide it into a large meridian leading down. 

More energy eagerly follows it, turning the strand into a glowing silver snake that burns my flesh like molten metal as it treks through. Or no, it’s actually freezing, leaving trails of frostbite wherever it goes.

I grit my teeth against the pain and follow Suri’s instructions to carefully split the flow evenly at every intersection, causing the raging energy to slowly fill my system while my stomach deflates a little. 

The pain is nauseating, but I can still take it. However, as the glowing silver snakes traverse my body, they pick up deposits of purple energy and slowly start to turn lavender...

And finally, they transform into small, purple, fire-breathing dragons.
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CHAPTER 43
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The MOAB

––––––––
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THE PAIN WAS ALREADY close to unbearable, but now that the Toxic Energy has joined the fray, it immediately threatens to consume me. The lavender energy blazes through my body, radiating pain and destruction as it freezes and shrivels my flesh.

My muscles quiver and clench uncontrollably and cold sweat erupts all over my body—real cold. The drops roll down, leaving behind trails of frostbitten skin. I swear I can hear my joints rattle and my bones creak.

The Yang fire still burning beneath the stove has never looked so inviting. The way the flames swirl around the wood is almost hypnotic. That deep red colour in the heart of the fire seems to promise endless warmth and giggles.

Giggles because it reminds me of Kaitlynn, obviously, of the ruby red crystal that replaced her eye and—

[Emma!] Suri’s voice breaks through my pain-induced haze.

“Whu?”

[Finally! Do me a favour and stay focused, Emma. We’re about to enter a critical stage of the process; you need to remain awake through it!]

Shaken by my near loss of consciousness, I grit my teeth against the pain and turn my gaze inward again.

The lavender energy snakes have traversed most of my lower body by now, and are coming up on my chest. More specifically, my heart. Yup, critical stage incoming.

However, some of them appear to be straying from my meridians, so I attempt to take active control of them so I can strongarm them back in.

It feels not unlike wrestling with a barrel of eels. It takes a lot of pushing and tugging, but I ultimately get them all back in line. 

Unfortunately, this only speeds up their progress towards my heart. Oh god, this is going to hurt like a bitch, isn’t it?

There are also some energy snakes currently touring my arms, and as one of them reaches an acid burn on my lower arm, it flares up and turns slightly more purple. 

More cold sweat bursts out of me, tracking freezing trails down my back.

And then... Oh boy. Here it comes!

Four snakes of energy hit my heart simultaneously from four different sides. 

After a fraction of eternity, my heart falters. The moment it does, all of the energy snakes—in fact, all of the energy flows—freeze in place.

I double over in pain. Someone screams in the distance; it takes me a bit to realise it was me. My vision swims as I threaten to truly lose consciousness, and all I have to anchor me is Suri’s nagging and... Kaitlynn.

Kaitlynn’s waiting for me. Kaitlynn needs me.

With a jolt, my heart starts up again

I feel more than see the pop-up appear.

[image: It reads: Willpower has risen by 1 point!]



Great, now I can force even more pain on myself next time...

Still, it helps. The snakes resume their path of destruction, but I feel like I can handle it now.

At least until the snakes crawl up my neck, heading for the last part of my body they need to visit to completely connect and integrate into my meridians. My head.

‘Say, Suri,’ I send. ‘What exactly is going to happen when these things hit my brain?’

[I wouldn’t worry about it,] Suri chimes back.

‘Why the hell not?!’ 

[Well, there’s not much more we can do at this point. You’ve done well so far, so I’d say you have a 50% chance of making it.]

I’m currently guiding the energy snakes through the pathways in the sensitive flesh of my skin. I also have to deal with flaring pain whenever one hits one of my acid burns, so I don’t have the wherewithal for a more complex response than, “SURI?!”

[If you survive, you’ll be unconscious, and I’ll take care of the rest. Best of luck, Emma!]

And as the snakes burrow into my skull, the Mother Of All Brainfreezes turns everything white.

***
[image: image]


I groan. Every inch of my body feels weary. Did I take E again last night or something? I promised Mom I’d steer clear of that crap. Must have been some party... 

My confusion lasts right up until I crack open my eyes and see the notification window that awaits me. 

Right, I’m in the Realm of Many Ways to Die.

[image: At the top, the window reads: Level up! Congratulations! You've gained the right to enter the Fourth Trial, in a party of up to 5. This is followed by a list of the following stat increases: my Lavi Pool grew from 48 to 61, and my Qi Pool from 8 to 17. My Strength rose from 10 to 12, my Toughness from 11 to 13, my Agility from 13 to 15, my Charm from 0 to 3, and my Resting Lavi Consumption increased from 5 to 6 Onkh per minute. Below that, it says: Warning: The changes in your body may take some getting used to. Try to avoid dangerous activities for the time being.]



Try to avoid—you’ve got to be friggin’ kidding me. 

Whatever. I survived this long, not going to let some little adjustment issues kill me. Also, what is up with that increase in my Resting Lavi Consumption? To think there’d be a drawback to levelling up as well...

[Ah, you’re up,] Suri chimes. [Congratulations, Emma, you’ve once again exceeded my every expectation regarding how foolhardy humans can be, as well as how tenacious.]

“Glad to have you still around, too,” I retort dryly, before frowning and touching my throat. My voice sounds kinda strange, smooth... “Say, Suri, it appears I now have ‘Charm,’ could you tell me what that does?”

[Yes, Charm. It is a rare thing for a human to possess.] 

Hey now!

[I’m afraid I can’t tell you what it does. It’s classified.] 

Well, that was to be expected. 

[However, I would like to urge you not to reveal the existence—or your possession—of this stat to anyone just yet.]

Huh? I frown. “Why?” 

[I’ll explain later. Just... do me a favour, and keep this to yourself for now, okay?] 

That’s odd. Well, I suppose it can wait. 

I stretch out my limbs and get up. 

Alec walks in. “Hold on, I think I heard... Emma!” 

His face lights up when he sees me, and then quickly shifts into a frown as he rushes over. “Are you okay? You slept a lot longer than we did. Say something!”

However, I can’t do anything but stare. Alec was always pretty fair-skinned, but his skin has now gone past pale and towards ‘hypothermic,’ with its new, bluish tint. It actually combines quite nicely with his sky-blue left eye and amethyst right eye-crystal. Also, his blonde locks are suddenly much longer, falling just short of his shoulders, and oh yeah, there’s a two-inch FRIGGIN’ HORN growing out of the middle of his forehead.

Dave barges in, looking mightily relieved, and just as alien. His skin has gained more of a reddish tinge. It’s warm, just like his deep brown eye and amber eye-crystal. His brown hair hasn’t lengthened so much as it has become less frizzy, more voluminous and curly. Finally, he’s got the beginnings of two horns, reminding me of those of a bull, coming out of the sides of his forehead.

“Emma, thank god,” he says. “We weren’t sure what to do. Are you okay?”

“Am I okay?” I finally manage to exclaim. “Have you guys even seen your—ugh, don’t tell me; I have horns too, don’t I?”

Alec smiles wryly. Dave nods in bemusement.

I turn to Kaitlynn’s bed, a painful reminder of her absence, and rummage in her bag for her pocket mirror. 

Great. I gingerly touch the beginning of two ribbed, curly horns at the corners of my forehead. I also only now notice that my skin is a shade of purple that can’t be considered healthy, and contrasts more than it used to with my hazel left eye and cyan right eye-crystal. At least my acid burns seem to be gone, which is nice. Though to be honest, in this Realm of Weird-Ass Crystals, I was never too worried about them. 

My hair also grew longer and feels softer somehow. It even seems a shade darker than before. Weird.

“You know what? I don’t even care,” I say. “This may actually work in our favour—give us an air of intimidation. Dave, how much time do we have left?”

“You slept an hour longer than we did, so about four hours,” he explains. “But more importantly, what happened with the Toxic Energy in your body? At the time I didn’t stop to consider what that might do during—”

He stops mid-sentence, before narrowing his eyes at me. I guiltily avoid his gaze by pretending to inspect my nails. Damn, these things actually seem quite a bit sharper and pointier than they used to be...

“But you did consider it,” Dave says softly, “and you did it anyway.” He shakes his head in disbelief. “That was... reckless of you, Emma.” He sounds disappointed.

“Maybe, but I succeeded,” I retort defensively. “What’s it to ya, anyway? It was my risk to take.” Plus, I did it for Kaitlynn.

“Emma, we are supposed to be a team,” he argues. I think this is the first time I’ve actually seen him get worked up over something. “Your decisions affect all of us!”

“You weren’t complaining when I risked my life to win you that Agility Power-Up,” I shoot back.

“Well maybe I should have, damnit!”

Alec’s head whips back and forth between us as if he’s following a tennis match. It would’ve been funny if not for the tension.

I take a deep breath, and continue more calmly, “I had to, okay? I had to try stack the odds in our favour, even a little. They’re bad enough as it is.”

“Well, it wouldn’t have exactly helped our odds of saving Kaitlynn if you’d died,” Dave says, though his tone is less biting, more tired.

I shake my head and push on. “It’s three versus five. Even if we catch them off-guard somehow, it’ll be tough to beat them. Tougher still to get to Kaitlynn in time so they can’t threaten us with harming her.”

Dave twists his mouth and folds his arms in front of his chest. He doesn’t contradict me, but he doesn’t exactly look happy either.

I sigh. “Look, I’m sorry for not telling you, but what’s done is done, and I survived. Now give me a sec while I check out what happened to the Toxic Energy in my body. Status Window please.”

[image: Aside from the increases in my stats already mentioned in the Level Up Window, there’s a few notable changes. First of all, my Willpower rose from 14 to 15, which did happen while I levelled up, but wasn’t part of the process itself. I’ve also gained a Cold Tolerance of 2.4% and an accompanying Tolerance Limit for Cold of 0.6 Onkh. Furthermore, my Toxic Energy Tolerance increased from 25.7 to 36.1% and my Tolerance Limit for Toxic Energy from 6.5 to a whopping 18.5 Onkh. As there’s only 3.5 Onkh of Toxic Energy left in my body, I’m now well under my limit. Finally, my level is now listed as 2.]



A Toxic Energy Tolerance of 36.1%?! Holy shit!

I frown. “Suri, shouldn’t I have gotten a milestone notification when I reached 30%?”

[Ah, yes. In my defence, I was rather preoccupied with keeping you alive at the time.]

She... forgot?

“You managed to push out that Willpower notification though,” I ask, immediately suspicious.

[That one had priority. I felt it would boost your morale to know, thus increasing your chances of survival.]

Hmm. It did, I suppose, but damnit, I’m getting side-tracked again!

The Cold Tolerance that I seem to have gained is also pretty interesting, but can wait as well.

I lick my lips and say, “Well, anyway, I am currently 15 Onkh under my Tolerance Limit, so I think I’m good to go.”

“Wow!” Alec exclaims.

Dave purses his lips, but holds his tongue. 

“All right,” I say, clapping my hands together with more force than intended. “What have you been up to while I was napping?”

“Right,” Dave says, calmer now. “Well, we weren’t sure how long it would take for you to wake up, so first I checked and sharpened our spears, and Alec fixed up the bad parts of your armour. Then I started coming up with plans, and I realised... it doesn’t have to be three versus five.” 

I frown. “You want to involve the council?”

He shakes his head no. “Well, actually, that was my first thought. Even though I think they’re bluffing about having friends inside the council, it’d be pretty risky to involve them, and I’m not sure how much use just adding numbers would be in a hostage situation. But it did remind me of someone... that goth-looking kid who got kicked out of their gang. I can’t remember his name, though, can you?” 

I squint at the wall. Come on, noggin, don’t fail me now; you can do this! Emo-kid’s name, Emo-kid, AKA...

“Jake!” I call out triumphantly.

Alec frowns, looking up from the straps on my restored armour he’s helping me don. “No, I don’t think that’s it, but it was something like that. Maybe... Jacob?”

Dave lights up. “That’s it!”

I glare at Alec for stealing my thunder as he continues strapping me in. I hate to admit it, but he did a great job fixing my armour, I can hardly tell where it was damaged. Though it fits kind of... tightly now. Is it just me, or did I grow a little taller?

“But wait,” Alec says, looking up again. “What if that’s who they meant, with their ‘friend on the inside’?”

“Well,” Dave says, running a hand through his long curls like some kind of hair-model, “to be honest, that might’ve been what they meant... On the other hand, we clearly saw Jacob get rejected by the council, and I have a hard time believing that us witnessing that was a part of some elaborately cooked-up scheme. The timing of the kidnapping alone makes it really feel like an act of desperation brought on by the announcement about the first door being used.”

I nod. A similar act of desperation is what resulted in me finding the Stardrops, after all.

“More importantly,” Dave continues, “I think we need him if we’re to have any hope of getting close undetected. He’d know their hideout, the lay of the land, maybe even the location of the lookouts and where they would keep Kaitlynn.” 

A silence falls as we all ponder the dilemma.

Alec finishes tying off the last straps of my freshly repaired armour and takes a step back. “Well, let’s say he really did break ties with them. Why would he help us? We can’t promise him the last Stardrop; that one’s for Kaitlynn.”

Something clicks inside my head, and my eyes go wide. I turn to Dave. “Remind me, what colour was his eye-crystal again?”

Dave frowns. “Ehm, yellow, I think?”

I nod thoughtfully. “That means he’s probably Yang, right?”

“I have noticed a correlation between colour temperature and affinity, yes.”

“Perfect,” I say with a big grin, “Then I know exactly what to offer him.”
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CHAPTER 44
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All around me are familiar faces

––––––––
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AS SOON AS WE’VE hashed out the exact details of our offer, I get to work. “Hey, Suri, could you send Jacob a friend request please?”

[Of course,] Suri chimes with a sigh. [There. I have sent a contact approval request.]

Good, that means he’s at least still alive. Provided we got the name right.

[Jacob has accepted.]

“Let’s check that’s he’s not at Kaitlynn’s location right now,” Dave suggests. “If he somehow got accepted back in Bruce’s gang, we’re pretty much screwed.”

I nod. “Could you show me his location on the map please, Suri?”

[Of course.]

“He’s near the temple,” I say, to Dave’s visible relief. “All right, then, here goes nothing. Suri, call Jacob, please.”

[Calling Jacob.]

<Hello, Emma. To what do I owe this honour?> a gravelly, slightly sarcastic voice intones in my head.

Yes, it’s him! Man, this kid sounds like he’s been smoking for ages. Which is weird, ’cause he looked about the same age as Alec, last time I saw him.

“Hello Jacob,” I say out loud, giving Alec and Dave a thumbs-up. “Yeah, before I get to that, I’d like to ask you some questions.”

<Asking is free.>

Yeesh. Lighten up, kid.

“Right. Now, you are Yang, correct?”

<Why do you want to know?> he asks cautiously.

I roll my eye. “Dude, just answer the question. Yes or no.”

A beat of silence falls. <Yes, I’m Yang.>

“Perfect,” I say with a grin, really rolling the r. “Second question, do you have a new Pearl yet?”

<What the hell?> he hisses back harshly. <How do you even—did Luke put you up to this? You can tell him to go f—>

“Woah! Ease up there, Jacob,” I say, raising my hands defensively in a gesture that’s rather pointless since he can’t see me. “Trust me, I like Lego-ass about as little as you do. Anyway, I’ll take that as a no.” I pause for a moment, suspicion creeping in. “Say, how exactly did you lose your pearl? If you don’t mind me asking.”

It’s quiet for a moment, then Jacob snorts. <Lego-ass. I like that. Fine, if you must know... when Bruce kicked me out, Luke—Lego-ass suggested they keep my Qi Pearl. Bruce thought it was a mighty fine idea.>

I grimace. “Ouch. Well, I’ve got good news for you... I’m about to make you an offer you can’t refuse.”

<Oh yeah? And what’s that?> he asks. There’s a note of ridicule in his voice as he asks, but also a slight waver. Hope.

I lift the shiny white bauble I found in the Glade up to my eye with a small smile.

“I just so happen to have picked up a spare Yang Qi Pearl,” I say, silently thanking Carol-Anne for her sacrifice. “Tell you what: you help us out, and it’s all yours.”

<Really? You just happen to have an extra?> he asks suspiciously. 

“Found it out in the glade. I’ll spare you the details.”

Dave shifts uncomfortably. He didn’t much enjoy my story about how I looted Carol-Anne’s body. Alec, on the other hand, took it in stride a little too easily.

It’s silent for a beat. <What would you need me to do?>

“Oh, I think you won’t mind helping us too much. We need you to help us attack Bruce and his lackeys and get our friend back; they’re trying to blackmail us with her life. You help us get her back safe and sound, we’ll even help you obtain a Stardrop, and bring you along to the Fourth Trial.” That ought to do the trick. Not sure how we’re gonna get a fifth Stardrop yet, but we’ll figure something out. If we really can’t, we’ll have to leave without him before all the doors are used. “So, are you in?”

<Oh, you have no idea.>

Oh man, he sounds pissed. Good.

I grin. “Come to my location on the map. We’ll hash out a plan together.”

***
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Jacob makes his way over in record time. We go around the room, shortly introducing ourselves one by one, while he looks us over with his arms folded over his chest. “So,” he starts in his raspy voice when we’re done, “did Halloween come early?” 

It’s an ironic question, considering that he still kinda looks like a depressed vampire, but I hold back my sarcasm. While he says it in a joking manner, I can tell by the tension in his jaws and the way his eye flits around that he’s still very much on edge.

“Nope,” I answer instead. “Our looks are extremely natural. You might even call them... supernatural.”

His mouth quirks slightly. “If this is the level of jokes in your party, I might have to reconsider.”

Ugh. Everyone’s a critic.

“Anyway, before we get started,” he continues, “can I see the Qi Pearl?” 

Dave and I glance at each other. I give him a nod and ask Jacob to turn around as Dave proceeds to procure our last two pearls from their little hiding place between the rocks beneath the stove.

When Dave holds them out for his perusal, Jacob stares at the bright white spheres like a drowning man at a jet ski.

I clear my throat. “As you can see, we’ve got two Yang Pearls left, for two Yang people to level up with. That’s one for Kaitlynn, and one for you.”

Jacob stares at them for a moment longer, then licks his lips. “All right, I’m in. I’m all in. Just tell me what to do.”

“All right,” I say after Dave has squirrelled them away once more. “Take a look at this, and tell me if you’re familiar with Kaitlynn’s location. Suri, show him my map please.”

Jacob studies it. “Yeah, that’s their hideout, all right. I know that area like the back of my hand.”

I grin. “Perfect. Dave, time?” 

“About three and a half hours left before Twinset.” 

“Then let’s start planning. First, tell us all about the hideout, and the abilities of Bruce and his gang.”

Jacob nods. “All right, I’ll start with the location...”

***
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Hidden between a couple of large leaves, one tree over from said location, I let out a low whistle. Their hideout is every bit as cool as Jacob described. Damnit.

It’s one of the enormous trees of Hub Two, but this one’s pretty dead. The most important clue is that the upper half of the tree snapped off at some point and now appears to be slowly sinking into the forest floor. 

The lower half of the trunk still stands. About halfway up there’s a hollow, right above one of the few remaining branches. On that branch, guarding the entrance of Bruce’s hidey-hole, stands Sherlock, wielding a club.

But he’s only second on our hit list, because at the top stands that little Weasel that threw his shoes. His actual name is apparently ‘Wesley.’ Heh.

When I say ‘at the top,’ I mean that both figuratively and literally. He needs to be dealt with first, because he’s standing on top of the tree. Apparently, he takes most of the lookout duties, because he’s a huge suck-up and likes to chuck rocks at people from high places. Looks like he upgraded from throwing shoes, at least. He even made a slingshot to launch jicca nuts and small rocks with. 

As expected, he’s currently on duty. Which suits our purposes just fine.

Less suited is the fact that our enemies have covered themselves in rudimentary armour: thin pieces of bark, strapped to their clothing with vines. No helmets at least, though.

So far, I’ve managed to stave off most of my worry by keeping busy and focusing on what to do next. Now that we’re this close, though, it’s hard to ignore how my stomach is completely tied up in knots. If these bastards harmed even one hair on her body... 

Well, it wouldn’t change much, actually.

We didn’t come here to play nice.

I carefully sneak back around the trunk and look at my rag-tag team.

“All right, this is it,” I whisper. “Death or Kaitlynn. Everybody, move to your positions.”

***
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“Hey, Bruce,” Jacob yells angrily as he comes bursting through the underbrush on the ground. “Guess what? I’ve been talking to the council, and I’ve decided I want my pearl back!” 

Despite the effort he seems to be putting in projecting his voice, it’s soft as a whisper by the time it reaches my and Alec’s hiding spot behind their hideout. Like I’d suspected for a while now, it really seems like sound doesn’t carry as far in this dimension as we’re used to. 

That, too, suits our purposes nicely.

Unfortunately, I can’t see everything that’s going on from where Alec and I are holed up right now. We’re hidden among the leaves on a tree, behind their hideout but at about the same height as its entrance. The upside is that from here we have a clear path via connecting branches towards the back of their dead tree.

But first up is Dave. Just for the occasion, he fashioned a kind of club by cutting a semicircle out of the side of a sturdy stick and gluing in a rock. Spears aren’t the most suited weapons to stealthily incapacitate people with.

<Looks like they’re taking the bait,> Dave’s hushed voice comments in my head, causing me to involuntarily glance at his position, higher up in a tree to our left. <Bruce and one other guy just came around the bend, circling their way down. Wesley—I mean, ‘the Weasel,’ is full-on gawking at Jacob, and seems to—yup, he’s readying his slingshot.> 

I sneak another peek at the trunk, and indeed see Bruce and an unfamiliar make their way down. 

That must be Boris. 

That’s bad news for Jacob, but good news for us, because Boris is actually the guy Bruce was so impressed with that he decided to make room for him in his team. According to Jacob, Boris should currently be the second-most-dangerous individual in their team, right after Bruce. His Strength should only be at 11, but he knows Boost Physical like me.

Bruce still trumps him, because his Strength is a flat 14, and he has an unidentified Yang Qi Skill that’s at least medium grade. So yeah, if at all possible, we want to avoid fighting these two.  

“Roger that,” I whisper. “Begin your approach as soon as Meathead and Boris reach the bottom. As long as the Weasel is still sufficiently distracted, of course.”

<What if he’s not?>

“He’d better be. Otherwise, you await orders.”

A tense minute passes as the two tough guys make their way down. Next to me, Alec shifts nervously, but I ignore him.

<He hasn’t glanced this way even once. He seems too busy lining up a shot at Jacob. I’m going in.> 

And Dave takes off, sneaking over one of the few connecting branches at Wesley’s rear. 

The first bit is crucial, because he’s in full view from the top of the dead tree. About halfway, Dave swiftly moves to the edge of his branch and grabs onto an offshoot. 

I hold my breath as he hangs from it for a split second. Then he releases and drops down fifteen feet onto a branch of the dead tree.

He sticks the landing and I let out a sigh of relief in perfect sync with Alec. For a brief instant, I’m irrationally annoyed by this, but then I suppress the feeling. I’m not sure why Alec gets on my nerves so much, but this isn’t the time to get introspective about it.

This should put Dave out of Wesley’s potential field of vision, provided the little creep doesn’t walk back over to the rear to peek over the edge. 

Thankfully, Dave makes it to the trunk without anything happening. That means it’s almost my and Alec’s turn. Man, I’m getting nervous.

Meanwhile, Bruce has walked up to Jacob. I can’t hear them from here, but Jacob seems to be really giving it his all. He makes big, angry gestures, and even pokes Bruce in the chest. The beefstick takes it impassively, for now.

Yeesh, kid, don’t go getting yourself killed.

From Dave’s end of the line, I suddenly hear a sickening crunch, followed by a dull thud. Alec, who’s listening in as well, winces besides me.

<I... He’s down,> Dave whispers. 

“Good job,” I say, forcibly keeping my voice steady. “Are we clear to head out?”

<Let me see. Yes. Sherlock is still guarding the entrance, Boris and Bruce seem to be, ehm, manhandling Jacob. That means the last guy is probably still inside with Kaitlynn.> 

Of course it had to be my least favourite person out of this whole team that’s guarding Kaitlynn: friggin’ Lego-ass.

Well, it changes nothing—we just have to get her and get out. 

“All right, then we’re moving. Let me know if anything changes and get ready to chuck stuff down to slow their ascent.”

<Roger that. Thankfully, Weasel stored plenty of ammunition up here. There are rocks, sticks, unexploded jicca cones... that guy had problems.> 

‘Had?’ My throat’s suddenly rather dry. “All right, then. I’m hanging up for now so I can focus. Call me only if it’s urgent. Suri, end call.” 

[Call ended.]

I swallow thickly and gesture at Alec to follow my lead. Then I burst from cover and lightly jog down a thick branch. Our branches connect a lot better than Dave’s did, and all it takes to cross over is a five-foot leap to the right, which I take effortlessly. 

As the second most agile person in our little troupe, Alec follows suit with ease. 

We’re both wielding spears, which actually help us keep balance, though Alec is keeping the pointy end far away from him. Can’t say I blame him, since we coated the tips in Moonshade Sap.

Like I said, we didn’t come here to play nice.

We reach the dead tree, climb up a few of the winding twines that make up the trunk and sneak around it. As planned, I end up next to the entrance, with Alec above it. 

Unfortunately, this is where our lucky streak ends. Sherlock must’ve heard my armour scrape against the bark or something, because he turns around and spots me. 

His eyes go wide. Alec lunges, but it’s too late. “BRUCE, SHE’S HERE!” Sherlock’s voice thunders.

Shit. This must be the low-grade Yang-Qi Vibration Energy Skill Jacob warned us he had, ‘Amplify.’

The sound cuts through me like a knife and the pain in my ears and the rattling of my bones make me cringe involuntarily. 

Unfortunately, Alec also cringes—mid-lunge—which causes him to slightly deviate the position of his spear as he sails down towards the guard. 

The spear misses, embedding itself into the branch just in front of the shocked guard, who jumps back. 

I waste no more time and leave the guard to Alec as I dash inside.

Unfortunately, it’s too little too late. Inside, I find Kaitlynn, propped up on a makeshift chair and unconscious. Behind her stands a familiar figure, who promptly places a blade of knifegrass against her throat.

Friggin’ Lego-ass.
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CHAPTER 45
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Don’t stop me now

––––––––
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KAITLYNN’S ON A CHAIR about thirty feet into the room, with Lego-ass right behind her, ready to slice her throat open.

At least Kaitlynn’s still wearing all of her clothing, including her difficult-to-put-on armour, laying one particular fear to rest.

Lego-ass seems to still be wearing his costume beneath the rudimentary bark armour, though he ditched his long blonde wig. His real hair is short, brown, and curly. His remaining eye glances at my spear warily. 

“Toss your spear to the side,” he demands, drawing his grass-blade up against Kaitlynn’s throat. “Slowly.”

I lower my spear, slowly like he demanded, and toss it to my right with a careful, deliberate motion. It clatters to the ground, the sound grating to my ears in the tense silence. 

He glances at the glowing purple tip. “The bottle too.”

I reach into my back pocket and take out the bottle of Moonshade Sap I had no intention of using.

“Actually, don’t throw it,” he says quickly, his eyes wide. “Roll it.” 

I do as he says, though the bottle—being half-full of a viscous goop—doesn’t get too far to my right.

Still, Lego-ass seems satisfied. His eyes flick to my horns, and he bares his teeth in an angry sneer. 

“You levelled up, didn’t you?” he asks. “Shit, you really did find the Stardrops.”

I smirk, but don’t say anything.

“Playing mute, Nonya? That’s fine,” he grumbles. His free hand surreptitiously moves to a pouch on his belt and rummages inside it as he continues to speak. “In fact, I think I like you better this way; no more lies. Now, if you want your friend to live, then put your hands over your head, don’t make any sudden moves, and slowly come towards me.”

His free hand remains hidden in his pouch as I follow his orders and slowly step forward.

He thinks he’s got me, but I’ve got one move left. A move he’s either forgotten about or severely underestimates. All I need now is—

Alec dashes through the opening. “Emma, what’s taking so long?” he yells, looking over his shoulder. “I managed to get rid of Sherlock, but Bruce and Boris are climbing—shit, Kaitlynn!”

—an opportunity. 

By this point, I had already crossed half of the thirty-foot distance between us. The moment Lego-ass glances at the entrance, I dash forward to close the remaining distance. 

He reacts immediately, his free hand bursts from the pouch he was holding with a handful of some kind of glittery powder, which he throws at my face.

It would be a good move against anyone else. Against me, it’s about the dumbest thing he could do.

I release the breath I’d slowly been building up all in one go. A powerful jet of Aether immediately blows all the powder back into his face. Then it proceeds to pick him up and carry him ten feet back, where he slams into the wall with a bone-rattling thump.

Even though I’d prepared for it, I still stumble back from the recoil.

I turn to Kaitlynn, and time seems to freeze. There is a jagged cut on her neck. Blood spills out at an alarming rate.

Lego-ass unsteadily gets to his feet and begins to laugh.

A red haze fills my vision. I run and snatch up my spear, then practically leap towards Lego-ass. He’s got the bloodied knife still in his hand, and a glassy look in his eye, either from hitting his head or from the powder. Before he can recover, I furiously stab my spear into an area his armour doesn’t cover.

Lego-ass makes a disbelieving choking sound around the blade of sharp rock lodged in his throat. His hands come up trembling, as his glazed eye clears up to stare at me in horror.

“See you in hell, asshole,” I growl at him.

I pull back my spear. Bright red blood with traces of purple gushes from the gaping hole in his throat. He drops to his knees. The look on his face... the blood... the image burns itself into my retina.

[Well done, Emma,] Suri chimes appreciatively. [Very decisive, I knew you had it in you.]

Suddenly, I feel a little unsteady. 

“Emma!” Alec yells, shaking me from my stupor. “Quick, the Heartbeet!”

I turn to find him pressing down on the cut on Kaitlynn’s neck, blood spilling through his fingers.

Right! Our final, desperate measure, entrusted to me for this very scenario. I’d really hoped it wouldn’t come to this, as the appraisal description gave us little clue of how well or fast the Heartbeet works, but right now it’s Kaitlynn’s last chance.

I rush over, lay down my spear, and quickly produce the small vegetable with healing properties out of my back pocket.

I’m already on my knees in front of her, with the Heartbeet in my hand, when I realise the flaw in our plan. The Heartbeet is a consumable, and Kaitlynn is still unconscious. 

The solution comes to me almost immediately. Guess it’s time for me to return the favour.

I take a big bite of the Heartbeet, chew as fast as I can, and press my lips to Kaitlynn’s.

Kaitlynn stirs a little but doesn’t wake. Thankfully, however, she does swallow.

I work as fast as I can.

“I think it’s working,” Alec exclaims after I’ve fed her about half the beet in four big bites. He carefully removes his hand, revealing that the wound on Kaitlynn’s neck is indeed slowly closing.

A hulking figure darkens the entrance. Bruce has arrived.

Alec swears as he jumps back into a defensive position and raises his spear. I grab my own spear, dropping the Heartbeet, and move protectively in front of Kaitlynn.

Boris shows up behind Bruce, dashing my hopes for a two on one. 

Still...

“It’s over, Bruce. You might as well give up,” I say, portraying a calm I don’t feel. “We’ve already levelled up; we have nothing left to give you. And you no longer have a hostage.”

Bruce glances at the sorry, bleeding heap that lays sprawled against the wall behind me, and his face darkens, but then he relaxes again. He sighs, slowly shaking his head.

“I don’t like what we’ve become, what this place is turning us into,” he says slowly.

Huh. Not something I had expected to hear out of the mouth of a beefstick. Note to self: evaluate my biases. More importantly, does that mean he’s letting us go?

His gaze hardens. “But there’s no turning back now.” 

Well, frig.

He glances at Boris. “Let’s take them out before the guy up top gets here.”

He raises his crude club and advances towards me, while Boris heads for Alec, seemingly unarmed.

I risk a brief glance at Kaitlynn. Her wound still seems to be closing, and the bleeding has slowed to a trickle. I can only hope we did enough. 

Hoping to keep her out of this slugfest, I also step forward. 

There is a brief moment of inaction, of quiet, when we all get in range.

Then we burst into action.

Bruce is a big target, and my weapon has a longer reach and a Toxic payload, so I go for an aggressive stab at the centre of his chest.

The sharp stone head of my spear should have a much higher Toughness than his bark armour, so I’m hoping I can penetrate it and at least scratch him with the tip. 

Bruce doesn’t even attempt to dodge. When my spear comes within inches of his chest, the Focus Crystal tied to the palm of his left hand flashes bright yellow, and I am suddenly standing still. At the same time, his right arm swings his club straight for my skull.

Frig. So this is his Yang Qi Skill. Apparently, there’s a branch of Yang Qi Skills to do with Kinetic Energy, that can do physics-defying stuff like this.

Fortunately, the Skill has a very short-lasting effect. While it robs me of my momentum, it’s not capable of holding me in place. Moreover, I had plenty of time to come up with countermeasures. 

As soon as I’m stopped, I release a burst of breath I surreptitiously started building up the moment I stopped talking.

It’s not a devastating jet like the last one, but enough to force both him and me back a step. His club passes inches in front of my nose with an angry swoosh.

I hastily retreat.

Man, what an overpowered Skill! Thankfully his Qi should be pretty limited; let’s see how many more of those he’s got. 

He looks at me in surprise for a moment before dashing forward. 

Damn. Trying to prevent me from ‘catching my breath,’ huh?

However, Jacob also told me about another suspected flaw of his ability; it can only affect things in a very short range around his Focus Crystal. So, as he advances, I back up, inhaling all the while.

Suddenly, Bruce changes directions towards Kaitlynn. Shit! I move to intercept him, but he turns again, heading straight toward me.

It was a feint!

He lunges, overreaching as he tries to make up for the shorter reach of his club. He must be wary of my spear—this is my chance! I duck down and prepare to counter with a stab.

The crystal tied to his left hand flashes yellow again, and instead of uselessly passing by overhead, the club freezes in mid-air.

Wha—? 

I swear I see Bruce pull himself forward on his club. A knee rapidly heads for my face. I twist my shoulder in its path at the last moment, using it to take the brunt of the hit and spare my poor nose. 

The hit still sends me toppling over. I land heavily on my back; the shock freezes up my diaphragm, effectively knocking the stored-up Aether out of me.

That bastard deliberately made his swing too wide! He used his Skill to stabilise himself and catch me off-guard! What strikes me as odd, though, is that the knee to my shoulder didn’t hurt that bad... the landing was actually much worse.

Bruce comes in with his club positioned for a two-handed overhead blow, but I activate Boost Physical and quickly sweep my spear in from the right towards his knee. 

He bends his knees in defence, causing me to hit his thigh with my spear’s shaft instead, but depriving himself the chance to strike. He grunts in pain when my spear connects.

I push off the floor with my left hand, and off against Bruce’s thigh with my spear, and manage to sweep my legs over the spear and land on my feet. I quickly back up and position myself between Kaitlynn and Bruce once more.

Since I got him to waste two uses of his Skill, things appear to be going in my favour, but with Kaitlynn this close behind me, I can no longer retreat.

Bruce circles me warily, testing out his sore leg. It seems to be working still. Damn. 

I spare a glance for Alec, who appears to be wrestling with Boris on the ground now. What are you doing, you dumbass? You can’t win a wrestling match against someone with Boost Physical!

Dave, where are you?!

Bruce lunges at me again, but this time I’m not waiting to see what he intends. Before he can even reach me, I launch the strongest jet of Aether I can at him, hoping it will still have some force at range. 

Before levelling up, producing a jet this powerful would have shredded my lungs. It still hurts now, but other than some flecks of blood accompanying the Aether, I seem to be fine.

As I’d hoped, the blast makes it to him. He tries to power through, probably underestimating the force behind the gale based on my previous use of it. His eyes widen in surprise when he fails and is forced to take several steps back. 

The second the recoil of my exhale disappears, I leap forward. Since he can only stop things in range of the Focus Crystal tied to his left hand, I make a sweeping attack towards his feet with my spear.

Despite still being off-balance, on the back of his feet, he manages to jump. 

My spear sweeps by harmlessly beneath his feet, but I extend my rotation into a pirouette and follow up with another stab straight for his chest. 

He reaches out with his left hand. His Focus Crystal flashes yellow, and I am once again treated to the sensation of my entire body lurching to a sudden stop.

But while it gains him the opportunity to regain his footing, he’s in no position for a counter. 

I jump back. That makes three uses of his Skill.

“How many more of those have you got in you, Brucey? Still think you can defeat us quickly?” I taunt him, trying to sow doubt and stall for time.

Bruce glances at the other fight, and I can’t help but take the opportunity to do the same.

Boris is sporting a nasty cut on his cheek, but he also has Alec in some kind of chokehold. 

Bruce turns back to me with a sneer. “Looks like your friend isn’t doing so well.”

Please. I used to torture—I mean, train—Alec. He may be flailing wildly, but I can tell when he’s faking. 

Squeezing someone’s neck may halt the flow of blood, but I doubt it would affect the flow of Lavi. With his current Lavi Pool, Alec can hold his breath for fifteen minutes, meaning he’s playing for time, either waiting for that purple glowing scratch to do its job or for Dave to show up.

I hold my tongue and just smile.

Bruce’s eyes flick towards the entrance, and in the split second that mine follow suit, he jumps forward.

Damnit, he got me again!

He uses his club to brush aside the dangerous head of my spear, then slams into me with his full weight. We go down in a tangle, with him on top.

He sits up, straddling me, and starts whaling at my head, which I quickly cover with my arms. But again, the blows raining down don’t hurt nearly as bad as I’d expected. Honestly, they leave me more confused than sore. 

Wait, of course! Since I trained a lot and then levelled, I have a Toughness of 13! If Bruce never trained his Toughness, well, the average starting point for humans would be about 8. If he wore knuckle bracers of some kind I might’ve been in trouble, but right now it’s like he’s hitting me with two boiled potatoes.

Emboldened by my insight, I activate Boost Physical. I stop covering my head in favour of grasping his legs, and buck up with my hips. He looks at me in surprise as he’s launched about two feet in the Aether.

“Nice try,” I say, bringing my feet up under his chest. “But I’m level two, bitch!” 

Honestly, jumping me wasn’t even a bad tactic on his part, he just failed to realise that—especially with Boost Physical—I outperform him in every physical stat.

I push up with both feet, launching him high into the air. He flails and twists, trying to turn it into a kind of backflip, but ends up smacking his forehead into the ground. He gets up dazedly, and unarmed.

I roll back over my shoulder, ending in a crouch. I grasp my spear and rise to my feet.

Dave bursts in through the entrance. 

“Help Alec!” I shout at him. 

But he doesn’t need to, because right at that moment, Alec slams an elbow into Boris’s gut, and frees himself from his opponent’s clearly weakened grasp. He then scrambles for Boris’s club, and turns around to mercilessly bring it down on the guy’s head.

Twice. Thrice. 

In the silence that follows, the sickening crunch of bone somehow still seems to hang in the Aether.

Bruce pales at the sound, and he can’t help it. He looks. 

I jump forward and jab at his throat as fast as I can.

At the last moment, his Focus Crystal flashes yellow, and my spear comes to a halt, the tip a hair’s width from his throat. I hold it there, lightly pressing against his jugular.

That makes four uses of his Skill.

Alec turns to face him and Dave closes in from behind.

Bruce slowly, wearily, turns his head to look at me. “Fine, you got me. I surrender. So, now what? Are you going to kill me, too?”

[Not a bad suggestion, if you ask me,] Suri chimes. [Your team has already killed four today. What’s one more?]

What’s one more? Yeesh, that’s easy for you to say... I glance at Kaitlynn. She’s slumped over but still breathing, and her wound has closed up. I shift uncomfortably.

Before, we were in a battle, in the heat of the moment and fighting to save Kaitlynn. Now we’ve won. Kaitlynn’s safe and Bruce is unarmed. 

Jacob comes in, looking pale and clutching his side. He takes stock of the situation, brusquely walks over, and snatches a bag from Bruce’s belt.

Bruce stiffens, and his face darkens.

“Don’t bother coming back for these,” Jacob sneers, having retreated to a safe distance, behind Alec. “We’ll have already eaten them.”

Bruce glares at him but doesn’t respond. Instead, he turns to me, his jaws set. “Well, what’s it gonna be?”

Intellectually, I know the answer. Morally, I also know the answer. Unfortunately, those answers don’t match. Even if I want to, could I really execute someone in cold blood?

Dave picks up on my hesitation. “Perhaps it’s best if we tie him up and let the council handle him.” 

I nod, relieved. However, as the tension inside my body drops, so does the tip of my spear. 

Bruce uses this moment to take the decision out of our hands. He suddenly turns and makes a run for the exit behind Dave. 

Dave, to his credit, reacts quickly and lashes out with his club, but Bruce twists his body the other way around Dave like a professional American football player.

He sprints towards the exit, but I’m right behind him. I’m still not ready to kill him, but I’m also not about to let him run off unpunished, so I swing the blunt end of my spear towards his heels and skilfully whip it between his legs. 

His back foot catches onto the spear, which subsequently locks his legs in place right as he crosses the exit. He smacks down face-first onto the branch. 

Before I can jump forward to drag him back inside and tie him up, however, he does the last thing I expect.

He deliberately rolls toward the edge of the branch. 

In a reflex half meant to keep him from falling and half to keep him from escaping, I stab down towards his hand.

He cries out in pain as my spear pierces through his right wrist, shattering bone and cutting tendons inside. For a moment he lies there on the side of the branch and glares up at me with hate-filled eyes. Then he rolls over the edge.

My spear, embedded in the wood, doesn’t give an inch as he hangs from it with his full weight. His wrist does, however, and the remaining flesh connecting his right hand to his arm either tears or is cut off.

I stare, wide-eyed, as he sails down towards the forest floor while picking up speed along the way. The tree trunk’s gravity pulls him in as he falls, but he’s stabilised himself in the air, and to my surprise actually kicks off from it instead of desperately attempting to grasp on to something and slow down.

I can’t tear my eyes away as he speeds towards his inevitable death. However, right as he is about to hit the ground and end up as flat as a pancake, a final yellow flash comes from his left hand. 

After hovering inches off the ground for a split second, Bruce lands gently on his feet and starts to run off, cradling the stump where his right hand used to be. The right hand that’s still stuck under my spear.

Also, that’s five uses of his Skill. Man, what a cheater.
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CHAPTER 46
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Sweet victory

––––––––
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I WATCH BRUCE GET AWAY with mixed emotions. 

I grimace at his detached hand. Yuck. I fling it into the underbrush with a well-aimed swipe of my spear. Nobody needs to see that.

Jacob walks up behind me and clears his throat. 

He’s holding a Yang Qi Pearl and Minor Lavi Crystal in one hand, and Bruce’s bag in the other. 

“Here,” he says, holding it up to me, looking kind of anxious. “The rest of Bruce’s stash. I only took out what I figure was already mine. Ehm, you don’t have to give me the other Qi Pearl, now, but I would still very much like a Stardrop.” 

I accept the bag with a nod and attach it to my belt. 

“Don’t worry,” I say, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “None of this would’ve been possible without you. We’ll definitely hold up our end of the bargain. We’ll be busting this joint soon, and you’re coming with us.”

He looks relieved at my reassurance. Poor guy—probably been through a lot. Then again, we all have.

With Bruce out of the picture, I head back inside for the reason we came in the first place.

Kneeling in front of Kaitlynn, I gently brush some hairs out of her face. Her brow furrows slightly at the touch, and she murmurs something in her sleep, but I can’t quite make it out.

Dave kneels behind her chair, pulls out a sharp rock, and starts cutting the tough vines holding her in place.

“Alec, Jacob,” I call out. “Search this place, take anything of value. Be sure to grab their Focus Crystals at least; it’ll be nice to have some spares. Oh, and be careful with that bag hanging on Lego-ass’s belt; I think it contains whatever knocked Kaitlynn out.” 

It feels pretty shitty to delegate away the looting of the guy I killed, but I tell myself Kaitlynn needs me more right now. It assuages most of my guilt.

I take out a bottle of Hydrum, pour some on my hand, and start gently washing off some of the tracks of dried blood that run down her neck and into her collar. Her lithe frame shakes slightly as Dave works the vines, and around when he finishes, she starts to wake up. 

I give her my most comforting smile as she blinks in confusion. “Hey, Kaitmonster, how are you feeling?”

She perks up at my voice, her eye now wide open. She stares at me for a split second. Her head swivels left, right, and back to me. 

Her face scrunches up, and she starts full-on ugly crying, though somehow, she manages to make even that look cute.

“Emma! I was so scared!” she blubbers as she launches herself around my neck. “They woke me up sometimes to feed me some jicca nuts and Hydrum, and let me pee, and then they’d just knock me out again with that powder. Once I tried to whisper to Kai to call you while I was eating, but they heard and I was under again before I even knew it, but—”

She pauses to take a deep, shuddering breath while I rub circles on her back and whisper soothing things into her ear.

“But I knew you’d come for me,” she finishes, a little more calmly, squeezing me extra tight. 

“Of course,” I say softly in her ear. I bury my nose in her bright blue hair and inhale her scent. “You’re safe now. Well, relatively speaking, of course.”

Damnit, way to be sensitive, Emma! Stupid, stupid, stupid!

Thankfully, Kaitlynn doesn’t seem to mind. She snorts.

“I’m crying here. Stop making me laugh, you weirdo.”

“Sure thing,” I say. But I am, of course, crossing my fingers behind her back.

***
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Kaitlynn lost quite a bit of blood, but she claims to feel fine, if a little lightheaded. My remaining concerns quickly fade away on the way back to our hut, as she curiously pokes my new horns, so I decide to check out the contents of the bag Jacob gave me.

Wow. Looks like Bruce really did keep all of his subordinates’ level-up items on him. Even though Jacob took out his own, the bag still contains two Yang Qi Pearls, two Yin Qi Pearls, and four Minor Lavi Crystals.

We still have two Yang Qi Pearls back at the hut, so after Kaitlynn and Jacob have levelled, we’ll still have three spare Minor Lavi Crystals, two Yin Qi Pearls, and three Yang Qi Pearls, which we should probably just consume for an immediate boost to our Qi and Lavi Pool.

The spare Qi Pearls are easy to divide, obviously, since we’re with exactly three Yang and two Yin. I guess we’ll be giving Jacob Carol-Anne’s pearl after all. Well, he’s earned it.

As for the Minor Lavi Crystals, I guess those should go to Alec, Dave, and I, as Jacob and Kaitlynn are already getting one each from this stash.

As I go over our spoils, a still very hyped-up Alec is telling Kaitlynn—who finally lost interest in my horns—all about our rescue mission.

“—so I manage to kick Sherlock off the branch and he smacks down hard. Bruce and Boris immediately stop kicking Jacob, and they head back up the tree, right? Now, we’ve got Dave up top, and he starts slinging rocks at them, but guess what? He sucks at throwing!”

“No, look,” Dave cuts in, “it’s not that easy, okay? I thought I could just drop the rocks down along the trunk, but the trees have their own field of gravity. So if you just drop it, the rock gets pulled in and then bounces off one of the twines that make up the trunk.”

Oh, damn. He’s right; we totally failed to consider that.

“So I had to throw them out a little,” Dave continues, “but not too far either. It had to be just the right distance that they’d be pulled back in around the time they approached Bruce; it was really difficult!”

“Right. Well, anyway,” Alec continues, “Bruce and Boris are heading back up, so I shit bricks and run inside to see what’s taking Nonya so long—”

Kaitlynn’s hanging on his lips, wide-eyed, as he rambles on. God, I’m still shaky with adrenaline. I still can’t believe she’s back, alive and well. I eye the jagged line still slightly visible on her neck. 

If not for that Heartbeet... I shudder to think what might have happened.

Something Alec says pulls me back into the conversation. 

“So he starts choking me, right? Man, that was scary! I really thought I was a goner.”

“Hold up,” I interject, eyes narrowed. “You do realise you don’t really need to breathe other than to replenish Lavi, right?”

“Well... yeah,” he says sheepishly, “but the ten seconds before I remembered that were the scariest of my life. Once I realised I wasn’t actually choking, I just started pretending to be, until the Moonshade Sap in the cut in his cheek kicked in.” 

I knew it. I can always tell when he’s faking.

As Alec continues his tale, Dave taps me on the shoulder. “Emma, have you checked your notifications yet?”

I blink. “Ah, no, not yet.”

That’s right, we all asked our Personal Guiding Systems to hold off on showing us notifications until later notice.

“Well, maybe you should,” Dave says grimly.

Oh boy. “Suri?”

Before her name is even fully out my mouth, notifications start popping up, one by one.

[image: The first one reads: Congratulations: You killed another participant. To the victor go the spoils. In Hub Two, participants receive half the unspent Trial Points of any participant that dies by their hand. At the time of death, Luke had 47 TP. You have received 23 TP.]



Luke. Right, that’s what Jacob said Lego-ass’ real name was. 

“We get to keep half the Trial Points if we kill someone?” I mutter. “These sick bastards...” 

Dave casts his eyes down as he nods. Right, he took the first life in this fight.
I wonder how many Trial Points Weasel had. Or Wesley, I suppose I should call him now.

Still, even though this is a supremely questionable mechanic, I do love the fact that I’m cashing in on Lego-ass’ hard-earned points. He must’ve been saving up for a medium-grade Skill. Thank goodness he couldn’t afford it in the end.

[image: The second window reads: Respiration has evolved into Breath Control!]



Now that’s what I’m talking about. I had a feeling something like this happened during the battle; it was like the Aether in my lungs suddenly got more pliable, more obedient.

[image: Finally, the last window reads: Announcement. The third door of Hub Two has been used. There is now a total of 26 participants in Hub Two. Three doors remain.]



Oof, only three more. Well, no matter. We’ll be going through soon. 

Wait, twenty-six? “Dave, how many participants were left according to the previous announcement?”

“Thirty-eight.”

So the Hub is down twelve people. If five of them left, and we took out another four, that means at least three more people died in the meantime.

That means there are likely other people in Hub Two who know you can collect Trial Points by killing here. Good thing no-one outside our little gang knows I received 50 Trial Points for breaking that record. Also, I’m suddenly very glad to have a scary reputation as the Toxic Dragon.

My eyes meet Dave’s, with a look no doubt mirroring his own. Grim determination.

We’ve gone too far to let anything stop us now.

***
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Dave and I spend the rest of the way planning in hushed tones while Alec brings Kaitlynn up to speed, with Jacob joining in and listening to the parts he’d missed out on.

What it comes down to, is that we need to get Kaitlynn and Jacob levelled up ASAP, so we can blow this joint. However, we only have one Stardrop left, and no immediately obvious way to get another. 

The easiest solution would be to renege on our deal and kick Jacob to the curb. However, I wasn’t raised as either a dealbreaker or a quitter. Getting a fifth member shortly before the Fourth Trial was always the plan anyway, and Jacob’s just done us a huge favour. I’m also convinced that he’s burned all bridges with Bruce and his—well, I guess it’s just Bruce now. Let’s not think about that too hard.

By the time we reach the hut, Dave and I agree on a course of action. 

I gesture for the rest to join us in a huddle. “All right, Dave and I have a plan. Kaitlynn—”

“Yes ma’am!” Kaitlynn calls out, playfully saluting me.

I suppress a smile. “Kaitlynn, as soon as you feel ready, I want you to level up. Make sure there isn’t too much Toxic Energy in your system. Dave will tell you what to expect. While you sleep it off, he and Alec will guard the hut and prepare our gear and packs for travel. We collected plenty of extra food and water bottles from Brucey’s stash, so between that and the dried meat, we should have enough to last us a week at minimum. No need to risk going out foraging or anything like that. Especially now.” 

Dave nods. Alec also mock salutes me. 

“Wait, where will you be?” Kaitlynn asks, frowning.

“I’m taking Jacob here on a little trip to Moonshade Glade.” 

“So, that’s really where the Stardrops are?” Jacob asks, growing pale. “Ehm, I gotta tell you, my Toxic Energy Tolerance is pretty crap.”

“We expected as much,” Dave says. “Don’t worry, Emma came up with a method to get you through the glade safe and sound.”

Well, probably. I doubt the council would award me three Minor Lavi Crystals for coming up with this, considering it requires my active participation for any expedition into the glade.

Alec scratches his head, then turns to Dave. “Wouldn’t it make more sense if she took you instead of Jacob, though? Since you can Purify yourself along the way?”

I shake my head. “We considered it, but Dave’s Skill won’t make much of a difference in there, as his Qi pool is too small. Plus, it’s Jacob that needs the Stardrop, so he should be taking the risk. Toxic Energy isn’t the only danger in there.” 

Kaitlynn glances back and forth between us. “Hold up, I’m confused. If you’re already going, and you know where the Stardrops are and everything, why does Jacob need to go?” 

“Well,” I say, “problem is that I already picked a bunch of Stardrops. When I picked my third, I got attacked by these weird snake-headed monsters that spit acid. I doubt they’ve already forgotten me, so I need Jacob to pick his own, ’cause I don’t want to get attacked again.” 

“Wait, you were attacked when you picked the third?” Jacob asks in confusion. “But didn’t you pick four of them?”

I smirk at him. “Yes. Yes I did.”

My thunder is ruined a little when Kaitlynn punches me in the shoulder, clearly not pleased with my risk-taking. She follows this up by giving me the cold shoulder, forcing me to spend some time placating her. 

I don’t mind, really. Finally getting a hug after being denied physical contact for a while kind of makes it even sweeter.

More importantly, I’m just glad to have her safe in my arms again.
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CHAPTER 47
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May the odds be ever in your favour

––––––––
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“YOU READY FOR THIS?” I ask Jacob one last time.

He looks a little pale—well, he looks a lot pale really, ’cause he’s not exactly tan in the first place—but nods determinedly. “Ehm, are you?”

Heh. “Don’t worry about me,” I reply. “My Toxic Energy Tolerance grew quite a bit when I levelled up, so the Aether here won’t harm me.” 

Other things still might, of course.

I rappel down the vine, spear pressed against my side beneath my elbow. Upon touching down, I head into the Moonshade Glade with big strides and Jacob in tow. 

Earlier I found the stream entering the Moonshade Glade—it wasn’t on the map, or I may have done this earlier—and decided to follow it on our excursion, since it should lead me straight to Stardrop Pond. Well, it meanders a little, so not straight, but you get the idea. 

Jacob’s holding his breath as we walk, while I keep breathing, slowly. Just enough that my Lavi doesn’t drop. 

When his Lavi gets low, he signals me as planned. Time to try out my idea.

I stand still, take an extra-deep breath, and turn my view inwards. 

Breath Control is all about coercing the energy within the Aether to do your thing. Specifically the Lavi. If I were able to control the Toxic Energy in the Aether, things would be very different.

This time, when the Aether enters my lungs, I try not to absorb the present Lavi. I’ve practised a little on the way over, but it’s still pretty hard. I keep the breath in my lungs, waiting for the Toxic Energy to slowly be absorbed while I maintain its Lavi content. 

After a couple of seconds, I turn to Jacob and nod. He exhales as far as he can before nodding back.

I lean in close enough that it’s awkward, despite the tense situation. He flinches back a little but controls himself. 

Did he just glance at my lips? Yeah, I’m not doing this mouth-to-mouth, buddy.

I exhale slowly, directing my breath towards his face and gently pushing it into his nostrils.

His eyes go wide and he backs up while waving his hand in front of his face, wildly hacking and coughing.

When he’s finished, he glares at me. Whoops. Guess I don’t quite have the control yet to pull off ‘gently.’ I smile apologetically at him and lean in to try again. This time I let the Aether linger in front of him. He inhales, looks thoughtful for a second, and nods in relief.

Seems like it might be working. Though he does look a little grossed out rebreathing my stale Aether. I feel ya, buddy.

We continue like this, walking a bit, stopping so I can filter some Aether and have Jacob breathe it. 

I slowly get a little more skilled with it, to the point where I no longer have to lean in quite so close and manage to pull off the filtering part as I walk. Soon, I even start experimenting with trying to add some of my own Lavi into the mix.

Then we reach a Dreamcloud Flower.

Man, it’s pretty, but I’m not falling for one of these suckers again. Jacob, despite my earlier warnings, walks right past me with wide eyes and a look of vacant rapture on his face. 

I roll my eyes and grab onto his shoulder.

“Jacob, stop looking at it. Jacob!” I move in front of him and slap him in the face.

“Wha—?”

“That’s Dreamcloud.” 

He looks at it in shock. “Jesus...” Then he looks at what litters the ground beneath the flower and takes a step back. 

“Relax; it can’t do much except draw you in and suck you dry.”

“Why would that make me relax?!”

I chuckle. “I mean it’s harmless as long as you can break out of its spell. And you’d have to be pretty stupid to fall for it twice.”

“Hmmph. Did you really need to slap me?” Jacob grumbles, rubbing his cheek. 

“No,” I admit with a slight smirk. “It was just more fun that way. Now stay here while I harvest it.” 

I pull out a rock-knife and walk up to it. Its vines sway as I move closer, but they let me pass unhindered. I cautiously reach out for the flower, cut off the cloud-like stamen in its centre, and proceed to carefully wrap them in the remnants of a torn shirt. Finally, I walk back and put the package I just made in my backpack.

It turns out the powder Lego-ass had in his pouch was actually ground Dreamcloud pollen. In low doses, it makes people more open to suggestion. In high doses, it apparently straight-up knocks people out. That was how they kidnapped Kaitlynn in the first place.

The skeletons around this flower appear to be solely animal, so there’s no loot to be found. I nod at Jacob, and we keep moving. It’s still best to keep our speech to a minimum. Along the way, I harvest another Dreamcloud Flower, even bigger than the last one. Unfortunately, there’s once again no loot to be found. 

Come on, Emma, you shouldn’t be unhappy not to find human remains.

I can tell we're getting closer to the pond when craters start showing up in the glade, from where Momma Plessie’s huge globs of acid spit landed. 

Jacob frowns at a particularly large one—easily ten feet in diameter—as we pass it by. “What happened here?” 

“Ehm, nothing. Don’t worry about it. And stop wasting your breath.”

Jacob shoots me a suspicious look, but follows my instruction and shuts up.

As I expected, the stream leads us to the pond quite soon after. At a respectable distance from the shore, I signal at Jacob to stop.

Please just stay asleep, Momma Plessie!

I provide Jacob with one final breath, point out a nearby lily pad, and gesture at him to go ahead. Following the instructions I gave him on our way over to the glade, he plucks a long rod of bamboo at the shore, then hops onto the pad.

Of course, I didn’t just provide instructions, I also thoroughly grilled him. He was a little suspicious at first, but I eventually managed to convince him that confiding at least his Strength and Agility in me would be favourable to his survival. Turns out he has a Strength of 12 and an Agility of 9. I was a little worried about that second bit, but he seems to hop from pad to pad quite nimbly.

I hold my breath when he reaches for an unplucked Stardrop, but nothing happens even as it snaps free and he stores it away. 

I was worried my presence might screw things up, considering my last visit, but it looks like we’re in the clear.

Of course, since I was able to safely pick two, we’re not leaving with just one. I mean, hey, it’s free real estate. If I don’t find a use for it myself, we can always trade it.

As instructed, Jacob picks another Stardrop from a flower close to the shore and surrounded by a large number of lily pads.

This time, however, when he plucks the Stardrop, the plessies unexpectedly wake up.

“Shit! JACOB, BOOK IT!” I yell as at least three heads surface practically right next to him. What the hell?! This doesn’t make any sense!

Thankfully, Jacob reacts quickly, hopping from pad to pad as the ones behind him get destroyed in a deluge of bubble-gum-pink acid. 

I run forward as well, inhaling as I do. Jacob is close to the shore now, to my right, but there’s no clear path for him to get there. 

Seeing his conundrum, I launch a jet of Aether at the frontrunner of the plessies chasing him. It’s the farthest shot I ever attempted, but I still manage to hit it in the side of the head, and it turns to me angrily. In fact, they all turn to me. 

“Guess what? I’m back, bitches!” I yell at them. An ominous ripple moves through the Hydrum. Hoh boy.

Jacob dives into the Hydrum and starts swimming for his life, now a mere twenty feet from shore.

Despite my wild waving and yelling, one of the plessies takes note of his desperate attempt to get away and chases after him. The others start moving towards me, hissing and baring their teeth. 

Frig, he’s not swimming fast enough, that plessie is going to get him!

Unfortunately, all this yelling has me out of Aether. Good thing I brought a spear. 

Though its shaft isn’t all that straight, seeing as how Dave made it from a scavenged branch, it’s at least balanced nicely. It’ll have to do. 

I bring my spear-arm back, my other arm forward, and position the spear parallel to the ground. Man, I’m getting PE flashbacks. 

Unfortunately, back then, I was a lot better at gymnastics than at track and field events like the javelin throw. Good thing I’ve been known to perform well under pressure.

As the plessie rears back its long neck to strike, I activate Boost Physical and swing my arm forward. 

The spear sails through the Aether, crests its apex right at the halfway point, and beautifully sinks into the base of the beast’s neck with a very satisfying ‘schlunk.’ 

The beast wails, and I hear a rumble coming from deep beneath the surface. The plessies coming toward me halt, then dive down.

Knowing what’s coming, I run towards Jacob and pull him into the underbrush by the scruff of his neck, then quickly change directions. 

A strip of land behind us is devastated by a jet of bubble-gum-pink acid.

“Oh god, we’re gonna die!” Jacob whispers frantically.

I wheel around and shush him. “Don’t worry,” I whisper back. “I’ve got a lot of experience with this. Now, I need you to calm down and do as I say. Can you do that?”

I stare him down until he swallows and nods. 

“Good. Now, as you may have noticed, Momma Plessie hasn’t attempted to hit us a second time.”

“Momma?” 

“Stay focused,” I reprimand him. “Last time, I figured something out. Allow me to demonstrate.” I grab a small rock, and toss it into some distant bushes, disturbing them. 

Seconds later, another jet of bubble-gum-pink blasts them away. 

Jacob blanches.

“Y’see? Momma Plessie’s eyes have probably evolved for under-Hydrum sight,” I whisper. “In Aether, her vision is terrible, so she simply shoots anything that moves.” 

Like giant flesh-eating flowers.

“All we have to do is move very slowly,” I continue, “and stand still whenever she looks our way.”

“What if she does spot us?” Jacob whispers.

I grin. “Then we run.” 

Jacob watches with wide eyes as I slowly make my way out of our cover, keeping my gaze trained on Momma Plessie. Her head swivels my way and I freeze. For a long moment, it seems like she’s looking right at me, then her head turns back and she roars at the spot we entered the underbrush.

I turn back a bit to smirk at Jacob. He swallows, then follows me with somewhat wooden motions.

And so begins our most dangerous game of Peep Behind the Curtain.
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“Why’d they attack me?” Jacob asks indignantly as we reach the edge of the glade. “I thought you said I could safely pick the second one?”

I chuckle. “I’m quite sure there was a ‘probably’ in there somewhere. I honestly don’t know why, though. Maybe they’ve gotten more sensitive because more Stardrops have been plucked. Maybe it’s because I was there. Maybe it’s because we didn’t actually need it. Who knows?” I shrug. 

He seems unsatisfied, but still hands over the second Stardrop when I hold out my palm.

“All right,” I say. “You go ahead and climb onto a high branch, out of the Toxic Energy; I’ve got a bit more harvesting to do before we head back.”

Jacob nods wordlessly and walks towards a nearby tree trunk. Meanwhile, I head back into the glade, removing a 1.5-litre empty coke bottle from my backpack as well as a pair of clawed, black leather gloves that look like they used to be a part of a Shego costume. Spoils of war. 

I grab the first Moonshade Flower I find and make swift work of its stem with a stone blade. I hold it over the upright bottle on the ground and activate Boost Physical to twist the stem. It takes some straining, but soon enough the thick, viscous sap starts leaking out and dripping into the bottle.

Who knows when we’ll see Moonshade again? I’m not leaving until this sucker is full.
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When we get back, I am surprised to find myself being jumped by a relieved Kaitlynn.

Though I‘m only surprised because she was supposed to be levelling. I’ve gotten quite used to random hugs.

I raise a brow at Dave over Kaitlynn’s shoulder. 

He shakes his head with a fond smile. “She was too wound up to concentrate. I thought it best she wait for your return and attempt the level up together with Jacob.” 

I nod. That’s fine—it shouldn’t negatively impact our schedule.

Kaitlynn releases me and starts checking over my body, to see if I’m all right. 

“Did you guys have a safe trip?” Alec asks, leaning in the hut’s opening.

“Yup, nothing happened,” I say. “Right, Jacob?”

“Emma told me to say that nothing happened,” Jacob responds dryly, “but we actually poked the hornets’ nest when I grabbed a second Stardrop and got attacked and chased by the... plessies, including the really big one after Emma nailed one with her spear.” 

“Yes, well,” I say, glaring at him. “We got away fine, so no worries.” I’ll get you for that one, Emo-kid. Payback’s a bitch.

Kaitlynn shakes her head exasperatedly. “I knew you’d get in trouble... but you do seem fine.” Her gaze lingers on my bust. “Say, Emma,” she starts absently, “is it just me, or did you get a little ‘bigger’?”

That might explain why my armour fits a little tighter than before, but this is clearly not the time or place to examine such things. 

I clear my throat. “Anyway! Let’s get you crazy kids levelled up. Oh, if you could Purify them one last time first, Dave, that’d be great.” 

Actually, I should probably sit in on that session. Taking in Toxic Energy for two the whole way put even me a little over my limit.
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It seem my method worked well; under the combined effects of the still-functioning Blue Angel and Dave’s Purifying Skill, Jacob’s Toxic Energy is quickly back under his Tolerance Limit.

After some final preparation and instruction, the time has come for Jacob and Kaitlynn to level up. Jacob seems to trust me a little more now, as it takes only a little prodding to get him to confide that his Willpower is 11. I tell him with that, he should be fine withstanding the pain. They both should be. They will be.

My nails dig into my palms as I watch Kaitlynn receive and drink her heated, liquified Stardrop. She quickly follows it up with her Yang Qi Pearl and one of Meathead’s Minor Lavi Crystals. My newly sharp nails draw blood.

I force myself to sit down and be quiet, despite the nervous energy jittering through my body. We can only watch now.

Soon, they are both sweating profusely and their bodies glow with heat. 

So this is what the Yang level-up procedure looks like. Concentrating on the vision coming through my eye-crystal, I can actually vaguely see orange-tinted energy snakes crawling beneath Kaitlynn’s skin. 

After what feels like an hour, the dangerous part—which I know to last only fifteen minutes—is finally over. One after the other, Jacob and Kaitlynn lie down with stiff, puppet-like movements and sink into a deep sleep.

They made it. Relieved, I let out a deep breath, causing various objects in the room to flutter or rattle. Now it’s just a matter of letting them sleep it off. 

Their bodies haven’t changed colour, nor have they grown any form of beginning horns, so I guess that’s going to happen while they sleep. Some form of adaptation to being a higher level?

[You’ve received another pre-recorded audio-message from ‘the council secretary,’ sent to all his contacts. Would you like to hear it?]

“Sure,” I mutter distractedly.

<Hello, everyone, this is the council secretary speaking.>

Oof. Compared to the last message, this one’s opening had a very different energy. He sounds exhausted.

<Let me begin with the bad: the drastic decrease in survivors has led the council to the painful conclusion that some fights have broken out that ended in death. Please don’t fight amongst yourselves; the council is more than willing to mediate disputes.>

Cool story, bro.

<Now for the good news,> he continues, a little more upbeat. <Prior to departing, the second group to leave Hub Two informed the council of the method by which Stardrops can be safely obtained.>

What? And those assholes didn’t even bother to tell me! Though I guess I haven’t really kept them up to date either...

<The third party to leave Hub Two was a contingent of the council, sent ahead to establish order in Hub Three.>

Are they trying to monopolise the remaining doors? Actually, that doesn’t make a lot of sense; announcing it like this would be the worst way to do that.

<Now, it seems more and more likely that there’s an upper limit of thirty participants that can enter the next Trial. Since the council was founded to promote the well-being and survival of everyone, this has rather thrown us for a loop.>

I can imagine.

<After long deliberation, we have decided on a way to offer the remaining survivors a fair chance to survive. The council is organizing a lottery for the remaining survivors, including ourselves. Anyone who can provide their own Qi Pearl and Minor Lavi Crystal can join for a chance at a Stardrop. We hope this will bring an end to the violence that has swept through Hub Two over the last days. To be clear, we’re not asking you to hand anything over, only to show us that you possess the means to level up if provided with a Stardrop. If you wish to join the lottery, come to the exit doors before the next Twinrise. I wish you all the best of luck. This is your council secretary, signing off.>

Oh man. Now what? 
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CHAPTER 48
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O Captain, my Captain

––––––––
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“SO,” DAVE SAYS, “Either the council is legit and might get in our way as they intend to distribute spots ‘fairly,’ or they’ve gone rogue and are trying to get everyone to the doors, so they can kill them for their Qi Pearls, Minor Lavi Crystals, and Trial Points.” 

“That about sums it up,” I say wearily. “Not much we can do about it now. We’ll have to wait for Jacob and Kaitlynn to wake up before we make a move.” 

Dave nods, then hesitates. “Should we unfriend the council secretary, just in case?”

I purse my lips, then finally shake my head. “Nah, not much point to it. That might just make them suspicious; we’ll just have to keep guard.” I glance outside to see if Alec is taking his shift seriously. He seems pretty focused. “Also, Kaitlynn and Jacob won’t be able to unfriend him until they’re done levelling in about eight hours.” 

“By which point we’ll be moving out anyway,” Dave finishes. “Fine. Then I suggest we plan for what happens if—when we succeed in walking through one of those doors.” 

I nod approvingly. “I like your confidence. What were you thinking?”

“Well, assuming we get five minutes to ask questions again, it would be best to take them one by one if that’s allowed. I suspect it won’t be so convenient.”

Generally a safe bet in this place.

“We should make a list of questions,” he continues. “Or at least subjects, that each of us should ask about, whether it’s together or separately. And perhaps also what type of Skilldream purchases we should make, in order to function as a team.”

I shake my head. Man, this guy is organised. “I feel like I may have said this before, but I’m glad you’re on our team, Dave.”

He smiles and takes out a piece of bark and a sharp rock. “The feeling is mutual. Now let’s begin.”
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After our planning session, Dave and I each take our turn guarding and resting while Alec starts work on Jacob’s armour. Though to be honest, I spend most of my resting time staring at Kaitlynn. 

I mean, it’s not often you get to watch someone physically transform before your very eyes. 

Over the course of the night, Kaitlynn’s skin slowly turns paler, with faint veins of silver forming a spiderweb-like pattern beneath, barely visible. At the same time, her hair becomes an even more vibrant shade of blue, and even her eyebrows seem to take on a bluish hue.

Jacob’s skin, conversely, turns darker. Unfortunately, the change doesn’t provide him with the healthy tan he sorely needs, but instead turns his skin a sickly grey that makes him look even more like a depressed vampire.

And of course, the beginnings of horns push through their skin. Kaitlynn’s are similar in overall shape to mine, except they’re smooth where mine are ribbed, and while mine curve back towards my ears, hers curve up towards the crown of her head.

Jacob is actually growing three horns, centred on his forehead in a triangle; two horns at the top, one at the bottom. Is he becoming a trigot? That would be something.

Silently I keep my vigil, half-Meditating, half-pondering all the while.
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Jacob and Kaitlynn are up, our bags are packed, our plans discussed, the Twinstar has just ‘set,’ and we’re ready to go. 

I clap my hands together. “All right, gang, huddle up.” 

I wait for everyone to gather in a circle before I continue. “First of all, I have some spoils to divide.” 

I take the pouch off my belt and hand out the contents: Alec, Dave and I each get a Minor Lavi Crystal and a pearl of our affinity, and Kaitlynn and Jacob get only a pearl.

Jacob looks quite stunned and moved to receive his. He’s definitely not used to the way we operate.

“I suggest you use them now,” I say, putting my own away. “We may be about to face the council, and can use every bit of advantage they may afford us.” 

Alec hesitates, glancing at his Yin Qi Pearl. “You and I don’t really have any Skills that use Qi yet though. Right, Emma? What if the council demands some kind of toll?” 

I snort. “Then they can receive it in the form of my foot up their ass. The second reason I suggest you use them up now is so they can’t be lost or stolen.” 

Dave glances at my empty hands and raises a brow at me. “Where are yours?”

I shake my head. “I have plans for mine, but I need to ask my Personal Guide System questions about them first.”

He shrugs, then gulps down his Minor Lavi Crystal. It remains a weird thing to see, as the crystal is clearly too large to swallow when it enters the mouth, yet it goes down like it’s made of Jell-O. He follows it up with his pearl. Alec follows suit, and Kaitlynn and Jacob swallow their pearls as well.

“All right,” I say. “It’s about time we leave this place behind. Make sure you haven’t forgotten anything and go take care of your business if you need to, because there will be no potty breaks along the way. Yes, I’m looking at you, Alec.” 

While Alec slinks outside wearing a guilty expression, Dave goes to check the packs one more time. Jacob does some stretching exercises, looking determined and ready for combat.

Kaitlynn glances around the hut with a wistful look on her face. Shit, I guess I’m actually going to miss this place a little too.

“We had some pretty good times here, huh?” I say, smiling morosely while I put my arm around her. She stiffens for a moment, then leans into me with a sigh. 

I turn my head a fraction, so I can surreptitiously smell her hair.

Still impressive how good she smells. Almost weird, really, but I can’t say I mind.
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Thirty minutes later or so—five hours before Twinrise—we draw close to our destination. 

Door number six, because apparently, the doors are numbered.

The six doors are spread out over the wall opposite where we entered Hub Two, all at least a thousand feet apart. Door six is the one farthest to the right. According to Dave, the dot representing the council secretary on our map is hanging around roughly near where door number three should be, so we’re starting at number six and working our way down until we find an unused door.

I’d rather avoid a confrontation with the council or any other survivors, but if they are guarding the doors, at the very least they should be spread over three locations, which gives us an important edge.

We move through the canopy silently and swiftly. We’re all armoured in scaly blue leather—Alec managed to finish Jacob’s in time—and bristling with horns and weapons, so we should look pretty intimidating. Another edge. 

Let’s hope it’s enough.

Door number six is huge and appears hewn from a single slab of rock. The ‘6’ on its front is very crude, the circle that forms the bottom of the number more a kind of crooked hexagon. 

There doesn’t seem to be anyone guarding it, which could either be good news or bad. 

Carefully scanning for hidden scouts or an ambush, we make our way down the trunk. We communicate only in hushed tones, relayed to our gang over the Social System.

<Seems deserted. Let’s pick up the pace,> Dave whispers.

I glance back and nod, before making my way down more swiftly. If there’s a lone scout hidden away here somewhere, it’d actually be better to make haste rather than wait for their reinforcements to show up.

My heart beats in my throat when I start crossing the last hundred-foot-wide clearing surrounding the door.

As I come within twenty feet, my stomach sinks. It should’ve opened by now, right? I keep going, just in case, until I finally lay my hand on its surface. 

I knew an unguarded door was too good to be true. After all, the universe likes to pick on me. This one’s been used.
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Door number five is also unguarded. And similarly unresponsive. 

“What the hell!” Jacob swears. “Why is our luck so shit?” 

I shrug. Nothing I’m not used to. “I’m sure the next door will be a winner. Let’s keep moving.” 

Dave is still frowning at the door. “Hold on. What if it’s not a coincidence?” 

I turn back. “What do you mean?”

“The doors are numbered...” he muses. “What if they open in order?” 

My eyes widen. “Shit. Three doors have been used, so the next door to open would be number four. If you’re right, the council will almost definitely be guarding that door!” 

Dave nods, looking grim. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”
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Door number four is guarded. 

Three council enforcers stand in front of it, decked out in black like usual, though their clothing is too bulky to just be clothing. They’re definitely packing some kind of defensive material underneath.

We study them from high up in a tree, hidden behind a bunch of leaves. I don’t spot any horns, so it should be safe to say they’re still Level 1. I recognise one of them. 

<Hey, that’s Steve!> Alec whisper-shouts. <Aren’t you all buddy-buddy with him, Nonya? D’you think he’d let us pass?>

Kaitlynn huffs. <They’re not that close,> she retorts, sounding a little piqued. <He still made her get registered to obtain permits and everything, you know?>

I shoot her a questioning glance, but she evades my eye. Weird. “Kaitlynn’s right; Steve’s a stickler for the rules, always has been. He won’t do me any favours on account of our... acquaintanceship.”

<Then what?> Jacob whispers. <Do we just... attack them? Try to knock ’em out or at least get them out of the way so we can run past?>

I hesitate. There’s five of us and only three of them... I don’t really rate their chances of stopping us very high. Still, if we can convince or intimidate them into letting us pass without violence, that would be the best outcome in my book. But if we can’t convince them, trying to intimidate them would throw our chance at a surprise attack.

I ignore the small voice in the back of my head that suggests I kill them for the sake of their Trial Points.

However, the choice is soon taken out of my hands.

Steve’s head jerks up as if stung. He frowns, before calling out, “Emma? I know you and your team can hear me. Would you come out please?”

What? How? Damn. The council secretary must have checked his map and informed him. Perhaps we should’ve unfriended him after all.

Tch. I glance at Dave. The look he gives me says, ‘We might as well.’

<No time to waste. Game faces, everyone,> I whisper before barrelling down the trunk. 

Steve and his two pals straighten when we emerge from the underbrush at a light jog. We line up twenty feet in front of them, holding our weapons, but not brandishing them. Not yet.

I take a small step forward. “You’re in our way.” It’s a statement as well as a threat.

Steve’s gaze travels over all of us. “I can see that,” he says dryly.

“Come on, Steve,” I plead, levelling my spear. “Give me a reason not to attack you outright. ’Cause if you think I’m waiting for your reinforcements to arrive...”

He shakes his head, smiling wryly. “No need for that. We ain’t here to fight you,” he says and puts his crude club down on the ground. His pals look wary but they follow his lead. 

I blink. This is certainly unexpected. If it’s a ploy to stall for time, then it’s pretty ballsy. Is this an effect of my new Charm stat or something? 

“Look,” Steve explains, “the council ain’t in the business of stopping people from using the doors; you got every right to use it. If there were less of you, we’d ask to fill out your numbers, but since you’re with a full, levelled party, that don’t apply to you. We only ask that you stay inside the Hub a bit longer so our Chair can come over for a chat; communication will be cut off once you leave, and there’s something we try to pass along to all departing teams.”

It’s silent for a beat. 

Jacob hisses, “This could still be a trap. Are we really going to risk waiting for others to show up?” 

My gut reaction is to say no. We’ve come too far to stumble and fall now. My body tenses and my grip on my spear tightens as I ready myself for action. 

But then I’m struck by the sadness shining through Steve’s face, “Please. Consider it a last request from her part,” he says.

Shit. My grip weakens.

I sigh. “All right... I’ll hear what she has to say. But you’re going to move right now. We’ll wait with our backs to an open door. Unless you have a problem with that?” 

He hesitates, then shakes his head. He and his two fellow enforcers cautiously circle around us. One of them falters a bit and glances at his weapon, but I set him straight with a firm glare.

We walk up to the door, carefully watching them as we pass by. My heart beats in my throat as we approach. If that asshole tricked us... 

The door grinds open. Beyond it lies a dark corridor, stretching farther than the light inside allows us to see. 

I resist the urge to sprint through immediately. Instead, true to my word, I turn around and wait for Rebecca with my back to the open door. 

“Hey, Emma,” Dave whispers after a few seconds. “I don’t believe we’ve informed the council about Bruce yet, right?” 

Startled, I blink. “Shit, no we haven’t.” 

He nods. “If communications are really impossible after we enter this door, this is definitely the time to do it. Should we try telling Steve?” 

I drag my teeth over my lower lip, then sigh. “No, I know who I need to tell. Ugh, I’ve been putting this conversation off for too long... it’s going to be super-awkward now. Damnit. Suri, could you call Samuel for me please?”

[Will do.]

A tense few seconds later, a tired, reserved voice sounds in my head. 

<Hello, Emma. How nice to hear from you.> 

I cringe. “Ehm, yeah... that’s my bad. How eh, how’ve you been?” 

It’s silent for a moment.

<Tired,> he says in a clipped tone. <Now, what can I do for you?>

Oof, he sounds cold... guess I brought this on myself, though.

“I’m calling to, ehm... inform you about an altercation we had with another team. Bruce’s gang kidnapped Kaitlynn. We rescued her, but Bruce got away. I was hoping you guys might be able to apprehend him, or at the very least exclude him from your lottery.” 

<Ah. I see. Well, your version of events is a little different from Bruce’s, but that’s to be expected.> 

The world spins around me for a moment before grinding to a sudden halt.

“Excuse me?” 

<Bruce came to us requesting protective custody. He tells the story a little differently. Now—> 

“He’s lying!” I blurt out. “Or at the very least he’s leaving things out.” 

<That... may very well be, but you haven’t exactly been very forthcoming, have you, Emma?> he asks sharply.

God friggin’—

<Judging by your current location and the report I just received, your team is Level 2, just as Bruce informed me. That means you found the Stardrops too, but didn’t bother to inform us.>

“Now look here!” I say heatedly. My suddenly raised voice startles the twitchy council enforcers, but I’m getting too fed up with this guy’s tone and attitude to care. “I only found them after the first door opened, which, you may recall, was kind of a game-changer. And when I got back, Kaitlynn had already been kidnapped, by Bruce, who then threatened me not to contact you guys!”

It remains quiet for a moment, then Samuel sighs. <I’ll be honest, I don’t know what to think anymore. However, the fact remains that you didn’t inform us about the Stardrops, nor about this alleged kidnapping. Excluding Bruce from the lottery is quite possibly a death penalty. We could never dole out such a harsh punishment without a fair trial.> 

“But if he takes up a spot, someone else dies, who you know is innocent!” I argue.

<Innocent until proven guilty, Emma,> he responds resolutely. <All I have is your word against his. Also, there are claims made against you, too. Four people are dead, his hand has been cut off, and from what he tells us, your team is responsible. Now, if you were willing to come in and testify...> he trails off. 

“Yeah, that’s not gonna happen,” I drawl out.

<Then I’m afraid the council’s decision—or rather, lack thereof—on this matter is final. I wish you all the luck you need in the coming Trials.>

“Thanks, but I make my own luck,” I reply tersely. “Suri, end the call.”

I relay the contents of the conversation to the rest in soft tones. They’re understandably unhappy about it, but there’s isn’t much to be done about it now. 

In hindsight, I should’ve contacted the council sooner. Then again, we weren’t sure they could be trusted. Still aren’t, really. Not completely.

It doesn’t take long after that for Rebecca to show up carrying a small package, with two more enforcers in tow. She takes in the situation with raised brows, nods at her guards to stay behind, and slowly makes her way over to us. 

When she’s ten feet in front of me, I raise my spear at her. She gives me an unimpressed look but puts the package down on the ground. It looks like the ragged remnants of a plastic bag, wrapped in a giant leaf and tied up with vines.

“What is it?” Kaitlynn asks curiously. 

“Letters,” Rebecca says simply. “Carved in bark. Some are messages from people who never even made it this far, some from people who have no faith they’ll make it out of Hub Two. If you ever find your way back to Earth, please see to it that these find their recipients.”

Well, frig. Now I feel even more like a jackass.

“Did you write one?” I ask quietly. 

Rebecca nods, smiling serenely. 

Too serenely. Suddenly I’m sure of it, with what Steve said earlier about this being a last request... “You’re going down with the ship, aren’t you?”

Her smile turns wry. “While I’m not entirely convinced yet of the fate of the people who stay behind, as long as there are fewer open spots than survivors, I have no intention of leaving Hub Two.”

Kaitlynn clasps a hand over her mouth. Moisture wells up in my eyes, but I blink it away. 

Rebecca turns to Kaitlynn and shakes her head warmly. “No need to cry, dear; this is my own choice. Frankly, I’m just done dancing to the tune of this death-trap, watching people be forced to struggle and kill to survive. Compared to most survivors, I’ve already lived a long and fulfilling life, so I’m making my stand here. If this place wants me dead, it’ll have to come get me.”

Her words sound feisty, but they can’t mask the underlying torrent of sadness. Deep down, I think we all know there’s no road to survival for the ones left behind in Hub Two. After all, we’re not the first team passing through here, and where are the ones who got left behind before?

I hand my spear to Alec, who is standing next to me silently, and walk forward. 

I pick up the package in front of Rebecca, then shake her hand one last time. It’s rough, but warm.

“If you get out of here alive, find the bastards who built this place and give ’em hell,” she says. 

I don’t trust my voice right now, so I just nod and proceed to turn around and walk back. 

On the threshold of the door, I stop one last time to wave at Steve. He nods back warmly.

I better see you in Hub Three, you big lug.

Finally, once the last member of our team crosses the threshold, the door slams shut with a deafening boom.

End of Book One
Want to make sure you don't miss the release of the next book, or fancy a glance at Emma's notes? Read on!



DEAR READER




Thank you for picking up my work and taking the time to read it.

If you’d like to keep me in the business of writing, please leave a review at your preferred vendor via this universal book link: https://books2read.com/whisperingcrystals1 

If your head is still completely in the Realm of Crystals and you need to talk about it with someone—possibly even me—you can always join my Discord server with this link: https://discord.gg/jGx5EvR 

Alternatively—or additionally—if you want to be sure you never miss a release, go to https://hcmillsofficial.com and sign up for my mailing list. All you have to do is fill in your e-mail address at the bottom of the page!

For those of you who truly cannot wait, there is some good news as well. The Whispering Crystals was originally conceived as a webnovel, under the name ‘I Am Going To Die (In This Game-Like Dimension)’.

As of writing, this webnovel is still being updated every week, and—as it can be considered a first draft of The Whispering Crystals series—you can choose to continue reading from chapter 49, simply by following this link: https://www.iagtd.com/single-post/chapter-49

Frankly, however, I would recommend signing up for the mailing list and waiting for the release of book 2.

Disclaimer: 

This page was written on the Eighteenth of June in the year 2020, and these previous points are pretty much only relevant if it’s still the 21st century and I’m still around. If not, I guess my progeny—assuming I’ve produced any—might still appreciate the continued proliferation of my legacy, so feel free to leave a review or join the mailing list anyway.

Either way, I hope I’ve managed to transport you to another world for a little while, and that you enjoyed it more than Emma did, at the very least.

Sincerely,
H.C. Mills


EMMA’S NOTES




The Laws of Being

(Because screw physics, apparently)

FIRST LAW: All are One

SECOND LAW: All are Yin or Yang

THIRD LAW: All are quantified

FOURTH LAW: Yin and Yang attract

Types of Matter

AETHER: At first glance, looks and feels like air—breathable and everything—but it’s not. Air is a mixture of gasses found in Earth’s atmosphere; Aether is apparently a ‘nigh-omnipresent medium for energies to travel through.’

ASTREUM: Super-Heated Aether turns into Astreum, which glows orange and expands rapidly when Heated further. Totally rad.

HYDRUM: Analogous to water, but more viscous. Tastes the same too, though I guess water doesn’t really taste like anything...

SOLITH: Supposedly the stuff rocks and stone are made of in the Realm of Crystals. Not sure if that includes crystals, though. Note to self: ask about this later.

Types of Energy

YIN AND YANG QI: Described as the purest and therefore most potent types of energy in the Realm. All other energies are apparently derived from these.

LAVI: Analogous to life-force, floats around in Aether like green flecks, stream around inside the body in flows. Supposedly formed by the combination of Yin and Yang Qi.

HEAT: A type of Yang energy that can damage Lavi and reduce Strength and Toughness.

COLD: A type of Yin energy, effects unknown.

VIBRATION ENERGY: A type of Yang energy, which can really hurt your ears. Other effects unknown. 

RADIATION ENERGY: A type of Yang energy that can be given different Purposes, some of which quite beneficial like the Purifying Purpose and the Restorative Purpose. Effects of the basic form unknown.

TOXIC ENERGY: A type of Yin energy that—in its base form—is very dangerous to unadapted lifeforms, causing a lot of damage to Lavi, and reducing Strength and Agility. It can be used in different—potentially less lethal—ways by giving it a Purpose, like the befuddling Dreamcloud Purpose, and supposedly others.

KINETIC ENERGY: A type of Yang Energy to do with motion. 

Lavi-based Skills

RESPIRATION: A low-grade Skill based on taking control over inhaled Lavi, to facilitate its intake. Has the downside of increasing the intake of other present energies as well. Toxic Energy, for example...

BREATH CONTROL: A middle-grade Skill obtained by evolving the Respiration Skill. It takes things further by allowing the user to maintain control over the Lavi in their breath, and use it to direct their exhale for various purposes. 

MEDITATION: A low-grade Skill that decreases resting Lavi Consumption by slowing down bodily functions, dimming sensations in the process. 

TELEPATHY: A low-grade Skill with unknown working and effects.

BOOST PHYSICAL: A medium-grade Skill that burns Lavi as fuel for a temporary boost in Strength and Agility. Hurts like hell.

EXCHANGE LAVI: A medium-grade Skill with unknown working and effects.

LAVI FONT: Another medium-grade Skill with unknown working and effects.

Yin-Qi-based Skills

None known yet, can’t wait to find out more about them!

Yang-Qi-based Skills

AMPLIFY: A low-grade Skill that makes use of Vibration Energy in an unknown way. Unpleasant to the eardrums.

ASTREUM MANIPULATION: A medium-grade Skill that requires Yang Qi to be turned into Heat, which is then poured into Aether to turn it into rapidly expanding Astreum, to be aimed at whatever the wielder wishes to hit. Like innocent trees. 

RADIATE: A medium-grade Skill that requires Yang Qi to be turned into Radiation Energy. Applied by Dave with the Purifying Purpose to help rid people of energies over their Tolerance Limit. Super-helpful.

UNKNOWN KINETIC SKILL: Used by Bruce to halt everything in his surroundings, accompanied by a flash of yellow light. Exact workings unknown. Completely unfair. 

People of interest

ALEC: Well-meaning but annoying, has blond hair and a baby-face. Very handy to have around though, due to his wide range of hobbies. Has a discipline problem that’s being worked on. By me. Also, seems to be lacking in empathy a bit, worrying...

ARTIE: Sexist prick. Also, my boss. Well, former boss, I guess. 

BORIS: Big guy that got Jacob kicked out of Bruce’s gang and replaced him. Had Boost Physical. Killed by Alec. 

BRUCE (AKA MEATHEAD): Former self-styled king of the jungle, 100% beef. Now missing his right hand, courtesy of yours truly. Kidnapped Kaitlynn and tried to trade her for Stardrops. Currently in the council’s ‘protective custody,’ whatever that means.

CAROL-ANNE: Kind of a bitch, wore glasses without prescription. Didn’t deserve to die like that though, sucked dry by a Dreamcloud Flower... still, nice of her to leave behind her Yang Qi Pearl.

DAVE: My rock. Great mind for strategy, keeps far better notes than these. Doesn’t seem to know what to do with his hair though; completely frizzy with dead ends, just keeps it in a ponytail. Oh well.

DENISE (AKA FAT MISTY): Kaitlynn’s friend, drooled over Josh, but didn’t make it to Hub Two. Poor girl...

EMMA: That’s you, dumbass! If you forgot who this is, then you’re in deep shit. Don’t trust anyone. Especially Suri.

JACOB (AKA EMO-KID): The newest addition to our little team. Acts like he dresses: kind of depressed. We’ll have to see how he fits in.

JOSH: My former fellow expert hotdog distributor. Had the most stunning pale blue eyes. Died in my arms in Hub One.

KAI: Kaitlynn’s Personal Guide System. Very chatty, apparently. Doesn’t come off as all that smart for an artificial ‘intelligence.’ 

KAITLYNN: A real firecracker of a girl, with a button nose, deep blue hair, and a storm-grey eye. It’s rare that I get along with a girl this well... I better gonna hang on to this one.

LILY: One of the council’s enforcers, clearly bottle-blonde hair, cool tattoo-sleeves on her arms.

LUKE (AKA LEGO-ASS): The biggest douche that ever canoed. Hobbies included riding his Vespa and hitting on girls, poorly. Couldn’t take a joke either. Almost killed Kaitlynn, got stabbed in the throat for his troubles, by yours truly.

MANNY: Guy I used to work with at the hotdog stand. Called in sick the day we got portalled, causing Josh to be called in instead. Probably thanking his lucky stars right now.

REBECCA: Chair of the council. Didn’t trust her at first, but she’s the real deal. Seems to be planning to stay behind in Hub Two no matter the outcome of the lottery. Takes a real captain to go down with the ship.

ROSE: Dave’s Personal Guide System. Also possibly Suri’s arch-nemesis?

SAMUEL: Council’s secretary. Probably should’ve communicated with him better, ’cause now it seems like Bruce got him to believe his bullshit...

SARGE: Alec’s Personal Guide System, sounds hilarious. Heh, ‘Spaghetti arms.’ 

SHERLOCK: Never learned his real name, don’t really care either. Got pushed off a tree by Alec after he tried to make our ears bleed. 

STEVE: Good ol’ Steve. Former security guard at the Con, current head enforcer of the council. Could give Bruce a run for his money when it comes to muscles. Makes me wonder what his Strength is...

SURI: My Personal Guide System. Kind of aloof, hard to get a read on where I stand with her, but she seems invested in my survival, at least. 

WESLEY (AKA WEASEL): Creepy little guy that enjoyed throwing stuff at people. Like his shoes. Got his head bashed in by Dave. Good riddance.
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ANNOUNCEMENT

The third door of Hub Two has been used.
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Three doors remain.
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There is now a total of 44 participants in Hub Two.
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d2d_images/40.3-Appraise.png
STARDROP CONSUMABLE UNAVAILABLE, 10 TP

The workings of this glittering drop of highly viscous liquid have yet to be fully un-
derstood. Consuming it causes the energies inside your body to ignite. This results
in a state of great power and limitless energy, that lasts until the consumer inevita-
bly burns up, often fatally. If taken together with a Minor Lavi Crystal and a Qi Pearl
of the right affinity, it can initiate the process of levelling up from level 1 to 2.

Viscosity High, (Medium after heating)






d2d_images/40.2-PopUp-Stardrop-Pond.png
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Four doors remain.
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Status Effect 'Toxic Energy Poisoning' has been added to the
Status Window.

The Toxic Energy in your body has built up beyond your Tolerance Limit,
causing a weakened state and increased Lavi consumption.

Amount of Toxic Energy currently in the body:
Tolerance Limit: 1.4 Onkh
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WELCOME TO THE FIRST TRIAL

Your goal is to traverse the Toxic Moonshade Garden and reach the door on
the other side. Try not to breathe in too much Toxic Energy.
Good luck!

Information privileges have been updated. Toxic Energy Tracker and Toler-
ance Limit have been added to the rightmost column of the status window.
Unlocked 'Status Effects.’
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WELCOME TO THE PURIFYING OASIS

You've reached the centre of the Moonshade Garden.
Stay here a while if you need to recover.
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STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 32/3470 | Toxic 10.3%72 5.8/1.4
Level: 1 Str 4(7-3)
Info. Priv. Trial 1 Tou 8
Agi 7(12-5)
MF n
Will 12
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 8.5'°° 0/minute
Respiration Lvl. 1
Lung capacity Meagre
Consumption reduction 1.5'%% O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 1
Sensation numbing Minor
STATUS EFFECTS
44 |Lavi -8 O/minute
Toxic Energy Poisoning 0 ‘kh
n Reduced stats Str, Agi
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STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 34/340 Toxic 147" 3.5/162
Level: 1 Str 6(7-1)
Info. Priv. Trial 1 Tou 8
Agi 10012-2)
MF n
Will 12
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 8.5 O/minute
Respiration Lvl. 1
Lung capacity Meagre
Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 1
Sensation numbing Minor
STATUS EFFECTS
19 | Lavi -3.5 O/minute
Toxic Energy Poisoning O‘kh
n Reduced stats Str, Agi
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LAVI FLOWS WINDOW

INFLOWS

Lavi absorption from Aether

8.5 Onkh per minute

Lavi absorption from stomach

1.5 Onkh per minute

Lavi supplied by Lavi Crystal

5 Onkh per minute

Total inflow

15 Onkh per minute

OUTFLOWS

Resting Lavi consumption

5 Onkh per minute

Toxic Energy Lavi consumption

9 Onkh per minute

Total outflow

14 Onkh per minute

SUMMATION

Net Lavi Intake
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RESPIRATION HAS REACHED LEVEL 2!
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LAVI FLOWS WINDOW

INFLOWS

Lavi absorption from Aether 8.5 Onkh per minute

Lavi absorption from stomach 1.5 Onkh per minute

Lavi supplied by Lavi Crystal 5 Onkh per minute

Total inflow 15 Onkh per minute

OUTFLOWS

Resting Lavi consumption 5 Onkh per minute

Toxic Energy Lavi consumption 3.5 Onkh per minute

Total outflow 8.5 Onkh per minute

SUMMATION

Net Lavi Intake
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STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 29/340 | Toxic 13.8% ¢ 7.3/20°¢
Level: 1 Str 3(7-4)
Info. Priv. Trial 1 Tou 8
Agi 6(12-6)
MF n
Will 12
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 10" O/minute
Respiration Lvl. 2
Lung capacity Small
Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 1
Sensation numbing Minor
STATUS EFFECTS
Lavi -9 O/minute
] N 5.3
Toxic Energy Poisoning Onkh
n Reduced stats Str, Agi
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STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 39/39°0 | Toxic 216% 59/4.3
Level: 1 Str 7(@8-1)
Info. Priv. Trial 2 Tou 9
Trial Points: 17 Agi 10012-2)
MF 12
Will 14
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 10.5%° 0/minute
Respiration Lvl. 2
Lung capacity Small
Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 2
Sensation numbing Minor
Stat boost 3 Str, 1 Agi
Boost Physical Lvl. 1
Lavi -10 O/minute
STATUS EFFECTS
16 | Lavi -2.5 O/minute
Toxic Energy Poisoning O‘kh
n Reduced stats Str, Agi
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BLUE ANGEL CONSUMABLE IN STOCK, 5 TP

A small mushroom with a blue cap featuring a distinctive white ring, that prefers
to grow in the shade. It has a bitter taste but a sweet effect, as it naturally ab-
sorbs Toxic Energy, and when eaten can help detoxify the body.

Toughness 6

Detoxifying effect Low-grade

Effect duration 8 hours






d2d_images/19.3-StatsWindow-Toxic-Three-Skills.png
=

STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 40/40"0 | Toxic 216% 49/4.3
Level: 1 Str 7(@8-1)
Info. Priv. Trial 2 Tou 9
Trial Points: 17 Agi na2-1)
MF 12
Will 14
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 10.5 O/minute
Respiration Lvl. 2
Lung capacity Small
Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 2
Sensation numbing Minor
Stat boost 3 Str, 1 Agi
Boost Physical Lvl. 1
Lavi -10 O/minute
STATUS EFFECTS
06 | Lavi -1 0/minute
Toxic Energy Poisoning o ‘kh
n Reduced stats Str, Agi
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HONEYCOMB YAM  CONSUMABLE IN STOCK, 5 TP

A yellow, hexagonal yam with a honeycomb-like internal structure. It's a popular
food due to both its quality as a Lavi supplement and its rich, sweet flavour that
despite its name, has nothing to do with honey. Boiling it decreases its Tough-
ness and makes it more suitable for human consumption. Yams from the shop-
ping window are pre-boiled.

Toughness Boiled, 6 (Raw, 10)
Lavi supplement 5 Onkh per minute
Effect duration 8 hours
o
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STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 42/42°0 | Toxic 21.6% 37/43
Level: 1 Str 8
Info. Priv. Trial 2 Tou 9
Trial Points: o Agi 12
MF 12
Will 14
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 11°%% 0/minute
Respiration Lvl. 3
Lung capacity Small
Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 2
Sensation numbing Minor
Stat boost 3 Str, 1 Agi
Boost Physical Lvl. 1
Lavi -10 O/minute
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RESPIRATION HAS REACHED LEVEL 3!
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YANG FOCUS CRYSTAL EQUIPMENT UNAVAILABLE, 25 TP

A crystal that can be used as a storage or catalyst for Yang-based skills. The
amount of Yang Qi it can hold is suitable for beginners.

Toughness 96

Qi capacity 10 Onkh
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WELCOME TO THE THIRD TRIAL

Your goal is to traverse the terrain and find the exit.
Determine which crystal resonates with you and use it in your search.
Good luck!

Information privileges have been updated.
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Reduced stats

STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 37/370 Toxic 21677 6.2/4.3
Level: 1 Str 7@8"-1
Info. Priv. Trial 2 Tou 9"
Trial Points: 2 Agi 10012-2)
MF 12
Will 14"

SKILL LIST

Aether-Lavi absorption 10 O/minute
Respiration Lvl. 2

Lung capacity Small

Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 2

Sensation numbing Minor

Stat boost 3 Str, 1 Agi
Boost Physical Lvl. 1

Lavi -10 O/minute
STATUS EFFECTS

) o 19 Lavi -3 O/minute

Toxic Energy Poisoning Onkh

Str, Agi
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STRENGTH HAS RISEN BY 1 POINT!
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CONGRATULATIONS ON CLEARING THE SECOND TRIAL

Awarded 20 Trial Points
(10 for clearing the Trial, 5 for each increase in a physical stat)

Unlocked: Consumables Shopping Window.






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/11.1-PopUp-One-line.png
OBTAINED SKILL: BOOST PHYSICAL, LVL. 1
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WELCOME TO THE SECOND TRIAL

Your goal is to clear the course and reach the door on the other side.
If you get injured, try to make it back to the Crystal of Restoration above
the entrance.

Good luck!

Information privileges have been updated.
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STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 37/370 Toxic 215792 6.4/4.3""
Level: 1 Str 6(7-1)
Info. Priv. Trial 1 Tou ]
Trial Points: 2 Agi 10012-2)
MF 12
Will 13
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 10 O/minute
Respiration Lvl. 2
Lung capacity Small
Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 1
Sensation numbing Minor
Stat boost 3 Str, 1 Agi
Boost Physical Lvl. 1
Lavi -10 O/minute
STATUS EFFECTS
21 | Lavi -3.5 O/minute
Toxic Energy Poisoning 0 'kh
n Reduced stats Str, Agi

= I
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MEDITATION HAS REACHED LEVEL 2!
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Status effect ‘Bleeding’ has been added to the Status Window.
Your left leg is crippled and bleeding.

As you lose blood, Lavi also leaves your body at a rate of:

Current net Lavi intake:

Bleeding for too long can lead to other status effects like ‘Anaemic,’
‘In Shock, and ‘Dead.
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TOUGHNESS HAS RISEN BY 1 POINT!
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MOONSHADE SAP CONSUMABLE NOT SOLD

Sap from the Moonshade, a beautiful yet hazardous flower. Contains highly con-
centrated Toxic Energy. Drinking the sap is not recommended, even in case of
extreme dehydration.

Toxicity Very High
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MOONSHADE TOXIC PLANT NOT SOLD

A beautiful yet highly toxic flower. It releases little Lavi into the Aether, but
plenty of Toxic Energy. Not recommended as a houseplant.

Toughness 16

Toxicity High
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MENTAL FORTITUDE HAS RISEN BY 1 POINT!
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STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 37/37"0 | Toxic 2137797 6.9/4.2°%"
Level: 1 Str Sw=3)
Info. Priv. Trial 1 Tou 8
Trial Points: 2 Agi 2(12-3)
MF 12"
Will 13
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 10 O/minute
Respiration Lvl. 2
Lung capacity Small
Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 1
Sensation numbing Minor
STATUS EFFECTS
) o 27 | Lavi -4 O/minute
Toxic Energy Poisoning Onkh

Reduced stats

Str, Agi






d2d_images/10.3-Appraise.png
GRASS BLADE  IMPROVISED TOOL NOT SOLD

A blade of Bluesteel Grass. For some reason, the roots are still attached. It is
quite sharp and can be used to cut things of a lower Toughness. Could also be
used as a makeshift weapon.

Toughness 19

Toxicity Very low
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OBTAINED SKILLS: RESPIRATION, LVL. 1, MEDITATION, LVL. 1
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BLUE-SCALED TRIGOT ANIMAL NOT FOR SALE

The Blue-Scaled Trigot is a fast-footed omnivore that can grow up to 30 feet long.
This makes it a relatively small member of the Trigon family, with their characteris-
tic triple horns. While they live solitary lives in their youth, like most species they
will pair-bond upon reaching adulthood.

Toughness 31

Lavi supplement 3 Onkh per minute

Effect duration 4 hours (One portion)
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MINOR LAVI CRYSTAL CONSUMABLE  UNAVAILABLE, 10 TP

A small crystal brimming with Lavi. Upon consumption, all of that Lavi is released
in a single burst which refills one's Lavi Pool and potentially even increases its
size by up to 10 Onkh upon overflow. If taken together with a Qi Pearl of the right
affinity and a Stardrop, it can instead initiate the process of levelling up from
level 1to 2.

Toughness 87

Lavi supplement 100 Onkh, instantaneous
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SURI'S SUPER-AMAZING

ULTRA-CUSTOM TRAINING EMMA DAVE ALEC E:;\I]TN
RESULTS WINDOW!
Lavi Pool 42:2=44 | 55+2=57 | 48+ =49 | 53+/=54
Qi Pool -] 1 13 12
Strength 8:2=10 10+2=12 9+2=1 8+2=10
Toughness 9+2=11 8+2=10 8+2=10 8+3=11
Agility 12 8 1 10
Mental Fortitude 12 1" 10 1"
Willpower 14 10+=11 7+3=10 n+4=12
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ANNOUNCEMENT

The final participant challenging the first three Trials has perished.
There is now a total of 54 participants in Hub Two.

Congratulations to all who made it this far.
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LAVI FLOWS WINDOW

INFLOWS

Lavi absorption from Aether

11 Onkh per minute

Lavi absorption from stomach

1.5 Onkh per minute

Total inflow

12.5 Onkh per minute

OUTFLOWS

Resting Lavi consumption

5 Onkh per minute

Boost Physical Lavi consumption

10 Onkh per minute

Total outflow

15 Onkh per minute

SUMMATION

Net Lavi Intake
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WELCOME TO THE YIN-YANG TEMPLE

You have one hour to make your way through the temple and claim
a Yin Pearl. You can only enter the temple once.
Good luck!
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CONGRATULATIONS ON CLEARING THE YIN-YANG TEMPLE

You will receive 1Yin Pearl.
Try not to lose it; you need it to level up.

Your pear/ will appear in the receptacle in this room.
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AGILITY HAS RISEN BY 1POINT!
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PURPLE VEINED CAP INTERNAL POWER-UP IN STOCK, 50 TP

This rare fungoid has a complex, symbiotic relationship with the luminescent worms
living inside of it. At the start of the fungoid's life cycle, the worms serve as a de-
fence mechanism, shocking any would-be eaters. After the cap matures and releas-
es its spores, the worms lose their hostility, and will allow the cap to be picked and
eaten. The worms can then move on to the next stage of their own life cycle by find-
ing an animal host. There, the worms will continue their mutualistic lifestyle: they
take up root in the host creature's nervous system, where they provide an excellent
service of strengthening and speeding up all signals.

Serves as an Internal Power-Up that raises Agility by 2.

Toughness 7

Permanent Stat-Up
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CONGRATULATIONS — YOU BROKE A RECORD!

You broke the all-time Yin-Yang Temple speed record!
As a reward, you will receive 1 low-grade Agility Power-Up and
50 Trial Points.

Old Record: 12 minutes and 41.2 seconds.
New Record: 12 minutes and 23.6. seconds.
Your Power-Up will appear in the receptacle in this room.
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STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi | 42/420 | Toxic (Yin) 2487 10.3/6"'°
Affinity: Yin Qi 8/8 0 Heat (Yang) 0.3% 0.4/05
Level: 1 Str 5(8-3)
Info. Priv. Trial 3 Tou 9
Trial Points: 20 Agi 7(12-5)
MF 12
Will 14
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 110/minute
Respiration Lvl.3
Lung capacity Small
Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 2
Sensation numbing Minor
Stat boost 3 Str, 1 Agi
Boost Physical Lvl. 1
Lavi -10 O/minute
STATUS EFFECTS
43 | Lavi -6.5 O/minute
Toxic Energy Poisoning o 'kh
n Reduced stats Str, Agi

= I~
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JICCA NUT CONSUMABLE IN STOCK

A nut from the jicca tree, quite suitable for human consumption due to its soft-
ness. Liked for its nutrition, loved for its flavour, it's a relatively slow-burn Lavi
supplement, that's become a staple in affordable meals.

Toughness 7

Lavi supplement 1.5 Onkh per minute

Effect duration 8 hours (One portion)
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Status effect ‘Overheated’ has been added to the Status Window.

The Heat in your body has built up beyond your Tolerance Limit, causing a
weakened state and increased Lavi consumption.

Amount of Heat currently in the body:
Tolerance Limit: 0.5 Onkh

Lavi consumption increased by:
Current net Lavi intake:
Stats are reduced due to the weakened state of your body.

Being Overheated for too long can lead to other status effects like ‘Burnt,’
‘Heatstroke, and ‘Dead.’






d2d_images/21.3-StatsWindow-Heat-Three-Skills.png
=

STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 42/42 0 Toxic 216% 36/43
Level: 1 Str 6(8-2) Heat 0.2%°°! 1.2/0.5
Info. Priv. Trial 3 Tou 8(9-1)
Trial Points: o Agi 12
MF 12
Will 14
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 110/minute
Respiration Lvl.3
Lung capacity Small
Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 2
Sensation numbing Minor
Stat boost 3 Str, 1 Agi
Boost Physical Lvl. 1
Lavi -10 O/minute
STATUS EFFECTS
Lavi -2 O/minute
Overheated 010;
[ Reduced stats Str, Tou
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STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 42/42 0 Toxic 2167 36/43
Level: 1 Str 7(@8-1 Heat 0.1% 79/0.5
Info. Priv. Trial 3 Tou 8(9-1)
Trial Points: o Agi 12
MF 12
Will 14
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 110/minute
Respiration Lvl.3
Lung capacity Small
Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 2
Sensation numbing Minor
Stat boost 3 Str, 1 Agi
Boost Physical Lvl. 1
Lavi -10 O/minute
STATUS EFFECTS
74 | Lavi -1.5 O/minute
Overheated o 'kh
[ Reduced stats Str, Tou
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STATUS WINDOW STATS TOLERANCES LIMIT (O)
Name: Emma Lavi 42/42 0 Toxic (Yin) 2167 35/4.3
Affinity: Yin Qi 8/8 0 Heat (Yang) 0.3%7°! 0.3/05
Level: 1 Str 8
Info. Priv. Trial 3 Tou 9
Trial Points: 20 Agi 12
MF 12
Will 14
SKILL LIST
Aether-Lavi absorption 110/minute
Respiration Lvl.3
Lung capacity Small
Consumption reduction 1.5 O/minute
Meditation Lvl. 2
Sensation numbing Minor
Stat boost 3 Str, 1 Agi
Boost Physical Lvl. 1
Lavi -10 O/minute
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CONGRATULATIONS ON CLEARING THE THIRD TRIAL

Awarded 20 Trial Points
(10 for clearing the Trial, 10 for doing so within 10 hours)
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LAVI FLOWS WINDOW

INFLOWS

Lavi absorption from Aether

11 Onkh per minute

Lavi absorption from stomach

8 Onkh per minute

Total inflow

19 Onkh per minute

OUTFLOWS

Resting Lavi consumption

5 Onkh per minute

Toxic Energy Lavi consumption

16 Onkh per minute

Total outflow

21 Onkh per minute

SUMMATION

Net Lavi Intake
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WELCOME TO HUB TWO

To qain access to the Fourth Trial, you first need to Level Up. This can be
done by collecting the following three objects and consuming them all at
once:

Minor Lavi Crystal
Yin Qi Pearl
A Stardrop (from a Stardrop Flower)

Once you've Levelled Up, you can leave Hub Two through one of six doors
on the opposite side of the Hub, in a team of up to five.
Trial Four involves combat, so make sure to pick the right people.
Good luck!

Unlocked Status Bar Feature: Qi Bar. Unlocked Social System.
Information privileges have been updated.
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