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The story you are about to read is not the work of a single mind.  Darkness was created
between three friends and me.  It took just over two years to finish the first draft.  But once that

was complete, I took the story further and polished it to what you see now.  My friends, who
wish to stay unnamed, have wished me the best of luck in bringing this work to you.

Without further ado, please enjoy my story…
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Chapter 1: Beyond Eternal  
A city of magnificent size stood alone on its planet.  The City Eternal was a ring taking 

up easily a fourth of the surface.  The structures crossed seamlessly over all conceivable 
terrain, floating over oceans, spanning deserts and canyons, to even scaling or tunneling into 
mountains.

This one place, with all its advanced wonders and inventions, was the pinnacle of all 
technology in the universe.  The Moreens, as these people were called, were the reigning 
champions of every field known in existence.  They could make any machine, heal all except 
death, and even mastered the art and science of meta-energy, a practice so strange in its 
nature that the unknowing would call it magic.

Spoke-like bridges converge from the interior of the massive city.  Where they meet, 
sitting in the center of a sea, stood the greatest wonder Moreen technology could achieve: The 
World Gate!

The Gate consisted of a platform ringed by six obelisks, one at each spoke.  A soft hum 
filled the area from the massive amount of energy that coursed through the pylons.  At all times, 
there was an attendant to monitor the World Gate, sending and receiving all travelers across 
space and dimensional planes.

The attendant on duty today was a tall, dark skinned man.  He enjoyed the job of tending
the World Gate.  Being in the middle of a sea, away from the majority of the City Eternal, gave a
measure of solitude and peace.  While there were still always enough people coming or going to
keep things interesting.

He looked over a panel, checking his schedule for the day.  There were four people 
scheduled for transport in a few minutes, each bound for a different location.  He smiled, this 
would be an easy start for today.



Chapter 2  
Ajana Watt was the first to arrive this morning.  A young woman, she walked down the 

bridge at a brisk pace.  On her head was a cap that hid her shoulder-length red hair.  She wore 
a white shirt under a green jacket, with some close-fitting brown and green pants.  A big, blue 
backpack was slung over one shoulder, and on her hands was a pair of brown gloves.  The final
piece of her attire was a strange, little lantern that hovered and trailed alongside her, as if it was 
attached to the bracelet around her left wrist.

She was not a Moreen.  The young Ms. Watt had come from another planet to attend the
schools here.  She had to work hard to meet the rigorous requirements, but her whole family 
was proud that she made it in.  But after seeing so much of this beautiful world, it was time for 
her to take a bit of time off it and see her parents and siblings.

They planned to meet up on an icy world none of them had been to before.  The 
Moreens had mastered climate control on the planetary scale, but Ajana was looking forward to 
the unpredictable weather on this vacation, and the tempers of the locals.  She held top honors 
in the melee club at the school, and had an itching for a good brawl.  She was always more hot-
headed than the rest of her family, always looking for a fight and ready to go.

Ms. Watt cocked her head to one side and grinned at the thought of getting into a 
fistfight on the new world.  She greeted the Gate’s attendant when she got close, “Good day, sir.
Are you ready to send me away?”

He nodded at his first traveler, “Yes, ma’am.  The Gate will be ready soon enough.”

Jaren Dacosta was the second traveler to arrive from one of the bridges.  He was a 
young man, looking humanoid but with a few features of a wolf.  The youth wore a black shirt 
and pants with a black bag holding his belongings.  A grey, hooded coat covered his wolf ears 
up on the top of his head, while the tail was left exposed.

The wolf-man was a Moreen, native to this planet and city.  And he was not old enough 
to travel the World Gate on his own, at least, by the standards of the law.  He silently passed his
permission slip to the attendant when he arrived, not saying a word and avoiding eye contact 
with everyone.

It hadn’t taken much to convince his father to sign the slip.  The two Dracostas never got
along well.  At the mere mention of never having to see each other again, the father signed it 
and sent him out.

The Dacosta kid wasn’t exactly sure what world he had picked to go to.  The only thing 
that mattered to him was leaving this place far, far behind him.  With everything seemingly in 
order now, Jaren walked over to one of the obelisks and leaned against it.  He kept the hood of 
his jacket down, fearing someone would recognize him and ruin his chance at starting over.

The third to arrive at the World Gate was Atticus Wilde.  He walked slowly, meaningfully 
along the bridge.  He felt like he was meeting with his executioner… and he welcomed the 
chance.  The elfish man had pointed ears and carried a backpack with him, filled to the brim 
with various materials and components.  He stared forward with serious intent in his eyes.



Like Ajana, Wilde was not from this planet, he was a student as well.  He kept mostly to 
himself and preferred not to mix with the other students.  Apart from that, Atticus had proved to 
be gifted with mechanical construction and repair.

He had come to the City Eternal not simply to learn from them.  He did it to escape his 
home.  There was only misery for him there.  And even the City had failed to fill the void in his 
heart.  With nothing left, Wilde had decided to leave.  He was not going home.  He a new place 
in mind, somewhere that no one could ever bother him… and he could bother no one.

“Morning,” he muttered to the attendant, “The Gate is open, correct?”  His gaze drifted to
the tips of the pylons, their tops glowing softly as they held on a standby mode.  “Finally…”

The tall man nods to Wilde when he asks, “On as always, sir, just waiting for the last 
passenger.”

It wasn’t long at all before the final traveler showed up at the World Gate.  “Is the 
weather good for passing into the other side?” the strange, middle-aged looking man asked in 
an unenthusiastic voice.

The attendant pulled up a screen and quickly checked some information.  “Depends on 
what side you go to,” he spoke in a clear voice, “But according to this, you should be seeing 
warm weather and sunshine.”

As soon as the attendant closed the screen, a message light appeared.  He waved it off 
and began to work the controls to the World Gate.  The patterned lines of light snaked up the six
massive pillars and the tips glowed even more brightly than before.

A circle of light flashed into existence as energy arced across the pillars.  The Gate was 
open and ready to do its job.



Chapter 3  
“Wait!” a voice called, just as the attendant’s hand was hovering over the control panel.  

Turning to look, a dark-haired man in green and silver robes was running down one of the 
bridges.  The attendant paused in his work and waited for this newcomer to approach.  After 
conversing quietly, the dark-skinned man nodded and began to make a few adjustments on his 
panel.

The man in green stepped onto the center platform with the four travelers.  He looked at 
each of them.  “My name is Alric Mordock,” he introduced himself, “I am a researcher and 
professor of Planar Meta Physics and I need to you com-”  His sentence was interrupted by a 
sudden crackle of energy between the obelisks.

The attendant quickly tried to work the controls and reign in the energy, but by then it 
was too late.  The portal overhead flashed to life and snatched all five from the center platform, 
launching them out.  A minute after hurtling through space and across a couple planes, the five 
came crashing headfirst into a bank of snow.

Alric got up first and looked around, quietly chastising himself.  They had landed on a 
planet of ice and snow.  The only light was from a lone sun, giving a dim and ambient 
illumination.  Not a breath of wind stirred in this cold twilight of this world.  The only sounds the 
travelers could hear was their own breathing and Alric’s worried footsteps pacing in the ice and 
snow.

Ajana popped out of the snow next.  As the cold bit into her, Watt’s body began to 
reshape and take on a more wolfish appearance.  Black fur now covered her entirely and her 
bare feet were now paws.  She took her time standing up, rather surprised by this turn of 
events.

Ah, phӧk.  Just when things were going so well, they go down the drain.  Well, I can 
probably salvage this, she thought to herself, Hopefully.  It was obvious that something had 
gone wrong, but she wasn’t going to ask ‘Can we go back’ or ‘Are we stuck here?’  Her family 
wasn’t on this planet, but at least she had the winter wonderland she desired.

Jaren was the third to rise from the snow bank and look around at the desolate world 
they landed in.  “I would be more worried about where ‘here’ even is,” he said with a sigh to no 
one.  He wanted a fresh start on a new world, but this was too fresh.  Not one sign of life to be 
seen.  Noticing his breath, the Dacosta youth pulled the strings on his coat, tightening it around 
him and covering his face more.

Atticus Wilde quickly pushed himself into a sitting position after landing.  He breathed 
heavily and looked around in confusion.  “What the…” he said, trying to understand what 
happened.

There was nothing but cold and dark to greet his arrival.  Well… good a place as any, he
thought to himself, but why did they have to tag along?  He brushed his arms and ears off, 
looking to the man in green, “I’d like to know if I at least have a choice of dying here.  Is there a 
way back from this place?  Or are we locked out now?”

Before the elfish man could get an answer, the old man finally pulled himself from the 
snow.  “What’s done is done.  If it doesn’t kill me, it will only strengthen me,” he grumbled loudly.



Looking over to the others, the strange man’s eyes stopped on Ajana, noticing her fur, If I get 
too cold, I could get close to that wolf woman if she would allow it.  For now, it is good… a wet 
cold which makes you step up a notch in senses in ability… Yes, bring it on.



Chapter 4  
Alric dropped his head at the questions.  “I’m sorry,” he said, “I should have gotten there 

sooner.”  He went and sat on a chuck of ice jutting up from the ground.  “We are on the Ninth 
Plane, planet G4,” he explained, “None have ever ventured here safely because it doesn’t follow
the rules of meta-energy.”

“Normally, this place refuses to let the World Gate land anywhere in the vicinity,” the 
green robed scholar continued, “It was only recently that I noticed there would be a glitch in the 
pattern, and G4 forced the Gate to send whoever was standing on the platform to here.”  Alric’s 
shoulders fell, “There is something that disrupts normal manipulation of meta-energy that we are
used to.  We cannot go back, nor will anyone be able to come for us.”

“So we’re stuck here for good?” the old man asks.  When Alric nods slowly, the odd man
gave a little nod as well, “Okay then, that’s that then.”

The hapless group stood there in silence.  The chill slowly seeped into the bodies of the 
less insulated ones.  The situation was so sudden, almost unrealistically so.  As their hope 
began to fade dimmer than the light of this cold world’s sun, Alric slowly looked at each traveler.

He spoke in a shy, uncertain voice, “There might be a way out of here.”  He looked down
at the ice, as if his words didn’t mean anything, “It’s just a theory of mine.  I have been studying 
how different worlds seem to have natural connections to each other.  I hypothesized that every 
world is connected to each other through a secret ‘hub plane’ or world.”

Alric looked back up from the ground.  Seeing everyone’s eyes on him, he continued, “I 
explored some caves around the City Eternal and I think I found one there.  It gives off a special
signature that I can trace.  It might be possible if the principles apply here.”  He turns his gaze 
down again, “I could be entirely wrong.  But we have no hope for a rescue just standing here.”

The old man rolled his eyes, “Straight-speak, smartass.  What are you saying to us?”

The scholar’s shoulders fell a little, “Sorry.  What I mean is there may be a tunnel on this 
planet that works like the World Gate.  It can get us home, but we’ll need to walk the whole 
way.”  He waited a moment, “I do have some skill with meta-chemistry.  I can make us food for a
while, but we’d have to conserve it.

A distance away, the group saw a large chuck of ice shear off a wall.  Falling to the 
ground, it crumbled and shattered in a surprisingly quiet manner.  The very air seemed to muffle
all sounds and punctuate the fact of their desolation on this forsaken ball of frozen water.

Well, better to be stuck with company.  Especially company that will try and get out, 
Ajana gave a small grin and looked around at the others, almost as if sizing them up, on the 
bright side: if they die, it’ll sustain me a little longer.

“So there’s no way to access this place from the city, but you think there’s a way out?” 
Atticus raised an eyebrow, “to somewhere other than back to the city.”  He sighs, Perhaps this 
could be interesting.

The elfish man began to imagine the infinite possibilities of venturing into the unknown in
such a way where they were probably more likely to destroy themselves before finding anything.
“Fine, let’s go,” he says, walking off in a random direction away from the group, “Let’s find a 



cave.”  He didn’t seem particularly frightened or bothered by the predicament as he continues 
walking.

Jaren grabbed his pack and began to follow Atticus, thinking to himself, I guess it’s 
better than sitting here and freezing to death.  I just hope we don’t end up somewhere worse 
than here.  He glanced at the barren scenery and let out a sigh.

“The walking will be good,” the old man said to himself before going off.

Ajana was the last one standing with Alric, “Eh, yeah.  I can see your point, researcher.  
Just try and keep up, will you?”  She then left him alone to pursue the rest.

“Huh?” Alric looked to where the others were heading, confused.  “Wait for me!” he 
called out as he recovered his wits and rushed to the head of the group.  “Not just any cave will 
take us out of here.  I need to find a specific one.”

The group stopped with a few grumbles from the old man.  “And we can’t use a lot of 
meta-energy here,” Alric added, “the planet disrupts the natural laws, the more energy you pull, 
the bigger and worse of an effect you will cause.”  He concentrated for a moment and a tiny, 
blue orb melted into existence in front of them.

So magic is disrupted.  Great, Ajana thought sarcastically.  Though, mine should still 
work without drawing the wrath of this place.  She glanced over her furred body and at the 
lantern, Good enough.

After a few moments, Alric spoke up, “This way.”  The orb had distorted a little, as if 
something was tugging it in a direction.  The only thing in sight was a canyon a short way off as 
the scholar leads them.



Chapter 5  
The cold was not much of an issue for the group.  But, a few hours later, upon entering 

the canyon Alric lead them to, there was something in the air giving them all a deep chill.  The 
walls of ice here felt evil, and almost… alive.  The group slowly continued while Alric kept 
glancing around, trying to find the cave.

Ajana’s lantern lit up more brightly as they went deeper into the eerie place.  It showed 
the way with a mix of green, blue, and red, flicking like northern lights.  Anywhere else, it would 
have been a clamming effect to look at.  But in here, it was more creepy than beautiful, 
reflecting off the walls around them.  The air here seemed thick with a malicious presence.  
Something was watching…

Alric suddenly stopped, a grave look on his face.  He chastised himself quietly under his 
breath before turning to face the others.  He barely spoke above a whisper, “I just remembered 
something.  While we couldn’t travel to this planet, we were still able to observe.  And… we saw 
people of ice.  Giants, twice the size of the largest Moreen.  And what they did… to each 
other… it was vicious.”

He stepped closer and spoke his next words even softer, “I saw one giant kill a small 
child by crushing it underfoot.”  He looked up and around at the walls shivering, as if expecting 
the giants to suddenly jump out at him.  The scholar cautiously began to walk on, constantly 
checking the walls ahead for more than just the cave.  From ahead, the group saw a tiny piece 
of ice, the size of a baseball, tumble down and shatter on the floor.  As with the chunk from the 
ice shelf, the sound was eerily muffled.

Ice giants?  You have got to be shitting me, Ajana thought to herself, then again, maybe 
they have something edible.  They probably have a soul, too.  She wasn’t creeped out by the 
prospect of these… vicious creatures.  If anything, she smiled, showing no fear of any giants.  
She looked forward to have a challenge.

Jaren let out a small sigh, Ice giants… just had to be something like that here.  And with 
no real meta-energy allowed, our chances of making it out seem to be getting more and more 
thin.  He then noticed Ajana’s lantern, and the grin on her face.  She seems to have the best 
chance of surviving this, Jaren thinks, stepping a little closer to the wolf woman.

Atticus simply kept walking on.  He had hesitated a moment upon hearing of the 
creatures inhabiting this world.  Looking down, he hid a smile to himself, Nobody would know 
where I’d gone or if I’d died.  No mourning me.  Maybe a fruitless search.  Looking back up, the 
elfish man kept a neutral look on his face, continuing to move alongside the others.

The old man didn’t say anything, merely shrugging it off and gazing around the area.  
The surly person didn’t seem to grasp the gravity of their situation.

Almost an hour into the canyon, the light from Alric’s orb had shifted to red, and it had 
deformed enough to point strongly in one direction.  The researcher gave a little smile, “Yes, the
entrance is nearby.  Not far off, now.”

A few more steps and a groan came from behind the travelers.  As they turned to see, 
the side of a frozen wall broke off.  It was an ice giant!  The creature was at least six meters tall 
and had bluish, crystallized skin.  Its deep, red eyes looked down upon the company with 



malice.  From behind the first, more giants began to come out of the walls, each adding to the 
fearsome group.  They seemed ready to pummel the tiny travelers for trespassing their realm, 
yet none took any step closer.

Atticus turned on his heel at the sight of the giants, but hesitated, almost not ready to 
run.  The others were petrified, watching the giants and waiting for whatever was to come next.

Ajana’s eyes had widened a bit, muttering, “This is quite a pickle.”  She kept her lantern 
in hand as her tail drooped down.

The first giant that came out of the walls appeared to be their leader.  He rammed his fist
into the ice wall and yanked out a chunk.  It began to fracture and shards of frozen water fell off 
until the chunk resembled a sharpened sword.  Following their leader, the others chuckled and 
began to craft their own weapons in the same fashion.

“Da goo vah stah mah tal,” the giant spoke in a strange tongue as he looked over his 
blade lovingly, “Doe sa may ta...  kah-la.” A wicked grin formed on the leader’s face and the 
faces of the other giants.  Without another word, they began to charge.

“RUN!” Alric called out as he dashed ahead.  The walls coming up were riddled with 
holes in them.  It would take too much time to search each of them, time that they did not have.  
Hopefully, running would give them the time they needed to reach the right cave.

As soon as they had started to charge, Atticus broke into a sprint.  He wasn’t afraid of 
dying, but this… it suddenly seemed wrong to him.  He wanted nothing more than to turn around
and hold his arms out, eyes closed as they snuffed out his life once and for all.  “Better be 
quick!” he shouts as he runs.

Ajana dashed along behind Alric when he started to run.  Frick frick frick frick frick frick, 
she thought to herself as they ran, too many to fight by myself.  If it was just one… Damn it!  
And here I wanted a challenge, not a slaughter!

Jaren was quickly in the midst of the others and began to pull ahead, This is bad… I just 
had a feeling something like this would happen.  No way can we fight them.  One or two, 
maybe, but this is suicide!  He took a look back to see just how many giants there were and how
close they trailed.  Much to his dismay, there were too many to count while running.

“Keep it up.  They’re gaining on us,” the old man was surprisingly quick to move with 
them, “One of these holes has got to be the entrance.  We need to help now.  Or we need to 
spilt up and fast.”

Atticus calls out through the din, “We need somewhere to hide, now!”



Chapter 6: Tunnel Vision  
The ice giants were slowly beginning to gain on the travelers, roaring fiercely as they 

brandished their weapons of ice.  Suddenly, Alric pointed at a slope.  “There!” he cried out, “It’s 
up there!”

‘There’ was up about fifty feet off the ground.  Fortunately, there was a series of 
zigzagging ramps that led up there.  The ramp looked a lot like a giant set of stairs.  If the giants
kept up the chase, it was likely they would use the ramps like stairs and end up catching them 
all by the time they were halfway up.  The thought hadn’t occurred to Alric and the next thing the
others saw, Alric had teleported in a blink to the top of one of the ramps, running up the next 
and blinking every few seconds.

Jaren looked back and it didn’t take him long to notice the trap they were running up.  He
quickly thought out a plan.  If it was safe for Alric to blink, it should be safe for him to use his 
own trick.  “Everyone get ahead of me!” he calls out and falls back, making sure he would still 
be out of reach from the giants.

“Have fun with that!” Ajana retorts and runs ahead without hesitation.

Atticus lets out a groan.  “You better not die,” he warns the wolfish man before 
continuing up.  He didn’t want someone still full of life to sacrifice themselves when Atticus could
have ended his own worthless existence.  “This is such a bad idea,” he called out and followed 
the others.

As soon as he had taken last place, Jaren briefly focused and willed a sphere of total 
blackness to appear behind them.  It took some effort, but he managed to hold the cloud behind 
them while still running.

The tactic worked well, a bit too well.  As soon as each giant touched the cloud, they 
were robbed of their vision.  Blind and staring blankly, they panic and misstep.  One of the larger
giants went forward, falling and slamming his head into the stairs beneath the escaping prey.  
The blow was so great that it cracked the giant’s head open and a dark blue liquid slowly began 
to ooze out.

The shockwave from the fall caused the ramps to rumble under their feet.  The old man, 
rounding a corner, was caught off guard by the quake.  Unable to catch himself, and no one 
near enough to grab him in time, he tumbled over the edge.  The only thing left of him was a yell
of terror, realization finally entering his mind as he went down to meet the hard ice below.  But 
there was no time to mourn this old man’s passing.  They had to keep going for their own lives.

At the top of the stairs, there was a small plateau that extended a ways out from a cliff 
face.  “There it is!  Quickly!” Alric cried out, pointing to a lone hole at the base of the icy cliff side.
The hole didn’t look like it really went anywhere, and they would not be far enough away from 
the giants to grab.

By the time Jaren had reached the top of the ramps, the dark cloud had dissipated.  He 
was too far from the blinding sphere to maintain it now.  The giants left behind them were 
furious and desperate to not let the intruders escape now.  One of them took their weapon, a 
large club, and hurled it up.  The instrument of ice struck the cliff face far above the cave, 
causing chunks of ice to rain down on the remaining four travelers.



Without wasting the rush going through them, everyone dashed through the entrance 
just before ice crashed down, blocking it off.  In spite of this good fortune, they keep running 
further and further into the cave.



Chapter 7  
An ambient blue glow came from the ice, allowing the remaining four travelers to see in 

what would have otherwise been cold, dark tunnels.  The only other sources of light were from 
Ajana’s lantern and Alric’s small orb.  Inside the cave now, it glowed bright red, contrasting the 
walls.

Not a sound could be heard in this chilling place.  The entrance was far off now, and the 
panting of everyone’s breath drowned out any quieter sounds that might have been there.  Alric 
himself seemed particularly shaken.  He was more used to his pencil-pushing job of a scholar 
and researcher back on the City Eternal, not running for his life from deadly creatures hell-bent 
on ceasing his existence.  His mouth hardly knew whether to chatter from fear or cold.  “I-is 
every –hah– one okay?” he asked slowly, huffing.

Jaren looked at the scholar, after catching his breath he finally answers, “I’m ok.”  He 
was glad his plan worked in getting them to the cave safely.  And he knew there was a chance 
that not everyone was going to make it.  He felt bad for the lost member of the group, but was 
glad it was only one and not all of them.

“I’m alright, and thanks for the save there.  The old guy died, though,” Ajana responded 
in a flat tone.  She hadn’t known the man long enough to really care.  Pulling the floating lantern 
over, she willed it to become brighter, lighting up the place better.  A pity he didn’t die closer to 
me, she thought to herself.

Atticus brushed himself off, panting as he closed his eyes.  What is to come of us now? 
He made a dissatisfied grunt, hating himself for the weakness he felt from running away.  He 
didn’t have it in him to just turn around and let the giants take him.  And he knew it.  “What 
now?” the elfish man asked, seemingly unconcerned, like the wolf-woman, about their fallen 
comrade, “Is this place going to lead somewhere?  Or are we just going to starve while we wait 
for something to happen?”

Alric was still chattering and breathing rapidly.  It took a minute for the scholar to pull 
himself together… mostly.  “Uh…” he stuttered, “I-I-I can make food for us… and warmth…”  He
drew in a few deep breaths and continued, “This is the right c-cave.  Look.”  He pointed to the 
walls, etched on them were strange patterns.  They did not make any sense, but they all 
seemed to point in the direction of heading deeper inside.  “Sooner or later, we should be able 
to find a-another tunnel that leads to a different planet, or plane, entirely.”

The scholar pulled himself over and sat against a cold wall, “I think I can supply us with 
enough food for a month.  Never had to feed four people at once like this, before.”  He looked 
over to the wolf-woman’s lantern, “At least we have some light.  That will make things easier.  
Thank you, um… sorry, I don’t even know your name.”  Alric looked over everyone there, “I 
don’t know any of your names.  Perhaps we should tell each other who we are and what we can
all do to help survive.”



Chapter 8  
The wolf-woman spoke first, “Well, I’m Ajana.  I can deal with souls and eat them.”  She 

grinned for a moment, “Kidding, kidding.  I take after my dad, I can catch the final meta-energy 
inside a recently dead body and put it to use.  I’m also an excellent fighter, best in the club back 
at school.  And I can change my appearance a little,” she shifted to a skeletal form, giving an 
otherworldly grin and spooking Alric before changing back to the furred form, “and I seem to be 
the only one dressed for the cold.”  Her voice was strong and full of pride.  It was clear that she 
was confident in herself and was not going to take any flak from anyone.

The wolfish man was also surprised by Ajana’s change in appearance.  He stared at her 
with curiosity, having never met anyone like her before.  “I’m Jaren,” he introduced himself, “I’m 
good at sneaking and some things.  And I can blind people with that black cloud I used earlier.”  
Turning his hand up, he caused a much smaller version of the sphere to form above his hand, 
“touch this and you will be unable to see anything until you get out of it.”

Dispersing the cloud, Jaren relaxed and pulled the jacket hood off his head, letting his 
wolf ear show on top of his human face.  “I also know a little meta-physics for wind movement,” 
he added, leaning back against the wall, like Alric.  I hope we will make it wherever we are trying
to go.

Looking down at the ground, Atticus couldn’t stop thinking of how much a coward he has
been.  It was too late to run back to the giants now, for sure.  “My name is Atticus Wilde,” he 
says simply before switching the subject, “So when we reach another world, will we be able to 
get back?”

Alric turned to the elfish man, “Yes, hopefully we can get in contact with the City when 
we get out.  It’s possible we might even just arrive home.  I don’t know, I doubt it is that simple.” 
He took a deep breath and stood up.  With a bit of meta-physics, the scholar was able to 
conjure and orb of white light and let it float in the center of the group.  It was bright enough to 
see a ways down the tunnel.  “I think it’s best if we keep going.  The less time we wait, the 
better.  Unless someone needs rest?  Or food?  If not, we should get moving.”



Chapter 9  
“I’m ready to go, here,” Ajana said as she stretched and got up.  Her lantern glowed 

brighter now, about the same as the orb Alric had made.  “You can put that away, researcher,” 
she commented before looking down the tunnel and muttering, “Further down the rabbit hole we
go.  Where it leads, nobody knows.”

“I ate this morning,” Atticus lied.  He hadn’t actually eaten any food all day, but he wasn’t
hungry.  And he was more interested about going down this mystery cave than anything else.

Jaren gave a short nod and rose up, “I’m ready to go.”

Alric looks at each of them and nods as well.  “I’ll light the path in front of us, and you 
can light up our feet so we don’t trip,” he told Ajana before sending the orb away to float in front 
of them.  With that, the scholar began to lead the group further into the tunnel.  The cold path 
they took between the icy walls began to slope downwards more so.  And it wasn’t long before 
they found themselves going through many twists and turns.  Soon, it was impossible for the 
travelers to remember which direction they were heading now, save for down.

At the entrance of the cave, they had much to move about, about three meters height 
and width.  Now, the tunnel had considerably closed in on them, leaving only a little more than 
two meters of headroom and one and a half meters shoulder room.  Alric’s orb kept the path 
ahead clear.  It danced about like a young fairy, full of giddy energy and eager to explore the 
chilling environment.  All of a sudden, it vanished, shooting in an upward motion.  While the light
from the orb could still be seen, Alric’s head jerked in surprise.  A few more steps and the four 
made it to the spot the orb went up at.

Before the group was a massive chamber that left them in awe.  There was about an 
area the size of an acre.  The ceiling was not far off and the orb danced around at the top of it.  
But what made the room so jaw dropping was the floor: there was none to be seen.  Instead, a 
spiraling staircase with a landing every so often ringed around the walls and descended into the 
darkness below.

In the opposite direction, the stairs lend up to only three other landings with their own 
caves before ending.  Coming out from each hole, the twisting patterns that lined the walls of 
the tunnel extended out and flowed downward, like roots seeking to go deeper.

“Incredible!” Alric muttered to himself, stepping out closer to the edge of the landing, 
which stretched twice as far as the stairs did.  “I’ve never seen anything so huge!  How could 
this have been made?  Where does it go?” the scholar shook his head, clearing it from the 
majesty of the chamber.  He looked to his wrist, checking the time, “Has it really been that 
long?!”

Alric turned to his fellow travelers.  “It might be best if we rest here first,” he suggested, 
“And I think we should go down when we wake up.”  He shrugs, “I think these patterns mean we
haven’t left the planet yet.”

Atticus sighs, “No use diving into more danger tired and hungry.”  He shrugs and sat 
down on the floor of the landing, “Unless someone’s got a reason to hurry.”  He hoped they 
wouldn’t, wanting to rest and evaluate his actions from the day.



“I agree, getting some rest would be for the best.  So we aren’t tired and hungry once we
start exploring these tunnels and get jumped by some monster roaming here,” Ajana chimed in 
as she sat down, lantern still floating in the middle of the group and shining.

“Yeah, I’m pretty tired myself,” Jaren added as he took a place on the floor.  He knew 
they had to rest, for there was no telling what was ahead.

With the matter quickly decided, Alric proceeded to conjure up a fire in the middle of the 
landing.  It was a small one, not wanting to risk the planet’s negative influence, but it was 
enough to keep them warm.  Sitting cross-legged, the scholar then closed his eyes and began 
to concentrate.  In a minute, food had materialized in front of him.

It was nothing fancy, just a meal that resembled moist, puffed up crackers.  There was 
little taste to them.  He passed out a good helping to everyone, “It doesn’t look like much, I 
know.  But it will sustain us for now.”  He began to nibble on his.

“I guess we’ll head down after we get some rest.  I don’t think those tunnels up there will 
lead to anything,” Alric spoke.  Swallowing another cracker, he continued, “I think we should all 
figure out what we can do down here.  Everyone will need to pitch in to survive.”

The scholar cleared his throat, “For me, you know I am a scholar and researcher.  I don’t
think I will actually be much help in a fight, if we have one.  I guess I will be the guide down 
here, and be the one making food and warmth for us.”  He paused for a moment, “Am I 
forgetting anything… oh, yes!  I have a natural ability to blink short distances.”

Jaren nodded at this.  All Moreens, like him and Alric, were born with single, small ability 
they could use with ease.  For him, it was the blind field he could conjure up.  “What about the 
rest of you?” Alric asked.

Ajana gave a large grin.  “We’ll I am obviously going to be the fighter here.  Best in the 
club, after all.  This lantern,” she tugged the invisible tether, making it shake, “It’s a lesser 
version of the one my dad once used.  When someone dies near me, I can pull their soul out.”

She looked over to Alric and Jaren and scoffs lightly, “Well, you Moreens would call it 
‘meta-energy remnants’.  But soul stuff sounds spookier.  I can eat the energy to make me 
stronger for a little bit.  Or it could give me a day of food.  But I bet we’ll be home before that’s 
needed.”

Atticus slowly ate his rations and listened to the others talk.  When all eyes turned 
towards him to speak next, he realized he hadn’t actually told them what sort of skills he had.  
He looked down, closing his eyes as he spoke, “I’m a techmaturgist.”  He spoke with a hint of 
sadness in his voice, “I was studying engineering at the university.  I can make things… bring 
me the right materials and I could make useful tools.  I haven’t chosen a specialty in my study, 
though.  There are plenty of people better than me.”  He doesn’t say anything more, just eating 
in his sullen silence.

Jaren looked at the others for a minute when his turn came.  “I’m not going to say more 
than that I’m good with sneaking around,” he finally said with a bit of discomfort, “I’d rather not 
explain why I am so good at it…”

“Well,” Alric said as they finally finished, “I guess that helps us somewhat.  I think we 
should get some sleep now.”  The scholar curled up next to the fire and drifted off.  One by one, 
the others followed the man into the land of rest and dreams.



Chapter 10  
Ajana was in class.  Today it was math from the look of the board.  Ugh, the teacher was

so boring.  Wait, no, it is a referee.  She is in a boxing ring.  Ajana is hitting something hard, but 
it has no effect.  Her opponent is unknown, hiding in the shadows.  Only a pair of monotonous, 
glowing eyes stare at her from the darkness.  Suddenly a punch is thrown, she can’t dodge it, 
she can’t turn intangible.  It connects! She is knocked over and out of the ring.  The woman falls 
into the crowd.  But there is no crowd.  There is nothing below her.  She falls in darkness, down 
further and further.  The area around her grows a little lighter.  She is falling in a pit of ice and 
rock, ringed by a set of stairs.  There is no way to stop.  She goes further and further into the 
blackness below.  The glowing eyes! They are below her! A great maw of teeth open up to greet
her!

“Ajana,” a creepy voice utters in a harsh whisper.

Ж Ж Ж

Atticus was walking to his next class.  Inside he was tinkering on his desk.  No one 
noticed him.  He looked up and saw everyone stand up and fall backwards into coffins.  But then
they rose up.  They all turned and looked at Atticus with cold eyes.  There is a procession, and a
casket is brought up from the teacher’s desk and placed behind him.  They shove him 
backwards and he falls in.  But he does not hit the bottom.  Atticus keeps falling and the lid of 
the coffin slams shut far above him.  He falls in darkness, down further and further.  The area 
around him grows a little lighter.  He is falling in a pit of ice and rock, ringed by a set of stairs.  
There is no way to stop.  He goes further and further into the blackness below.  The cold, dead 
eyes of the students! They are below him! Stiff, decaying hands reach up to greet her in their 
dreadful grasp!

“Atticus,” a distorted voice moans in a harsh whisper.

Ж Ж Ж

Jaren was on another job.  He lifted the lid on a glass display case and picked up the 
gems inside.  Harsh alarms begin to blare out.  He pockets the gems and runs for it.  The 
guards give chase.  He can see the rage in their eyes as they pursue him through the corridors. 
It is no use, they are coming closer.  Ahead, the thief sees a crossroads.  He throws a field of 
darkness to hide his path choice from the followers.  Something is wrong.  His feet miss the 
floor.  Jaren is falling down.  He falls into darkness, down further and further.  The area below 
him grows a little lighter.  He is falling in a pit of ice and rock, ringed by a set of stairs.  There is 
no way to stop.  He goes further and further into the blackness below.  The rage filled eyes of 
the guards! They are below him! Glittering tips of sharpened spears rise up to greet him!

“Jaren,” a horrid voice whispers harshly.

Ж Ж Ж

Each of the travelers awake with a start.  They all find that Alric is already sitting up, 
staring ahead blankly.  His breathing is irregular and there his forehead is damp with sweat.



“Mmmm, dammit.  Can’t even get one good night’s sleep.  Nope,” Ajana was tired and 
weary, the nightmare not having helped her rest.  She sat up anyways, stretching out and 
yawning before finally looking around.  Great.  I’m still here, she thought sarcastically.

Aw crap, Ajana thought when she saw Alric, sitting upright sweating in the cold, 
breathing raggedly, and staring blankly.  She got up and went over to him, giving a firm whap on
the side of his face.  “Snap out of it.  Snap out of it, now.  We need you lucid, you bastard,” her 
tone was firm, with only a slight hint of worry.

Alric stirred and broke from his trance.  The poor man must’ve had a nightmare as well.  
Wobbly, he gets onto his knees.  “I-I’m alright,” he stutters a little.  An involuntary shiver travels 
across his back, “I think we should get ready to move on.”

Jaren had jumped from his sleep, sitting there for a second to collect his thoughts.  He 
looked at the others and saw Ajana give Alric the smacking.  Hope she doesn’t break 
something, he thought, noticing the red marks on the scholar’s face.

Atticus had awake with a startled gasp.  Watching the ceiling with bleary eyes, he was 
unsure what to make of the bizarre dream that he had.  Taking a moment to catch his breath 
and rubbing his eyes, he sat up slowly.  “Ugh… I feel like death…” he mutters, thinking to 
himself that death would likely be more comfortable than how he felt now.

Alric looked up and down the well-like chamber.  The ceiling was still not far off, with the 
three landings each leading up to an unknown tunnel.  It was a pity the same could not be said 
for the floor.  The stairs and landings simply continued to spiral around into the blackness, as he
saw before their rest.  “I th-think it’s time we go down,” he takes a deep breath, trying to calm 
himself, “What do you guys think?”

“Yeah.  We probably should go, but we should also have breakfast first.  Who knows 
what we’ll find down there,” Ajana gave a small sigh and sat back down, closer to Alric and 
licking her lips once while waiting for the food, “Besides, it might be a while before we have any 
peace to eat again.”

“I’m all for getting some breakfast,” Atticus stretches out, getting on his feet, “and down 
sounds like as good a plan as any.”  He sighs, Nowhere else to really go.

“I agree,” Jaren adds, “I think we should head down.  And I also agree with Ajana.  We 
never know what we might find.”  He lets out a sigh as well, wondering just what it is they may 
find.  Is this a way out, or a path to our graves?

Alric had soon conjured up some more rations for everyone.  He didn’t eat much himself.
While the others ate, the scholar pulled out a journal and began writing things down.  By the 
time everyone was finished, he stopped, closed the book, and tucked it away in his satchel he 
pulled out from inside his robes.



Chapter 11: Days to Weeks  
The journey was to be a long and weary one.  Ever downward the group traveled.  

Further and further into the blackness they went, with the only light from Alric’s orb and Ajana’s 
lantern.  It wasn’t long before the ceiling was lost from sight.

Without a sun, the only think keeping track of the days was Alric and his watch.  He 
would stop the group to rest and eat for two meals a day.  At each stop, Alric would always bring
out his book and write.

Three days in, the group found an icy pole extending from one of the stairs.  At the end 
of the pole, they could see drops of water dripping off into the center of the black well they 
descended into.

On the fifth day, they could hear a faint echo from below them.  The ‘drip… drip… drip…’
sound of the little water drops that passed them by could finally be heard.  It wasn’t until the next
day that they found the floor of the dark well.  The walls had changed from being made of ice to 
that of stone and rock.

In the center was a shallow pool, made from the drops of water coming from far, far 
above.  The floor was like the walls, being made of rock, yet it was rather smooth, almost 
polished.  On the wall opposite of where the stairs ended, there was a large tunnel opening.  
Surprisingly, there were random formations of bluish crystals in the walls of the cave ahead.  
Each one of the formations gave off a soft glow.  The patterns that followed them down from the
cave they had started in ended here, at the bottom of the well.

“I think we should rest here for tonight,” Alric declares as he checks his watch.  As usual,
he made a small fire for everyone.  The scholar seemed more worn out compared to the first 
day, more tired.  He took a minute to relax before making the rations for each person.  Once 
done, he nibbled on his food and went to sleep without a further word.

Left to themselves, Atticus heard a small, pitiful squeak.  “Hmm?” the elvish man turned 
to look.  In a tiny recession along the wall, there was a small furred creature that lay alone, 
curled up.  It seemed sad, somehow.

“Hey… hey, hey, there’s an animal here!” Atticus sat up at attention, realizing what he 
was seeing, “Holy… shit, we gotta be near someplace where animals can live!”  He was excited 
for this, mostly out of the boredom out of their descent.  And by now, his curiosity for what lay 
beyond had gotten the better of him.  “I can’t believe it!  There’s a hospitable environment 
somewhere out here somewhere!”

The furred animal seemed almost like a mouse.  It crawled slowly up to Atticus and 
looked up to him, as if wanting something.  It was the only one here and seemed almost pitifully 
starved.

“Well that is promising,” Ajana was quite weary from the walk and was just happy they 
could stop for this ‘day’.  The pool in the middle had look promising, but then again, it probably 
had to be purified.  “I’m not taking care of it, though.”

“Well, it’s good to know there are things living here,” Jaren said with a small sigh.  I hope
this means we are near a way out of this place…



Chapter 12  
The morning of the last day of the first week had come, and Alric was the first to wake 

up.  He already made food for the group and was busy writing in his journal by the time they 
arose.  Looking at his eyes, there were dark spots of fatigue beginning to form under his eyes.  
They were slight, but still developing.

After everyone had woken up and eaten, they set off.  Atticus couldn’t help but notice the
critter from the night before wanted to stay with him.  It had slept near the fire, but right next to 
the elfish man.  As they left, the creature wanted to stay with them, but was scared to enter the 
cave.  With great worry and reluctance, it finally followed.  Being last in line, Atticus was the only
one to see the distressed look of the animal as it trailed along.

The further the group went down the tunnel, the more change there was.  The tunnel 
soon shifted into a hall.  But then the walls changed again, their smooth texture beginning to 
peel away and shrivel in places.  It almost seemed like they were decaying, rotting away.  It was
still slight and not much to fret over.

Along the floor, a low mist began to creep in.  It just barely hid where the travelers 
placed their feet.  The critter was still in sight for Atticus, ducking around the thicker parts of the 
mist.  The elfish man looked down at the creature silently and stopped.  Kneeling down to it, he 
slipped some rations out of his pocket and to the critter.  “There you go.  You need it more than I
do,” he whispered, patting it on the head as the fog rolled around them.

He thought for a moment, looking down the tunnel to see it got foggier further in.  He put 
a hand down to the creature, “Don’t wanna get lost in that stuff.  C’mon.”

The critter happily jumped on and scurried up Atticus’s arm, nestling on his shoulder.  
Standing back up, the elfish man hurried to catch up with the others.  He occasionally looked to 
see if the creature was satisfied in its position.  It made a quiet trilling noise only loud enough for
him to hear.  A sense of calm soon came over Atticus, and a small smile grew across his face.

Despite the ambient glow from the crystals, the tunnel was still dimly lit.  Alric had 
dismissed his light orb in favor of the natural light, leaving Ajana’s lantern, now shining green, 
the brightest source available.  The air had become warmer down here, better than it was back 
in the well.  In the ears of the travelers, they began to perceive a light breeze… and a low, 
mournful moan being carried across it.

“Ugh, be on your guard, guys,” Ajana simply said, clenching her fist and narrowing her 
eyes slightly.  She hadn’t been able to let off any steam for a week and her temper was waning. 
She wanted something to fight, something to take down and gloat over.  The fact that they 
couldn’t see the floor worried her almost as much as the long, low moan did, which was not very
much.

Walking alongside them, Jaren couldn’t shake the feeling that they might be walking into 
danger.  He did his best to place his feet in the mist.  Not being able to see where he was 
stepping didn’t make him feel any better.  And the sounds of moaning put him on edge.  Finally, 
he reaches into his backpack and pulls out a revolver, hooking it on his belt and getting it ready 
in case there was a fight.



The further they went in, the thicker the mist got.  Soon, there was no way to see their 
feet at all.  If there were any holes or dips in the surface, they would’ve known about them till 
someone stepped in it.

The lone moan they heard grew louder.  It became entwined with other moans and 
echoed throughout the hall.  The sense of decay the walls gave off grew stronger.  Small 
recesses appeared in the walls.  They were dark and hard to see down.  But… were those eyes 
watching them in there?!  Cold, dead eyes, hidden in the darkness were glaring at them as they 
passed by.  They made no move.  They merely watched them.

The glow of the luminescent crystals became a sickly green color, akin to the light from 
Ajana’s lantern, only worse.  Alric was beginning to visibly tremble.  It was obvious that 
something had begun to spark some sense of dread within him.

“This place… ain’t right…” Atticus mumbles, “Not like we got anywhere else to go, 
though…”  He stepped forward as if he didn’t care about the danger, then stopped.  Looking to 
the creature on his shoulder.  “Gah… don’t worry little guy, I’ll be careful for you I guess,” he 
says quietly.  Beckoning the others behind him to come, he took each step cautiously.

“Yeah.  Let’s just get through here without breaking anything, or having something else 
bad happen, please,” Ajana said with a snarky tone.  She made a motion and the lantern floated
a bit higher, guiding the way.  She was in her wolf form still and the hairs from the back of her 
neck to her tail bristled.

“Yeah, let’s be careful,” Jaren said.  He couldn’t shake the feeling they might be walking 
to their graves.  The wolfish man noticed Ajana was bristling a bit.  But she was the only one 
with a source of light at the time, and so he decided to risk staying closer to her.



Chapter 13  
After a bit more walking, Alric finally stops the group.  “I… I think we should rest here for 

tonight,” he said as he took a seat in the mist.  The hall had become wide enough for them to 
walk abreast by now, giving plenty of sitting room.  It was obvious that Alric was having trouble 
making food, but whether it was from fear or fatigue, the others could only guess.  Once the 
food was dished out, Alric went back to his book and continued to write as usual.

The critter on Atticus’s shoulder did not seem interested in the food Alric had made.  
Instead, it nuzzled close to its big friend and trilled softly.  The sound eases Atticus and his fear 
and worry seep away a little.  The critter, in turn, seems happy as well.

Once all the food was eaten, the group was about to settle in for the night when a 
particular moan filled the chamber.  Though none could make out the words, there was a rumble
in the direction they came from.

The mist swelled around them, rising a few more inches around their knees.  The 
surface swirled and rolled like waves.  One wisp came up in the shape of a hand and forearm… 
and stayed there.  More and more similarly shaped wisps grew from the area the travelers had 
come from.

Before their eyes, the wisps condensed and solidified into hands of rotten, decaying 
flesh.  They began to move closer to the group, reaching out in a cold, dead embrace.  The 
scene sparked a particular note of fear in Atticus, leaving him frozen in place.

The critter, seeing the hands and the petrification of its friend, squeaked out in fear and 
trilled hurriedly.  The edge was taken off the elfish man, and when he looked, the critter was 
clinging tight to its friend’s shoulder as if pleading, ‘save me’.

“… Not today,” Atticus mutters.  He bolted to his feet and started off down the tunnel.  
“Hurry!” he called behind him, feeling a renewed energy as he found his stride towards the 
darkness ahead of them.

Jaren quickly got up as well.  After looking at what they would be fighting, he decided 
that Atticus has the right idea and ran after him.  It would be better to run than fight something 
that already looks dead to begin with.

Alric closely followed on the heels of Jaren and Atticus, grasping his journal as he ran.  
Ajana was soon left behind as the hands moved closer on the mist.

She took one good, long look at the hands rising from the mist, and simply said, “Oh you
have got to be shitting me.”  She rose to her feet, grabbing her things, looking at the others.  “So
we leaving or what?” she asked sarcastically after them.

As one of the hands came close, Ajana gave it a good kick.  The wolf woman’s foot 
passed through the hand as it dissolved back into mist, reconsolidating afterward.  The rotting 
limbs seemed agitated now and moved faster.  Without warning, one grabbed Ajana’s ankle and
yanked her with startling strength.

She crashed onto the floor.  The pads from her hands felt the floor better than the paw-
pads from her feet.



It felt cold and hard… like it was made of bones.

The hands were moving faster and were starting to swarm her and drag the wolf woman 
below the surface of the mist.  And something told her that she did not want to go under.

Oh shit! Ajana panicked!  A burst of strength pushed her up off the hard surface of the 
floor and she sprinted, running full tilt to catch up with the others.  I can’t let that happen again!  
Phӧk!

Even with all her stubborn and hotheadedness, Ajana had quickly given in to the primal 
fear of death, causing her fur to puff out in terror.  The adrenaline rush gave her speed, just 
enough to catch up with the others, her lantern now leading the way.

The mist swirled and swelled around everyone’s legs.  To their sides, the eyes shifted 
and became filled with a sense of rage.  Something about the eyes caused Jaren to hesitate, 
slightly.  But before he could ponder this, the ground gave way below them all!

The ride down was slick.  The stone was smooth and seemed to be covered with a slime
or mucus.  Alric screamed the entire way down, up until the slide abruptly ended, and they fell 
into a shallow pool of stagnate water.  Around the pool, leading up to where they came in from, 
there were sharp, spear-like formations on the walls.  And just ahead of them, out of the pool, 
was the entrance to yet another cave.

Jaren pulled himself out of the pool and looked at the spears sticking out.  He tried to 
think, remembering the rage filled eyes from just before the fall.  Realization came to him as he 
remember the dream he had only a few days ago.  The guards that chased him had eyes like 
those, and they carried spears.  He gave a small, involuntary shudder, thinking to himself, 
Something tells me that we are in just as much danger as before… if not more.

The critter had clung to Atticus through the entire run.  It had gripped tightly in pure 
terror.  Only when they finally came to a stop in the pool did it loosen its grip and look around 
slowly.  It let out a low, scared trill and nuzzled closely against Atticus’s neck.  It looked 
frightened and seemed to almost know what was further down the path.

For Alric, he was greatly shaken by the sudden rush.  After several frightened gasps for 
air, he looked down to check if his book was safe in his arms.  Seeing it survived without getting 
wet, he let out a sigh of relief and moved out of the pool.

Looking around the chamber with the water on one side and the tunnel ahead, there was
something odd about the place.  It wasn’t what was there, it was what wasn’t there.  The place 
here was free of the mist from before.  The floors and walls were perfectly flat, too much so.  It 
seemed more like this place had been carved out by some unknown craftsman.

The crystals that emitted the sickly greenish glow where no longer growing from the 
walls.  Instead, they were neatly carved and set into small chandeliers along the tunnel ceiling 
ahead.  And the droning moans from earlier had ceased as well.  Yet somehow, the resulting 
silence was worse.



Chapter 14  
“Well, nowhere to go but forwards,” Ajana sighed and picked herself up.  The puffiness 

of her fur had gone away by now, and she was taking deep breaths to keep composed.  Without
much else to do, she started to walk ahead of them, holding her lantern out, lit brightly.

Atticus panted for breath as he lay at the edge of the pool.  “Eugh… jeez, now what…?” 
he tried to shake off the water he could.  “Great, deeper and deeper…” he mutters as he started
to trudge wearily but stubbornly down the hall after the wolf woman.  “Come on, we don’t have 
forever…”

The rest of the group rose from the stinking pool and moved forward down the tunnel.  
The green chandeliers above kept an eerie light shining down upon them.  The walls stayed 
perfectly smooth and carved out.  Nothing stirred and not a sound was there to be heard.  It was
too quiet.

It wasn’t long before the tunnel opened up.  Now, the travelers faced a vast, endless 
room.  No walls could be seen, other than the one they came out of.  The ceiling of the place 
was too far up to be visible.  Columns rose up from the floor ahead in a checker-like fashion.  
Each was a square of one meter long sides, and rising up into the blackness.  On each side of 
every other column, there were wrought iron torches with green flames licking up at the air.  
Despite the light, the place was still mostly in darkness.

The shadows had an oppressive feel to them, as if they were thick and deliberately 
wanted to choke the travelers.  As they stood there at the entrance, a particular ‘cloud’ of 
shadow moved in front of the group, just in front of the pillars.  Dark whispers could be heard 
from the cloud, and a pair of deep red eyes opened, glowing and staring at them.  A voice  
came from the cloud, “I will swallow your souls.”  It was a harsh whisper, dripping with vileness 
and evoking fear into the unprepared.

Atticus’s mouse squeaked in pure terror and dug into its friend’s shoulder as deeply as it 
could.  The critter gave a fearful trill to its friend who brought him this far.  Atticus could feel the 
creature shiver against him.

From the cloud came a dark chuckle that sounded only slightly feminine.  A shadowed 
outline of a maw could be seen grinning now under the eyes like some evil Cheshire cat.  
Somehow, the travelers could tell that thing was hungry.

Atticus stared into the toothy mouth wearily.  “Ugh… why now?” he muttered to himself.  
The elfish man looked to his animal companion for a moment before shouting, “Split around it!”  
He ran around the left side, hoping the others would catch on.  Jaren got the idea and ran right. 
And Alric blinked away somewhere behind the creature.

Ajana stared at the apparition for a few moments, tilting her head slightly.  It jogged her 
memory of the dream she had.  If that doesn’t work, I wonder about this!



Focusing quickly with a smirk, Ajana became intangible, something she learned from her
father.  Lashing out with a kick, she let the lantern float behind her, out of the way of her 



motions.  Her hands moved to her head defensively.  She hoped attacking first would put the 
shadowy monster on the defensive.

The blow connected.  The wolf woman could feel her foot hit something firm… and cold. 
After that, the two became locked in deadly combat.  The thing lashed out with a ghostly fist, 
and smacked her side, sending Ajana sprawling among the pillars.

The beast leapt after the wolf woman.  Its maw grinned in a terrible fashion as it attacked
her with impressive speed.  Being constantly assaulted left Ajana unable to retaliate.  There was
no way she could match the thing’s speed and strength… unless she consumed some of the 
energy from her lantern.

She scrambled off the ground and gulped down a ‘soul’ from the lantern.  That thing… 
it’s mimicking me, the wolf woman thought, If it gets my lantern…  For the first time, there was 
more than a hint of fear in Ajana’s eyes.  She moved the lantern so her mouth bit down on the 
handle.  It would be harder to wrench the container from her teeth than it would from air.

“A little help here?!” Ajana cries out annoyed, but with a trace of worry.



Chapter 15  
The thing seemed much more interested in Ajana than anyone else, giving them an 

advantage in avoiding it.  The critter on Atticus’s shoulder squeaked out and was pointing at 
something as his friend got safely behind a pillar.  “What are you…?” Atticus gave a confused, 
agitated cry to the creature on his shoulder as he looked towards where it was trying to direct 
him.

Looking around the pillar, Atticus saw the wolf woman getting bared down upon by the 
shadowy thing.  Strangely enough though… he noticed the small flames on the pillars.  
Whenever the thing went near one, the shadows closest seemed to draw in to the center, 
condense even.  It was as if they were recoiling from the light.  However, the torches’ light was 
weak, just enough to see, and they were spread between the pillars.

“The light…” Atticus mutters to himself.  The critter squeaks out in glee as Atticus notices
this.  The elfish man jerks his head to Ajana in realization, “The light!  Ajana, Lead it to the light!”
He tried to grab a torch, but it was bolted to the wall, not budging.

“L-light?” Alric stuttered, peering around his pillar.  His eyes widened as he saw what 
Atticus was talking about.  Nearly stumbling over himself, the scholar began to conjure several 
light orbs.  One by one, he lobbed them out to chase after and around the battling pair.  The 
wispy shadows of the being condensed, shaping into a monstrous, wolf-like form.

The thing growled and began to attack Ajana with all the more fervor.  “Your souuuull,” it 
growled with menace as it slashed at it.  Ajana was barely holding her own against the thing 
now, ducking and dodging at every chance.

Peering around from his hiding point, Jaren could see that the thing seemed to have a 
more corporeal form now.  Now’s my chance! he thought to himself as he pulled out a knife and 
his revolver.  Stepping out, he flanked the beast from the rear, pulling the trigger and emptying a
round of bullets into its exposed back.

The thing howled in pain as the bullets pieced its dark hide.  In retaliation, the creature 
lunged for Ajana with impossible speed.  The force of the charge sent them both sprawling 
behind some pillars and out of sight from the rest of the group.



Chapter 16: Trial by Bullet  
Ajana shook her head, recovering from the lunge.  But as she got up, she saw 

something shocking.  The thing was gone, but now there were two of herself!  The 
doppelganger was perfect, right down to the mirrored expressions of shock, both dropping a 
lantern from their mouths.  Even Ajana was confused if she was really here or there.  Every 
movement they made was exactly what she would do.

A second later, the others appeared around the pillars.  “Two…?” Atticus mutters to 
himself as he looked at the clones.  “What happened?  Where’s the monster gone… one of 
you?” he looked suspiciously across the two wolf women.  “Is it one of you?  Can it do that?” he 
spoke to himself again, trying to solve the riddle.

“It must have the ability to change its form at will,” Jaren guessed, quickly reloading his 
gun on instinct.  He thought to himself, This is going to be hard, finding the real one… unless… 
is there some flaw…?

“Yeah.  One of us if the monster, one of us is Ajana,” one of them spoke, picking up her 
lantern.  She blinked from the light watching the second.

How to make them know it’s me…

“I wonder if the monster can go through things?” the first one says, reaching out to a 
nearby pillar, slowly.

“Wait a minute,” the second Ajana spoke, “If this thing is trying to be me, then the first 
thing I would do is prove to you I am the real one… which is what it is doing now!”  She paused 
a moment, thinking quickly, “There has to be a better way to do this.”

The real Ajana noticed the gun in Jaren’s hand, already reloaded and ready to fire at a 
moment’s notice.  Damn, I don’t even want to think about what that beast will do if the shoot the 
wrong one of me.

“Jaren,” the second one says, “keep a close eye on us… I have a feeling the beast will 
attack if someone lets their guard down.”

The two were perfect copies, right down to the lanterns they carried and the clothes they
wore.  There seemed to be no way of identifying them.  For the real Ajana, though, things were 
starting look hopeless, and it was sinking in.  She couldn’t beat the beast in combat, and now 
she couldn’t beat it in this riddle.  Hell, the others had been more effective at harming the being 
than she had in the fight.

Never before had she felt so weak.  Ajana was so used to being able to hold her own 
and stick up not just for herself but for others, too.  She had loved to pick a fight, and always 
came out on top.  But here, it was the first time she had actually failed. She cursed the situation 
inside her head, I can’t win this… not without them…

“I am the real one, but… ugh.  You all know me, ask me something,” the first Ajana 
pleaded.  A look of worry came across her face.  No, it was more than just worry, this wolf 
woman looked actually scared.  She almost seemed ready to curl up into a ball.



The second Ajana looked at the one that started to cower, “Geez, how low with this 
beast stoop to take advantage of us?  Jaren, come on.  We need you to choose.  You’re the guy
with the gun… shoot one of us.  I just hope you choose well.”

The first one looked to the second.  “We can’t stand here forever… we gotta keep 
moving if we are going to get home.”

Jaren studied the two, but his attention seemed more locked in on the scared version of 
Ajana.  Questions are all I got left, Jaren thought to himself as he pointed to the first Ajana, 
“When we first talked about ourselves and introduced one another, what did I say I was best 
at?”

The first Ajana looked even more frightened as she thought.  It didn’t feel good to have a
gun aimed at oneself.  “S-sneaking around, making darkness, and o-other things,” she finally 
manages to say, looking at him with a faint glimmer of hope in her eyes.

“Come closer…” Jaren said as he lowered the gun slightly.  What was he up to?

“Now wait a minute!” the second Ajana exclaims as the first moved closer to the others, 
“Now that it answered, how can you tell if my answer was going to be different?  It was a week 
ago we did intros!  You said you didn’t want to say what you did, back then.  But that black cloud
you made when those giants were chasing us was wicked.”  She crossed her arms with a firm 
look.

Jaren looked at the second Ajana, the one he was sure was the beast… the one with 
resolve even in the face of possible death.  How could Ajana have that much will in her?  He 
knew she was tough and had been looking forward to a fight, lately.  But she was still mortal, 
right?  He raised the barrel to the second Ajana, “I think I made the right choice.”

“I hope you did,” she mutters just before Jaren pulls the trigger.



Chapter 17  
The gun fired and the bullet struck the second Ajana in the chest.  She screamed out in 

pain as she recoiled from the hit.  But, instead of blood, black wisps of shadow poured out from 
the wound!

The creature, still maintaining Ajana’s form, cupped the wound in obvious pain and fell 
on her knees to the floor.  It coughed and shadows spurt from her sorrowful mouth.  “You… 
fools…” she coughs some more, “You don’t know… what lies… below…”

She retched and collapsed to the floor, in dire pain.  Her breathing was heavy and vision 
unfocused.  She tried to look up, but her eyes were unable to lock onto any of the party 
members.  “Your… f… fate…” she ends up saying to no one in particular.

The creature spoke no more, but they could tell it was still alive.  Mortally wounded and 
in deep pain, it would not last long.  But it would be a hard, drawn-out death for the thing.

Jaren went quiet for a moment, checking to see how much ammo he had left.  “I wish I 
could say I had an entire case… but there’s only about ten more shots,” he said with a sigh, 
wishing he had packed more the day he left.

Ajana, the real Ajana, got back up slowly, thankful to be alive.  Breathing the air in 
deeply, the adrenaline rush still working its way through her system, she saw the other her on 
the ground… suffering.  It… it tried to kill me… but it shouldn’t suffer, she thought.

She moved closer to it, hearing Jaren did not have many bullets to spare.  Instead… she
brought her foot down.  Just before it connected, the creature dissolved into a black mist.  Mere 
moments later, there was nothing left of the creature to be found.

Atticus breathed a sigh of relief as the vile creature faded into nothingness.  Recovering 
from the ordeal, the words of the thing settled into his mind and he started to become curious.  
“Down below… where are we…?” he muttered to himself, wondering about where they really 
were.

The area around them began to blur, the pillars and torches melted away.  Eerie 
shadows faded off, replaced with an ambient light.  They were now in an empty room with 
smooth, unmarked walls.  The way forward was clear and a light could be seen down the 
tunnel… the bright light of day.

Alric, who had been left speechless from what just transpired, finally found his voice, “I…
I think we have reached the end.”

“Don’t be so sure just yet,” Atticus interjected, “We are somewhere, though.  I think it’s 
somewhere real this time.”  He pushed forwards to the light at a brisk stroll.  “Good job, Ajana.  
Sorry we couldn’t trust you sooner,” he called back behind him while giving the little animal on 
his shoulder a comforting pet.

“Y-yeah… hopefully…” Ajana said as she shakily joined the others in their continued 
walk.  She was still half in shock about the incident.  “Maybe somewhere safe… for a while, at 
least… and rest…” she muttered softly to herself.



“We should still keep our guard up,” Jaren chimed in, “Just in case this is a trap.”  He 
looked to Ajana as they walked, Hopefully it will be somewhere safe, with her condition.

As the group moved forward and stepped into the light, nothing could have prepared 
them for what they saw.  Before them lay an exquisite valley bathed in sunlight from above.  
Beautiful trees made up a temperate forest to fill the place.

As they gazed out, Ajana felt there was something familiar about this location… in a 
comforting way.  Then it dawned on her: home.  She had memories of growing up in a valley 
much like this with her family.  There were so many good recollections of that place.  So many 
that she had been a little sad to leave it when pursuing her education on the City Eternal.

But for all its similarities, it was still different.  Looking around, they could see this area 
was actually a massive cave.  At the edges of the forest, walls of rock rose up and curved to the
top where the sunlight came from.

The peaceful sounds of crisp, running water filled their ears as the group descended 
further into the forest to explore.  Alric was astounded at the grand beauty.  Despite the tired 
look on his face, the scholar’s eyes were wide with wonder.  He eagerly drank in the welcome 
sight of a friendly place to rest.

As Ajana looked around, her tail started to wag.  It was slow at first, but soon sped up.  It
was clear she was happy to be here.  “Home… or something like it,” she said softly.  The worry 
and stress of her near death experience seemed to flow off her, leaving her smiling and 
carefree.

If I remember things right, the house should be… She looked around once more.  A 
second later, she set off at a brisk pace down a faint path.

Jaren saw Ajana running off ahead, changed from minutes ago.  “Where are you going?”
he called out to her.  He heard her say something about home, but this couldn’t have been 
where she lived.

“To find a real bed to sleep in!” the wolf woman shouted back, hurrying along.

The creature on Atticus’s shoulder let out a shrill squeak of happiness.  When Atticus 
looked, the thing seemed to have gotten bigger, albeit slightly.

”Hey!” Atticus exclaimed at the creature as it jumped from his shoulder and started 
running.  It was going a different direction than Ajana.  “Wait, come back!” the elfish man called. 
The critter stopped, then turned, and seemed to beckon Atticus to follow.  He didn’t care much, 
and kept running after his pet.

Alric and Jaren were left alone, watching their companions go in opposite directions.  
Finally, Alric took off after the wolf woman.  “Follow Atticus,” he called to Jaren, “I’ll try and find 
Ajana.”  He rubbed his eyes and did his best to catch up with her.  The tiredness was really 
showing on him.



Chapter 18  
By the time Alric had caught up with Ajana, they had arrived at a large house.  It was 

nearly exact to the one Ajana had grown up in.  Built next to and over a nearby stream, the 
calming sounds of the water soothed Ajana’s ears.

“What is a house doing out here?  Who could be living this far underground?” Alric 
asked.  But Ajana didn’t hear the question.  She was too busy looking over everything and 
remembering her childhood.

They both went inside and Ajana’s tail wagged some more.  It was almost cute to see 
her happy.  And it was a relief that she was.  After a moment of silence, she turned around to 
face Alric, “I think I can explain this.  But give me a couple minutes.”

Everything was designed just like in her old home she was raised in.  Right down to the 
room where her older twin siblings slept.  There was even food in the fridge, exactly as she 
remembered it.

It was good to be home.

Alric walked over to the fireplace while Ajana continued to explore the house.  There was
fresh wood there, prepared but not lit, abandoned not long ago.  “I’ll get a fire going,” he calls 
out, not knowing if the wolf woman heard him or not.  At first, he was having trouble lighting the 
log.  Frustrated, sparks fly of his hand and as they hit the log, a massive fire roars to life!

Startled, Alric fell backwards onto a nearby sofa with a yell of surprise.  He quickly 
snapped up and regained control of the flame, making it smaller and more manageable.  
Seconds later, there was a soft, low flame licking the logs in the hearth.

Breathing a sigh of relief, Alric fell asleep right there on the couch.

Ж Ж Ж

The house was not entirely as Ajana remembered.  The room where her father kept his 
eerie equipment of his former job was bare.  Instead, there was a locked gun case sitting 
against one of the walls.  In the garage, the place was cluttered with oddball mechanics, most of
which was bent and broken beyond use.  Neither her mother nor father had messed with those 
kinds of things.

Making a mental note of the differences, she went to find Alric.  The soft sounds of a 
crackling fire greeted her to the sight of the scholar sleeping on the couch.  Poor guy, she 
thought, a softness overtaking her, He does so much, yet gets so little… maybe I should help 
him with that.

Gently, Ajana shifted Alric so he was lying on the couch and not simply sitting on it, 
sleeping.  She tossed a greener log onto the fire before she left him to go into the kitchen.  She 
began to cook up some chili and rice, adding some meats, greens, and spices.  The place may 
not really be her home, but she intended to have a ‘welcome home’ meal made up.

About an hour later, she had served up two bowls and left the rest in the pot on a low 
heat.  The least I can do for him is food, she thought as she brought a bowl for him and herself 
to the living room.



By now, Alric was starting to wake up with a groan.  He looked around, trying to get his 
bearings, instead seeing Ajana sitting by him, offering a bowl of warm chili.  “Morning 
sleepyhead,” she said softly with a smile, “Want something to drink as well?”

He blinked a moment before taking the bowl.  “Water,” Alric answered, “Just water, thank
you.”  He took a few hungry bites, looking up at Ajana as she returned with the drink.  She was 
wearing different clothes now.  He sniffed the air, looking at her.  “Did you shower?” he asked.  
“I mean… you smell good.”

She nodded with a smile, “Yeah, ducked off for one while the food simmered.”  She was 
still in her wolf form, and now Alric could see the signs of her getting a wash.  Her hair was still a
little damp.  Done so much for us… without asking anything in return, she thought to herself.  
“I’ve figure out why this house is here, by the way.”

Alric looked up from his bowl, “Oh?  I was still wondering why it was here.  It doesn’t 
make sense to me.”

“Well,” Ajana set her bowl down, “That… thing we fought, it was a part of me.  My bad 
habits, that sort of thing.  My arrogance.  And now that it is defeated, we have a safe place to 
rest… modelled after my old home.”  She gestured around the room, “It isn’t actually where I 
lived, but it is close enough and I know where everything is.”

The wolf woman scooted a little closer to Alric, “The others should find us soon with the 
smoke from the fire.  But let me say something first:  Thank you, thank you for helping us so 
much.”

Alric stuttered a little, “Oh, well, y-you’re welcome, bu-”  He was cut off as Ajana gave 
him a soft, strong hug.  It took him a moment, along with a blush, before he spoke again, 
“You’re welcome… but what about the thing your, um, ‘arrogance’ before it went?”

“Well, I’ve had my Test,” Ajana finally let go of the scholar and settled back down, “Now I
bet the others will have tests, too.”  She got up and tended the fire with a poker, “I mean, you’ll 
probably have a Test.  Start thinking about it.  Think about your worst points and how to fight.”  
She seemed more confident now, and something in her attitude was more pleasant than before.

“Once we’ve all gone through our Tests we’ll be able to get out of this place,” Ajana 
concluded.  She settled back down next to Alric and curled up.  It felt good to be back in a 
familiar place.  “Mmm,” she mutters out loud, drifting to sleep, “I can’t wait to get out of here, you
can meet my parents and I can show you my real home.”

Alric looked at the wolf woman and watched her fall asleep.  “I guess we’ll see,” he 
whispers softly to himself.  He rubbed the side of his head, giving it a small shake before putting
his arm around Ajana and beginning to let himself drift off.  I don’t think it’s like that, Ajana, the 
scholar thought to himself, I don’t think this will be that easy.



Chapter 19  
Jaren and Atticus pursued the critter.  It stayed just a little ahead of them excitedly, like a

puppy that wanted to show its owner something.  After a number of twists and turns along a 
path, they approached a clearing.  As they cleared the trees, Jaren and Atticus saw themselves 
faced with a group of canines and felines.  Some were lying around and others were playing by 
the edge of a stream.  A few of them were larger than wolves.

While the two had stopped in shock, the critter dashed right out among the creatures, 
crying out.  It was bigger now, looking more like a small kitten instead of a mouse now.  All the 
animals in the glade turned and dove on the critter!

But instead of attacking, they seemed to be playing.  In fact, all the animals seemed 
happy, relieved even, that the critter had returned.  They were overjoyed to see the lost member
of their family.  After a minute, the critter motioned over to Atticus and Jaren and bounded over 
to them.  As it arrived, the largest of the animals, a wolf and a panther in the group joined them. 
The tops of their heads easily reach the elfish and wolfish man’s chests.

Coming up to the two travelers, the wolf sniffed Atticus and proceeded to lick his hand in 
a gesture of thanks.  The panther soon did the same, only with purring and gently rubbing her 
head on Jaren.  It seemed they were pleased and grateful they kept their child safe.

Atticus smiled a little at the creature reuniting with its family.  “So these are your kind,” 
Atticus spoke softly, “Beautiful creatures… I hope they are not as short lived as mine.”

Jaren didn’t hear a word Atticus said.  He was smiling as well and thinking to himself, So
this must the home of Atticus’s little friend.

The critter crawled back up onto Atticus’s shoulder, definitely seeming more feline than 
before.  Something told the elfish man that his friend was female, too.  She seemed to want to 
stay by Atticus’s side now.  The rest of the animals waited patiently around the two travelers.

Over the treetops, a thin line of smoke rose up into the sky.  Jaren was the first to spot it.
He tapped Atticus, “Hey, you ready to catch up with the others?”

The elfish man looks up and nods.  “Yeah, I’m ready.  But’s I’m glad I came here,” he 
smiled.  The animals followed both the travelers, escorting them.  A few even move to the front 
and lead the way, revealing a trail along the side of the stream.

Atticus drifted to the back a little, away from Jaren.  He looked up in the distance at the 
smoke.  “Are you sure you want to stay with us, little one?” he asked the critter, petting her 
gently, “Wherever we are going, I feel it will be deeper into danger.”

Ж Ж Ж

It wasn’t long before the two travelers and their escorts found the source of the smoke.  
Going inside the house, the pack followed.  There on the sofa lay Alric and Ajana, side by side.  
“Well, those two are getting along,” Atticus notices.  He sniffed the air, “Smells like there’s real 
food here, too.”  He went off and soon found the kitchen, and the pot of chili left warm on the 
stove.



Jaren had gone silent upon seeing the pair on the couch.  Well… I guess I missed my 
chance, he thought to himself with a heavy sigh, feeling a bit crushed.

The two poked around the house, and found much of what Ajana had already 
discovered.  Jaren found the locked gun case in the back room.  And Atticus found the garage 
filled with mechanical parts.

After he was finished snooping around, Atticus grabbed a bowl of the chili and rice and 
sat down in one of the living room chairs.  He kept quiet, trying not to wake the two sleeping on 
the couch.  The other animals seemed to get the idea as well.  Most of them left, while the two 
largest, they went and laid down in front of Ajana and Alric, enjoying the warm fire.

Jaren soon joined them as well, taking up a chair opposite of Atticus.  From where he 
sat, Jaren could see Atticus finish his meal and begin talking to his pet.  He was surprised that 
‘mouse’ had grown to the size of a small cat so quickly.  And that it now had a bluish coat of fur. 
Strange world down here, he thought to himself.



Chapter 20  
Ajana slowly stretched and yawned, waking from her nap.  When she opened her eyes, 

the first thing she saw was a massive panther and wolf lying between her and the fire.  Her eyes
went wide, and with a dump of adrenaline, she yelped in surprised and flipped over behind the 
couch.  Heart racing, she peered over the edge as the two animals watched her calmly.

“Huh… wha?” Alric muttered sleepily as he woke up as well.  “Holy-!” the scholar 
exclaimed as he saw what had spooked the wolf woman so badly.  Unlike Ajana, he didn’t have 
her agility, falling off his seat and onto the floor, instead.  The two animals seemed to smile at 
the two, the wolf wagging his tail and the panther purring softly.

“Oh, you’re up,” Atticus says boorishly, not bothering to elaborate on the massive 
creatures before them, or the others that were around.  “Nice to finally have some real food,” he 
commented while petting his blue-furred kitten, “Nothing wrong with yours, Alric, but it isn’t 
exactly a home-cooked meal.”  He had an empty bowl sitting next to him with stains of chili and 
rice on the inside.

After taking a few minutes to calm down and realize just what was going on, Ajana and 
Alric returned to their seats.  Jaren and Atticus went ahead and explained where they went and 
what happened.  And that the animals were a family, and the pet Atticus rescued was one of 
theirs.  She, Atticus’s pet, purred at this.  The sound was soothing and uplifting to those who 
heard it.

With that settled, Ajana went ahead and explained her side of things.  She told them 
about the house and how it was like the one she grew up in.  But there were some things that 
weren’t quite right, like the junk in the garage and the gun case in the back room.

“We know,” Jaren interjected, “We saw that stuff.  I’ll take a look at the case tomorrow, if 
you don’t mind.”

“I don’t see why not,” Ajana answered, “And Atticus, maybe that junk in the garage might
have some parts you can use.  Think you can build something?”  The elfish man just shrugged 
in response.

Outside, the light of day was growing dim.  And on an old grandfather clock, the chimes 
ran out to signal how late it was getting.  Ajana pulled herself up from the couch and walked to 
the kitchen, “I better get us some dinner going.  Didn’t think it was getting so late.”

Ajana fixed up everyone a wonderful meal of steak and potatoes with gravy and greens 
on the side.  While she got their food ready, the wolf woman peeked outside and watched the 
other animals.  They gathered up berries and such, bringing a good meal to the largest ones 
first.  Something about the wolf and panther didn’t sit well with Ajana.  She didn’t dwell on it 
long, quickly ducking back inside to serve up dinner.

As usual, Alric took out his journal when he was done eating.  He seemed to have a lot 
of things to pen down tonight as he wrote rapidly, yet relaxed.

Once dinner was finished, the rest of the pack went outside, they even knew how to shut
the doors behind them.  From the windows, the groups could see the canines and felines were 



making up a ring around the house.  It seemed they intended to give them protection for the 
night.

After washing up, everyone retired to a different room.  Ajana had taking up her old 
room.  Atticus had taken the room of Ajana’s older twin siblings.  Jaren ended in the room of the
wolf woman’s younger brother.  Oddly enough, they found there was clothing in the closets 
perfectly sized to them.  What was strangest of all, though, was that Alric ended up with the 
master bedroom.

Ж Ж Ж

Ajana wandered out of bed around midnight.  She had got up for a glass of water, but as
the wolf woman left the kitchen, she noticed the fire in the living room was still going.  And sitting
on the couch was Alric, watching the flames lick what remained of the logs in the hearth.

Dressed in some old pajamas, Ajana had shifted back into her human form.  The fur 
wasn’t needed here and she felt like changing things up a little.  She stepped softly over the 
wood floor to the living room.  “You’re still up?” she asks in a whisper, coming around the end of
the couch and taking a seat, “I’m not that tired either.”

Alric turned, watching Ajana as she took a seat next to him on the couch.  He was 
surprised to see her in human form, most of the journey she had worn fur.  “I’m not that tired,” 
he mumbled.  He had found a bathrobe in the closet of the master bedroom and put it on after a 
shower.

Ajana tilts her head at him, staring.  “You know, I think you might look better with a 
beard,” she smiled, “Just saying.”  She scooted over and laid against him, watching the fire now,
“We should try and figure out what to do next.  We should take whatever food we can from here,
at least.”

“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that,” the scholar mutters with a nod, “I think we should 
leave the day after tomorrow.”

“Exactly what I was thinking,” she shifts position and puts her head on Alric’s lap, looking
up at the ceiling.  “I’ll start eating the souls in my lantern, too.  One soul is enough food for a 
day,” she said casually.

Alric looked down at her suspicious look.  Ajana just shrugs lightly, “Comes from my 
dad’s side.  The lantern collects leftover meta-energy from the recently departed.  I can eat one 
for a day of nourishment or for a boost in my speed and strength for a few minutes.”  She 
doesn’t seem to be bothered by this at all.

Alric is silent for a moment, digesting the new information.  “So, how much meta-
energy… or souls, do you have in there?” he asked, motion to the lantern that floated just over 
the armrest of the couch.

“Seventy-nine,” Ajana responded, “Had eighty starting out on this trip, but used one 
when we fought my Test.”

The two sat there in silence, listening to the fire crackle.  Until Alric spoke, “You’ve 
explained the house, and the area.  But do you have any idea on the animals?  Those two were 
huge!”



Ajana gives a small sigh.  The look on her face had darkened a little.  “Well, my father 
was a wolf and my mom was a panther,” she explained, “That’s probably why.  I wouldn’t be 
surprised if the smaller ones represented each member of my current family… and then some.” 
She curled up a little, speaking softly, “To be honest, it is kinda creepy.  Seeing something that 
is supposed to resemble mom and dad.”

Alric nods, understanding.  “I suppose I should be getting to bed now.”

Ajana quickly shifted around, giving the scholar a hug before he got up, “Yeah, me too.”  
She let go and sighed, “There’s no place like home.”

“Thanks.  Goodnight, Ajana,” Alric said as he left the room.

“Night, Alric,” she softly called out after him.



Chapter 21: Vivid Premonitions  
Ajana let out a soft sigh as she sat on the couch, watching the fire.  Whether we make it 

out alive or not, we need to make the best of things.  Her thoughts drifted to Alric.  He was a 
nice person.  I shouldn’t have been so mean to him, she thought to herself.

Ajana continued to stare at the fire as she thought to herself.  It burned so nicely, so 
calmly.  But then, the fire started to grow.  The flames licked out of the hearth and spread out 
and around the living room, cascading like liquid!  There was nothing the woman could do, she 
was frozen, staring as the fire engulfed the room around her, the chairs, the couch.  She saw 
lava and magma erupt from the ground and cover everything!  There was only the raging 
flames!

Then with a jerk, she awoke.  It was still night out, and the fire had died.  Only a few 
barely glowing smolders remained in the fireplace.  Cautiously, Ajana looked around in shock.  
She saw the pack was still there, sleeping outside.  Nothing seemed out of the ordinary in the 
house.  It was all a dream.  She breathed a sigh of relief, I’m more tired than I thought.  Getting 
up, the woman finally went to her bed.

Ж Ж Ж

As Jaren lay in bed, he looked out the window to the sky-ceiling far above them.  It was 
an incredible imitation of the real thing.  A single large crystal in the middle had provided 
‘sunlight’.  But once night came, it dimmed and many smaller crystals had begun to shine.  They
shone like pinpricks of light on a dark fabric, not unlike real stars at night.

The wolfish man rolled over on the bed, staring at the wall now.  As he watched, it began
to twinkle.  Glittering and gleaming filled the room.  And around him, precious stones and metals
shone all around Jaren, piling high up to the ceiling.  It was the more glorious sight he had ever 
seen!  Greed was in his eyes.  But as rapidly as it had come, the vision faded.

With a look of longing and disappointment, Jaren frowned and went back to sleep.

Ж Ж Ж

Atticus stared at the dark ceiling of his room.  His kitten-like pet had taken a spot besides
his head, sound asleep.  While the creature slept, the elfish man noticed the shadows in the 
room starting to darken.  He found himself paralyzed, unable to move or speak.

Out from the corners, the walls oozed with a sticky, tar-like substance.  The stuff eked 
out and began to cover everything in its blackness.  The thick gunk climbed up the foot of the 
bed and latched onto Atticus’s heel.  The elfish man was unable to make a sound as the tar 
moved up his body.  It was surprising heavy, though spreading faster and faster, until it started 
to cover his face.

This is it, Atticus thought calmly.  But when he opened his eyes… the room was empty.  
No tar-like ooze.  The shadows were just as they were.  And the blue kitten had moved to the 
other side of his head.

Slowly, he drifted off to sleep.

Ж Ж Ж



Morning came and it was a new day for everyone.  Alric had made up breakfast for 
everyone, mostly leftovers.  After which, he began to take an inventory of what food they had on
hand at the house.  Some of the stuff they could take, but the rest would have to be eaten now 
or be left behind.

Jaren had gotten up early as well.  After breakfast, he was ready to see what was in the 
gun case that caught his eye yesterday.  From his backpack, Jaren retrieved a set of lock picks. 
He glanced around cautiously, making sure no one saw him.  It wasn’t really an issue here, 
though, more out of habit that he was careful.

After a minute of fiddling with the lock on the case, Jaren managed to get it open.  He 
was delighted to find two delightful prizes.  One was a box of ammo just suited for his revolver.  
The other was a strange relic he had never seen before in his life.  The ancient artifact looked 
like it was supposed to be some kind of handgun.  It was made out of a mixture of smooth metal
in the handle and a solid, polished stone ‘barrel’.

Stashing the few dozen bullets in his bag, Jaren went outside with the more interesting 
find.  After some examination, Jaren recalled seeing some of these kinds of things long ago.  It 
was indeed a type of gun.  But instead of physical bullets, the device worked with meta-energy, 
fire bolts of it.  This particular one fired elemental energy style bolts.  And with some testing, he 
found the gun held fifty shots at a time, and regenerated enough energy for a single bolt every 
thirty seconds.

The gun was a bit squarish, and larger than his revolver.  But it came with its own holster
he could strap on wherever he pleased.  And on the side, he found a dial with a few symbols on 
it.  A tall, trapezoid caused the gun to fire bolts of light.  A thin triangle on its side caused it to 
make shots of ice.  There was one symbol that looked like a fire, but it didn’t do anything.

A bit of an archaic device, Jaren thought to himself, Big, but surprisingly light.  He hefted 
it a bit.  And it doesn’t look like I’ll be running out of ammo soon.  One of the settings is broke.  
But ice and light looks like it could be useful.  He smiles and decides to put the holster on his 
belt, opposite of his revolver.





Chapter 22  
Atticus woke silently when morning came, a distant look on his face.  That nightmare he 

had last night, it felt like perhaps death had finally come for him.  And this strange land had 
decided to just swallow him up and be done with him right then and there.  The elfish man was 
disappointed to find himself still there, come morning.

He looked at the blue cat he now had for a pet, following him around.  She would have 
been safe here with her family if he perished here.  But if he kept going, she was sure to follow, 
and there would be more danger along the way.  He sighed heavily, sitting on his bed, wishing 
the dream had been real and just done him in already.

She’s evolved right in front of me, he thought over breakfast as he pet her, I turned my 
attention away for a moment and she’s physically become an entirely different animal.  He found
her to be a truly fascinating creature.  Atticus looked over the new markings coming in as he 
stroked her.

“Neptune… that’ll be your name,” Atticus declared softly with a smile.  The light blue 
colors reminded him of water, and the name was commonly used in some dimensions as a 
planetary name.  He felt odd, attaching himself more and more to the creature.  Atticus only 
hoped she wouldn’t need to be put in further danger with him.

“I guess we can’t just stay here, after all,” Atticus mused to the pet, “We’re not really 
anywhere, are we?  Just further into the void we started in.  And in that case, it’s just going to 
keep putting us through this trial whether we choose to move on or not.”  He looked down at 
Neptune.  “So, if we’re still in that strange space between worlds, what does that make you, I 
wonder,” he pondered, smiling at her, “You must be strong to thrive in a place like this.”

Finally getting up, Atticus grabbed a bite to eat from the kitchen before heading for the 
garage.  Where Ajana had seen a roomful of junk, Atticus had seen numerous, still usable parts,
a lot of which he recognized.  Even if I can’t make something useful, at least it will keep me 
busy, the elfish man thought to himself, perhaps this will be the last of my techmaturgical works.

Ж Ж Ж

Neptune stayed close by Atticus’s side as he spent the day tinkering.  The blue kitten 
had curled up and taken a few naps throughout the day, but she always seemed to know when 
Atticus tried to leave her.  She would wake up and mew softly, as if asking, ‘where are you 
going without me?’

By the end of the day, Atticus had finished with two items.  The first item had turned out 
to be a locket, a small, round, bronze-colored trinket.  Opening the face of it caused a 
holographic projector to activate and present images.  The elfish man had really been paying 
attention when he was making it.  His mind had drifted.  Only now, when he looked over what he
created did he see the images.  Pictures of his mother, father, and friends as a child presented 
themselves.  All of which were people that had passed away many a year ago.

He was puzzled and somewhat disturbed by the locket.  Why them?  Why now? he 
asked himself with a frown.  Atticus had not intended to craft the image of his parents and 
friends into the locket.  Ajana suggested this place between dimensions was somehow using 
things from our memories.  Why should this be an exception? he conjectured.  Despite the bad 



memories coming back, Atticus couldn’t help but smile when he saw Neptune.  She came up 
purring and rubbing at his side, keeping him going all day.

With a smile and a scoff, Atticus gently scratched his pet behind the ears.  He clicked the
locket shut and set it down before turning to the other invention he had concocted from the 
scraps.  This second item he made was a gem.  He had found some bits of various substances, 
and combined them together in a machine, compressing them into a solid gem.

The gem itself was beautiful.  The twelve-sided stone was colored a delicate pale blue of
aquamarine.  Peering closely inside the gem, Atticus thought he could just make out what 
appeared to be a set of gears.  And though it seemed impossible, the elfish man could have 
sworn he saw the toothed wheels were turning, all so slowly.

Atticus had fashioned a skeletal harness for the gem.  It fit from his left hand up to the 
elbow.  And the gem could fit in a socket just over his wrist.  Slipping it on and locking the gem 
in place, the elfish man took a deep breath, calming his thoughts.  Cautiously, he raised his left 
hand, gripping it into a fist and pointing to a pile of junk parts about two meters away.

With a mental flick of a switch, the tiny gem shot out flowing, orange, cone of energy.  
The cone enveloped the small pile of scraps.  And with another mental push from Atticus, a low 
hum filled the air.  Before the elfish man and his pet, the metal on the scraps began to discolor.  
They rusted, flaking off, and soon became little more than a pile of rust.

Rapid aging whatever is in the field, Atticus noted to himself.  Another thought, a darker 
one, crossed his mind.  He gazed longingly at the gem, slowly bringing it closer to himself.  
Angle it just ri-  The elfish man’s thoughts were interrupted when Neptune began to trill.  He 
heard the sound, mixed with the purring, and the dark thought slipped away.  A smile came 
back to his face as his left hand fell and his right went to stroke the cat.

Atticus sighed heavily as he pet the blue cat.  “I’m okay,” he reassured her, “Glad you’re 
still here, Neptune.”  He smiled gently at her while he thought in the back of his mind, At least I 
got a weapon now.



Chapter 23  
Morning came on the third day and everyone was ready to bid this strange land a 

farewell.  Ajana and Alric had spent the previous day packing whatever food they could carry 
with them.  The canine and feline family had helped them as well.  They gathered up a mass of 
locally growing nuts and berries, giving them enough food for four days travel across four 
backpacks.

Atticus noticed his pet, Neptune, give a goodbye to the family in the valley before 
bounding over and climbing up onto his shoulder.  He couldn’t help but smile, having her 
around.  But another part of him was still worried about putting her in more danger.

When the travelers made it to the other side of the cavernous valley, they were 
confronted with a number of tunnels.  Some seemed to go up.  A few were blocked off.  But only
one of them looked like it was heading downwards.

Alric looked over the options.  “Um,” he spoke after a moment of thought, “I am not sure, 
but I think we should take the one going down.”  He took an uncertain step closer to the tunnel 
he spoke of.

“Why go down?” Atticus asked, “Wouldn’t it make more sense to go back up?  If this 
place is between dimensions, maybe we’ll come back up in a less hostile world than before.”  
The elfish man moved closer to the other tunnels, “Down just assures that we end up going 
deeper into this weird place.”

“I can’t help but to agree with Atticus,” Ajana chimed in.  But then again, going down 
might be faster, she thought to herself, Maybe we can avoid another Test.  Perhaps.  She 
faltered for a moment, “I don’t think I can really vote one way or the other on this.”  She crossed 
her arms.  Maybe down will force another Test.  Then we can get out faster.

Jaren hung back, listening to everyone then weighing the options.  Well, there is no 
telling to where any one will take us, he thought quietly, I can’t help but agree with Atticus.  It 
doesn’t make sense to go deeper into this place.  He finally spoke up, “I think we should try 
going up.  Going down would be a bad idea.”

Alric gave a heavy sigh, “Alright then.”  He looked over the other caves.  After some 
further discussion, they chose to venture down the fourth opening right of the center.

Ж Ж Ж

They journeyed along just like before.  As predicted, they ran out of real food on the 
fourth day.  From then on, it was back to Alric’s conjured rations.  The tunnel slowly sloped up.  
And the walls and flooring really felt like a true cave, carved naturally out of the rock.  Alric had 
to conjure another light orb for them to see by.

On the seventh day out, the travelers came to a shaft reaching up.  It was only about two
meters wide, and in the center was a steep, spiraling staircase.  Unlike the first one they 
encountered, this one had no landings, nor did it touch the walls, save for an occasional spoke.  
Sleeping was harder on these stairs, there was barely enough room to begin with.  Alric had to 
pull out a few tricks using meta-physics to prevent them from falling off.



Everyone was relieved on the eleventh day.  They finally made it to the top of the stairs.  
At last, there was flat ground to rest on instead of painful stone steps and the threat of falling off.
Alric was looking particularly worn out by this time.  However, he dutifully kept on and made 
food and water for them.  Thankfully, fire was not needed this time, the caves here were 
comfortably warm.  At every point he could, Alric was writing in his book.

Finally, on the thirteenth day, something interesting happened…

Alric was in the lead as they trekked on.  But, he lost his footing.  The poor scholar was 
so tired, he just couldn’t walk anymore.  The light of his orb went out and began to keel over 
onto the hard stone floor.

Shit shit shit shit shit!  Ajana wasted no time.  Her lantern being the only source of light 
now, she dashed up and caught Alric from behind.  Slowly, she eased him down to the floor, 
sitting down next to him in the process.  Ajana gave a heavy sigh.  “Well… we should rest here 
for a little while,” she declared, waving her hand to the lantern, making it float over and glow 
brighter for them all.

“Right,” Atticus replies in a deadpan voice.  He closed his eyes and leaned against a 
wall, sliding down to a sitting position, “This whole ordeal is worse on him than anyone since 
we’re relying so much on his skills.”  Irritated, he slammed his foot on the ground, “The 
damnable place doesn’t make sense!  I don’t think it would’ve mattered which direction we took 
back there!”  He gave a heavy sigh and put his head in his hands, “Whatever this place is, it’s 
not going to let us go that easy.”

Neptune crawled down from Atticus’s shoulder and curled on his belly, purring softly.  
The elfish man felt strange, referring to the odd world itself as an antagonist.  “I’ll help carry him 
if need be,” he said, finally looking up, “He’s got to regain his strength or we’re all dead.”

Jaren sighed, looking down.  Furthest back of the group, he muttered to himself, “I knew 
something like this would happen.”  He shook his head, “Using someone for food, water, and 
light in a situation like this would put a strain on any one person.”



Chapter 24  
Mark and Jean restlessly fidgeted around the hotel suite.  As soon as they had gotten 

word of their daughter’s accident, they went to the City Eternal.  The twins were old enough to 
take care of the younger siblings, and would be coming to join them as soon as possible.

Jean, a slender woman with the distinctions of a panther, paced back and forth 
throughout the suite.  Her husband, Mark, sat in a chair looking out the balcony to the sea the 
World Gate sat in the middle of.  The burly, wolf man wore an intense gaze as he stared at the 
prized device of the Moreens, as if he thought watching it would somehow bring Ajana back at 
any second now.

Jean looked over to her husband.  Shedding off the fur and switching to a more human 
form with tanned skin, she approached him, putting a hand over his shoulder.  “Mark?” she said 
softly, “Why don’t you come away from there?  How about we go catch a movie or a play?”

The wolf man sighed and gave a grumble.  “Why?” he asked, mostly to himself, “Why 
can’t they go and rescue them?  Rescue our daughter…”  He finally broke his gaze and looked 
down, “I can’t stand this waiting.  They won’t tell us anything useful!”

The mother could sense the apprehension in her husband’s voice.  She could almost 
see the wheels turning in his head, him wanting to go to wherever their daughter landed and 
bring her back himself.  Gently, she pulled him out of the chair, “Come on, hun.  She’ll be fine.  
She’s got the lantern, right?  I’m sure she’ll be there when the rescue team goes out.”

Mark finally looks away, getting up from the chair.  “She’s a fighter at heart, Jean.  I just 
wish there was something we could do.”  He followed his wife’s model and shifted to a more 
human form as well.

She took his hand in her, “I heard there is a production of The Tragedy of Light at a 
theater down the street.”  She smiles, giving him a kiss as they go off for the night.

Ж Ж Ж

In one of the many apartments of the City Eternal, one man sat alone in his dimly lit 
kitchen.  He had recently received news that he thought would have cheered him up.  But 
instead, he had come to feel miserable

In one of the many apartments of the City Eternal, one man sat alone in his dimly lit 
kitchen. He had recently received news that he had thought would have cheered him up. 
Instead, he felt miserable: His son had become lost through the Crystalline Gate. The man's 
wolfish ears folded back as he took another swig from the bottle in his hand.

I thought I would have been happy. That rat is finally gone... he thought to himself in the 
dim light, But... that 'rat' was the last thing I had from her. Why was I so careless? He sat there 
quietly, absorbed in his misery from memories. The gentle sound of raindrops striking the 
window pane seemed to enunciate the scene perfectly.

The wolf man did something he had not done in years: a tear rolled down his face. I'm 
sorry Marie. I'm sorry... Jaren.

Ж Ж Ж



He's such a nice person. Why does he have to keep such a dismal shell? a mind thought
to itself while become more comfortable in its new surroundings. I like it better when you are 
happy. Much more satisfying.

It laid its head down to rest, There is so much in store for you. And I intend to see though
them all beside you... Atticus, my friend.



Chapter 25  
Alric remained asleep until morning, or at least what passed for morning according to the

scholar’s watch.  He had slept soundly through the night, not stirring once.  Finally coming to, he
gave a low moan and looked up.

A moment later, realization came to Alric’s eyes and he pulled himself up to sit.  “I’m 
sorry,” he mumbled, seeing everyone else up already, “I’m sorry for falling like that.”  He saw the
hunger in Atticus and Jaren’s eyes and quickly worked to get food going.

“It’s okay,” Ajana reassures Alric, sitting down next to him, “You have the most stress out
of all of us.  We’ll help you so you can help us, you know?”  She had shifted back into her wolf 
form by now.

“You can’t be expected to keep this up for so long,” Atticus mumbles gloomily, “We need
to ration more.  Smaller portions or fewer meals, I dunno.”  He shook his head, casually stroking
his pet lying next to him, “The point is, as we’re going now, you’re using more energy than 
you’re gaining.  Eventually you’re going to run out like this.”

Atticus grimaced a little at the thought of surviving.  “You’re the only one whose energy 
is vital to our survival,” he said, “If I have to, I’ll carry you so you can rest while we move.”  The 
elfish man didn’t look forward to actually carrying Alric, though.

“If it comes down to it, I’ll be the one to carry Alric,” Ajana said with a defensive voice.  
Finally the food was finished and passed out.  Ajana motioned her lantern over and pulled out a 
wisp of a ‘soul’.  The meta-energy was more like a dense fog, floating at her command.

Inhaling the wisp and slurping it down, Ajana noticed Alric trying to eat, but not seeming 
that hungry.  Gently, she leaned over to Alric, speaking softly, “Eat up, Alric.  Or I’ll feed you a 
particularly slimy soul.”  She grinned playfully as she spoke, but there was a hint of worry in her 
voice.

“Thank you,” Alric says quietly, “Thank you for your offers.  I… I think I just need a little 
extra sleep, is all.”  He swallowed down the rest of his rations and finished up scribbling a page 
in by the time the others were done.  “We should go now,” he rose to his feet by himself.  It took 
a moment to get steady, but after that, he was off in the lead again.

Ж Ж Ж

The days continued to slowly inch by.  A slightly different plan of action was made for 
their travels.  Alric would still make the meals as usual, but he got to have an extra hour or two 
of rest.  The meals were already as simple as he could make them while trying to sustain 
everyone’s health.

Ajana kept consuming the meta-energy from her lantern, one ‘soul’ per day of 
sustenance.  It was kind of eerie how she ate them, slurping up the colored fog like a flying 
gelatin dessert.  The thought of that energy having come from a dead person was unnerving it 
and of itself.  But at the very least, it was one les mouth for Alric to feed.

On the eighteenth day since they left the valley, Jaren pulled Ajana back a little, away 
from the others.  “Those souls you eat,” he spoke quietly to the wolf woman, “Their just meta-
energy, right?”



Ajana shrugs, “Yeah, that’s all they are, really.”

“Then why can’t you give some to Alric?” Jaren asked, “I heard you sorta… threaten 
Alric to eat, or you would force him to have a soul. Why don’t you just do that already?”  He 
seemed almost accusatory.

Ajana let her shoulders fall a little.  “If I could, I would,” she answered, “The lantern is 
adapted to me.  It processes the souls to fit my biology, like my dad’s.”  The wolf woman quickly 
regains herself, pulling her shoulders back up and narrowing her eyes at Jaren, “It took years 
before it and I was ready to eat that stuff.  And that was under dad’s supervision.”  Irritated, she 
stormed off to the front, just behind Alric, keeping an eye on him.

“You didn’t have to get so upset,” Jaren mumbled to himself in the back.  He kicked the 
floor, being more in the dark now as Ajana had dragged her lantern more towards the center.

The tunnel had leveled out and was no longer heading in a general upwards direction.  
The floor changed and the stone abruptly ended, giving way to tile floors.  The patterned, tile 
surface reminded them of a museum or gallery. Further in, the tile began to glitter.

Jaren stooped and brushed his fingers on the surface.  They all stopped and he 
examined the sample in the light.  Dust... he thought, No, gold dust!  But it was not just gold he 
revealed was in there.  The dust was made of many other precious metals as well.

On the nineteenth day, the walls and ceiling of the tunnel expanded and changed into a 
building fit to match the floor.  It was now a fine hall with many columns and doors along the 
walls.  But what was more astounding, was just lying behind each door.  Each room held hordes
of treasure!  Mounds of every precious material imaginable were in the rooms!  Gold, silver, 
diamonds, even Melli’s Tears, a prized gem only found on the City Eternal, was stacked high in 
one room.

A short ways further, the rooms ended, and the group was in awe of what they saw 
before them.  The tunnel had opened into a vast chamber with literal mountains of wealth that 
dwarfed the previous room!  Such a find like this would surely purchase the entire universe ten 
times over, at least!  A path wound through the mountains to lead the travelers further on.

However, before anyone could move on or examine this horde, Alric called for them to 
rest at the foot of these mountains.  The scholar was too tired now to pay attention to just how 
much wealth surrounded them.  It took about ten minutes to make the rations this time.  And 
after they were handed out, Alric ate his while writing in the old journel.  As soon as his food 
was gone, the scholar had laid down and gone to sleep.

Grabbing a pair of dirty pants she had in her pack, Ajana scooted over to Alric.  She 
gently lifted his head and set if down on the pants for a pillow.  She wasn’t going to let him rest 
his head on that hard floor.  The wolf woman continued to eat as she gazed up at the 
mountains, sitting cross-legged next to Alric, Path through the mountains.  Probably best if we 
take it.  It is a place to go, at least.  But all this gold and jewels… it’s odd.  She shook herself 
snapping out of it, Course it’s odd.  What else should we expect from this place.

“At least we know we’re getting somewhere and not in some enchanted staircase that 
loops around on itself,” Atticus mutters to himself as he gazed over the jewel mountains.  
“Hmm… I know it may be tempting, but don’t touch this stuff.  Probably cursed or trapped.”



Atticus reached down and rubbed Neptune’s belly while he ate.  By now, the feline had 
grown to the size of a bobcat.  She was truly a remarkable creature, always wanting to be near 
Atticus and making a low trill or hum that seemed to produce a calming effect on him, joy even, 
perhaps.  But the best and strangest thing of all was that she never required a bite of food.

The elfish man sighed happily, “You’re getting to be a big girl.”  He looked back up, “I 
don’t think we’d want this stuff anyways.  It might not even be real.”  Atticus turned his attention 
back to Neptune, “I certainly hope you’re a real part of this.  You’re real enough for me, 
anyway.”

Jaren sat away from the others.  He was not really listening to what Atticus babbled on 
about, the wolfish man was too busy staring at the mountains.  I could use a little of this to help 
me start over, he thought to himself.  Quietly, he made a mental inventory of the materials 
around him.

As soon as Jaren thought no one was looking, he leaned over and snagged a nearby 
diamond from the mountain beside them.  I know I said I was going to leave my old life behind 
me… but there is no way I can ignore this, he thought.

Looking over the clear gem, Jaren found he landed a massive stone.  It was the largest 
diamond he had ever seen in person.  Larger than his fist, the gem was magnificently cut to 
perfection in a rose style.  Such a stone would fetch the thief a high price on the black market., 
perhaps an even higher price on the open market.  , Besides, it’s not really stealing if nobody is 
claiming these riches.

Cautiously, Jaren looked back to the others.  Neptune was purring at Atticus’s attention. 
She rubbed her head against the elfish man when he posed the question of whether she was 
real or not.  Thankfully, no one had actually seen Jaren tuck the diamond away in his pocket.

The minutes slowly ticked away one by one.  It came time for the others to start going to 
sleep.  But as they begin to get comfy, a low rumble echoed from the entrance they came from.



Chapter 26: Confession  
As they rose from their resting spots to look, cracks were beginning to form and jaggedly

snake their way up to the ceiling.  The perfect tile floor, covered in precious dust, started to 
fracture.  A bright, red glow surged from the cracks on the floor.  Some sections sunk down 
while others rose up.  It wasn’t long in either case before the travelers saw lava seeping 
through.

A trench of molten rock formed and blocked the way to the hall of rooms filled with 
treasure.  They were a good hundred meters from the entrance, where the cracks began, but 
they had a clear view of the destruction.  Save for Alric, who was somehow sleeping through all 
the ruckus.

The lava hissed and vented in the trenches formed.  Then slowly, the travelers could see
the floor was crumbling and falling into the inferno on a path to them.  And to make matters 
worse, the rate of this crumbling was speeding up.

Ajana was the first to react.  She jumped up, whipping her pack onto her back before 
grabbing Alric.  What is happening?!  What triggered this?!  And why now?! Her mind was 
swimming, but she firmly kept her wits, knowing what she was going to do next.

The scholar was sound asleep as she slung him over her shoulder and bolted for the 
path through the mountains of jewels.  “Run you fools!” Ajana called out over her free shoulder 
as she started to put as much ground between her and the magma coming up.

“Shit!” Atticus jumped to his feet quickly, grunting in frustration as the lava begins to flow.
“Neptune!  C’mon!” he cries out as the cat raves beside the elfish man.  Seeing Ajana had 
already scooped up Alric and bolted, Atticus quickly followed.  He ran a full sprint between the 
piles of treasure, up the path they had seen.  “What the hell is with this place?!” Atticus 
complained as he rushed behind the wolf woman.

Although fast, Jaren was the last to get up and run after everyone.  He made sure to 
pocket the gem, not wanting to have wasted his effort for nothing.  At least I got something out 
of this! Jaren thought as he ran to catch up, I should have saw it coming.  Nothing guarding the 
treasure, indeed!

The travelers tore through the hills of the horde!  Treasure sparkled and shone in the 
glow of the molten rock as it spread faster.  The lava extended to the side walls of the massive 
chamber.  Forward was the only way they had to move now.

The floor collapsed faster as the group ran.  Soon the lava was chasing them in a 
crescent shape as they ran along the path.  It was almost as if the fires were herding them along
as the floor fell away at their heels.

After what seemed like an hour of running, the four spotted another hallway.  With 
nowhere else to go, they barreled uphill to make it to the barren and simple hall.  Behind the 
runners, the crumbling floor came to an inexplicable stop right at the doorway to the hall.  The 
chamber, once filled with treasure, now left its spoils to melt and be lost to the inferno.

Jaren, the last one to come to a stop, looked back at where they had just come from.  He
gave a heavy, relieved sigh, Well, I got me a good sized gem… and no one seems to be hurt.  



Not a bad job, I say.  He looks over the others, coming to a stop on Ajana and the scholar over 
her shoulder, He slept through that?!

Ajana looked over her shoulder at Alric, Poor fellow, sleeping through all of that.  Then 
suddenly it hit her how much excitement they had been through, Daaaang!  Alric was still resting
soundly despite being franticly carried through the entire treasure chamber.  She put Alric down 
gently before stretching a bit.  She had to consume a soul, but that kept her from being worn 
dead.  In all it was a good run... with a load… and lava behind them.

Atticus panted, as he watched the fires behind them.  He collapsed into sitting on the 
ground, “Damn… this place…”  He shook his head in disbelieve.  Neptune rubbed against 
Atticus’s leg nervously.  The elfish man reached down and stroked her back, “It’s alright now… I
think.”  He looked to the others, then to the lava, “Looks like if you wanna come back for that 
treasure, you’ll have to sift through a lot of slag.  Gimme a moment and let’s move up in case 
the tide comes in.”

Thankfully, the runners were able to sleep where they fell.  The tide from the sea of lava 
was receding.  The whole inferno was sinking further into the ground, taking the loot with it.  And
it showed no signs of slowing as it roiled and seethed.

Ж Ж Ж

Alric was the first to wake up the next morning.  As each one of the others popped up 
from the land of dreams, they found the scholar had already made food and was busy writing in 
his book.  Considering how long it has been taking him to make food, he must have been up for 
a while now.  Alric didn’t really notice the others as he busily scribbled away note or something 
on the pages.

Jaren shifted in his sleep as he started to wake.  The gem he procured had fallen out of 
his pocket and on the ground.  Ajana was the first to actually open her eyes.  She looked 
around, relieved they were all still here… until her gaze fell on the stunning diamond by Jaren.  
Her eyes narrowed, and she got up, walking slowly to Jaren, hair bristling along the back of her 
neck, That… that phӧker.  It was his fault that the lava came after us.  Nearly killed us all!

Atticus slowly pulled himself up in time to see Ajana walking by slowly.  Neptune was 
resting on his chest, giving off a light purr as she slept.  “Morning,” Atticus mutters with a slight 
groan.  One hand went to stroke his pet, the other for the food Alric made.  He watches Jaren 
curious, wonder what he might have done to draw the wolf woman’s ire, not seeing the gem 
next to Jaren.

Jaren stretched and woke with a yawn in time to see Ajana take a few more steps and 
loom over him.  Her eyes were livid.  The wolfish man then noticed the diamond that fell out his 
pocket, Shit, she saw it… and she thinks I set off the trap.  He carefully reached over and 
grabbed the stone in his pocket before standing to face Ajana.  He gave a sigh, This is why I 
hate working with others.  Cautiously, he takes a couple slow steps back, “Something troubling 
you?”

Ajana answered with a roundhouse kick straight to Jaren’s stomach.  The wind was 
knocked right out from him and the gem fell to the floor with him.  She then kicked the stone 
away, not bothering to pick it up.



Atticus seemed almost unfazed by the violence the wolf woman had displayed.  He 
casually looked to the diamond as it skittered to a halt.  “Huh… guess I was right,” the elfish 
man said matter-of-factly between mouthfuls, “Told you not to touch it.”

“Bastard!” she growled, “Nearly killed us all because you have no self-control!”  Her 
voice was dripping with contempt as she stood there.

“Kinda stupid,” Atticus mutters, taking another bite, “Was he seriously thinking he’d just 
walk out of here with it?  Now what?”

Wheezing a little, Jaren finally got himself back on his feet.  He grabbed the diamond 
before anyone could get in a word.  “You don’t understand,” he groaned, rubbing the spot where
Ajana had kicked him, “You can’t understand my situation.”  His eyes were faintly glassy.

“I don’t understand?  Oh I don’t understand, do I?!” Ajana raged, “You nearly killed us all,
you little phӧker!  Because you couldn’t keep your sticky fingers away from some treasure!”  
She stormed right up into his face, staring the youth down.  “I don’t care if you were ordered to 
take it by the Queen of Everything.  You still nearly killed us all,” she hissed with icy shard in her
voice, cutting him.  Before he could say anything, she head-butted Jaren, sending the wolfish 
man sprawling back.

Jaren staggered a bit, pulling his gun out.  He raised the revolver to point at Ajana.  He 
was breathing heavily, his hand getting shaky.  Until finally, he lowered it, holstering the 
weapon, deciding it was not worth it.  He panted heavily, eyes welling up with tears.  “I think it’s 
time I tell you about me,” he whimpers softly.

Alric starred in shock at what all happened in front of him.  His pen dropped from his 
hand.  He carefully retrieved it, not making any fast moves in front of Ajana.  “Maybe you should
tell us along the way,” the scholar suggests quietly, “I think we should move on now.”  With 
grunts and nods of agreement, everyone packed up to go.  “And would someone please explain
why there is lava behind us?”



Chapter 27  
“Well, I will say the diamond is not the only thing I have stolen.”  Jaren gave a sigh and 

continued, “I may have had more reason for it in the past, but over time it became more of a job.
My mother… was not around when I was little.  My father blamed me for it.”  The wolfish man 
was barely blinking back the tears and a few fell down his face, “He was very clear that he hated
me for it.  It was enough that I dropped out of school and he kicked me to the curb.”

The group had continued to journey through the plain but pristine hall the place had to 
offer.  There were many twists and turns, and it had soon become clear this place was like a 
maze.  They found a few dead ends.  All the while, Jaren continued his life story.

“That was where it started.  No one wanted an uneducated teen working in the stores.  
And without help from anyone else, I had to steal to survive.”  Jaren paused, remembering 
things he wanted to forget, “It started small.  Food, like fruit and the like.  But over time, I 
perfected my blinding cloud, my natural ability, and started working as a thief.”

“I started stealing to make money.  But even then, I still had to deal with clients… if they 
weren’t trying to rip me off, they would be trying to blackmail me into stealing more.  In the end, I
would be paid pretty much nothing.”  Jaren took the diamond from his pocket, examining its 
brilliance, even in the low light, “I saw the World Gate as a way for me to escape.  I wanted to 
start over with a new life.  And that is why I took this diamond as well.  The money this thing is 
worth would help me start over.”  The wolfish man sighs, “As much of a thrill it can be, running 
from guards, it is not something I plan to keep doing.”

“Think before you steal,” Ajana snorts, still pissed off with the thief.  She moves up next 
to Alric, using her lantern to light the way and leave Jaren more in the dark.

“What’s done is done,” Atticus says casually, walking between everyone.  “A thief, a 
scholar, a daughter of a soul-eater, and a techmaturgist.  We’re quite a group,” he says with a 
bit of amusement.  He was in a brighter mood than before with Neptune hanging around close 
by, “Learn from what you’ve done.  Perhaps this place will teach you a lesson.  Hopefully not a 
costly one.”

Alric feel back a little to speak with the thief, “I’m sorry for what happened to you, Jaren.  
But I think we should be more concerned with getting out of here first.”  They came to a stop 
and made up camp, “When we get back, I’ll see what I can do to help you.  Help you find a real 
job or something.  Whatever works.”

Morning came, or at least what was supposed to be morning came.  As the travelers ate,
packed up, and moved on down the marble floors.  But for some odd reason, it felt like they 
were being watched.

Without warning, a growl filled the air.  Out from doorways and side halls appeared large
dogs… with scorpion stingers for tails.  The creatures barred their teeth and growled loudly as 
they stalked out and surrounded the travelers.

From behind the dogs, there came humanoid figures in dated guard uniforms.  But none 
of them had faces!  The guards stared blankly at the group while the dogs prepare to strike.  For
a while, they stood there, silently ringed around the travelers.  Each dog was three meters away
and with a guard behind them.



As they became surrounded, Atticus held up his ‘time gauntlet’, as he called it, holding it 
out in front of himself, threatening to use it as a weapon.  He waited, though, wanting to see 
who would attack first.  “What now?” he muttered as he mentally prepped the trigger.

“Ugh.  Not this stuff again,” Ajana took up a fighting stance.  She knew all of this had to 
be some sort of mind game.  And the faceless humanoids confirmed it for her.  But she still 
knew that they could hurt her.

Jaren joined his companions by drawing his revolver and the relic weapon.  He waited 
with the others, keeping a wary eye and looking for who would make the first move.  Seems like 
the supposed guards to the treasure room have appeared.



Chapter 28  
Alric gulped and started to look pale at the sight of things.  “On no… not again,” he 

mutter quietly.  He looked around and saw the others preparing to fight.  And then at himself, 
cowering in the middle of them.  Slowly, a strange look came over his face, one that none of 
them had seen on him before: determination.  “Cover your eyes,” he spoke just loud enough for 
the other three to hear.

Ajana and Jaren shut their eyes.  While Neptune leapt up silently behind Atticus and 
covered his eyes with her paws.  She mewed nervously from the sight of the dogs.  A second 
later, Alric quickly summoned an orb of light and tossed it straight up into the air.  Reaching its 
apex, the orb overloaded, exploding in a brilliant display of light!  The guards and dogs were 
dazed from the blast, while the group opened their eyes to see flame spit out from where the 
exploded.

The fires landed in a perfect circle around the group, giving them an area with three four 
meters of a diameter.  The dogs howled and barked from the blindness, and the following heat, 
backing up to avoid being burned.  Then, three of them jumped through the fence of fire to face 
the intruders.  They growled and one snapped it’s stinger tail forward, launching a glob of black 
goop that stuck to Alric’s foot.  The think, tar-like substance was incredibly strong.

Well this is new.  Ajana didn’t hesitate now that there was a ring of fire around and the 
dogs were starting to attack.  She wasted no time, dashing over to the dog that shot the ooze at 
Alric and gulping down a soul.  Grabbing the tail with both hand, she used her enhanced 
strength to snap the stinger clean off.  The dog howled in pain, but managed to reach around 
and land a bite on the wolf woman’s leg.

When Neptune let go of her friend, Atticus found himself face to face with one of the 
monstrous dogs.  He didn’t hesitate.  The elfish man pulled the trigger and fired the cone of 
energy at the creature.  As the ray bathed the dog in its light, it paused for a second with a 
dumbfound expression on its face, trying to figure out if the light was supposed to do anything.

A second later, it got its answer.  The canine began to age rapidly.  The years slipped by
so fast that in mere seconds, the body was beginning to decay.  A moment more and only a 
skeleton was left.  One foe down.

Jaren took aim with his revolver, firing at the dog in front of him.  The canine dodged.  
One miss, two, three… then a hit on the fourth!  Unfortunately, the bullet only grazed the right 
shoulder, albeit with enough depth to seriously hurt.  The monster snarled and flicked its tail, 
flinging a glop of goo right at Jaren’s face.

Jaren was quick and managed to dodge the tar.  But in his haste, he let it hit Alric in the 
back, knocking him to the floor and leaving him dazed.  But with a few more shots, Jaren finally 
managed to fell the beast.

The sound of howling from the other side of the flames could be heard.  The other three 
guard dogs lamented the loss of their fellows.  Without delay, they too leapt over the fire to join 
the fray.  Two dove for Atticus from opposite sides, and a third began to stalk closer to Alric.



“Agh!” Atticus cried when the two canines bounded in on him.  He managed to jump 
backwards just in time to see the two dogs crash into each other.  Without wasting a second, he
activated the gem.

One of the dogs dodged to the side while the time acceleration ray began its work.  
Caught in the beam, the opponent began to age, while the free one readied to pounce on 
Atticus.  But upon seeing her friend in danger, Neptune leapt mightily onto the canine’s face and
held on for dear life!

The years slipped away from the first dog.  As for the second foe, the creature yiped in 
surprise and tried to shake the feline off.  By the time Atticus turned his attention, he was just in 
time to see his beloved pet get flung off the canine’s face and over the flames, hitting the wall 
and falling to the floor, unmoving.

Seeing the new foes, Ajana smashed her fist into the side of her opponent’s head.  The 
horrid creature yelped in pain then fell silent.  No you don’t! wasting no time, she hurried over 
and got the attention of the canine heading to Alric.  It growled and turned to face her.

She was just fast enough to stay out of the jaws of the monster.  All the while, Ajana kept
trying to kick the dog with her bad leg.  Not expecting it, the canine was dazed from the blow.  
Wasting no time, she advanced and brought her fist down on its head with all her strength and 
weight, finishing it off.

Jaren holstered his revolver, not wanting to waste more ammo than he had to.  The dial 
on his relic weapon was set to fire ice bolts.  Time to see what this thing can do, he quickly 
turned to the dog readying to pounce on Atticus, the one Neptune scratched up bad.

The relic barrel end of the ancient device glowed blue as the energy coalesced.  The 
guard dog turned with just enough time to fold its ears back in fear.  Shards of ice, each one 
several centimeters long, fired from the relic gun at the dog.  Two bolts struck its face, causing it
to turn while recoiling.  Two more struck the exposed flank.  And as it reared in pain, a fifth bolt 
embedded in the beast’s chest and it fell over.  It’s lifeless body was oozing out a dark green 
substance.

While Alric tried to stand, and the others caught their breath, the humanoid guards now 
starting to approach.  Before the travelers’ eyes, the guards’ legs shifting and merged together, 
forming the lower body of a snake!  They all slithered forward and got into fighting stances, 
moving right over the ring of flames without pause.  Their fingers grew into claws as they 
readied.



Chapter 29  
“Come on!” Atticus didn’t let up for a second.  He had to get to Neptune and these things

were stopping him.  As he struck the nearest guard with his aging ray, it had a curious effect.  
Instead of decaying, the naga guard’s skin seemed to get rougher, harder, and stonier.  Only 
one thing was sure, this did not impede the half-serpent’s movement.

Atticus went wide eyed at the unexpected result.  “What the?!” he muttered.  The elfish 
man only hesitated a moment before gritting his teeth.  He wasn’t about to let anything stop him 
from getting to his pet, she needed him now!  Without another thought, he lunged at the naga 
with a punch, using the device on his left hand like brass knuckles.

The guard raised its arm in defense.  But when the blow connected, the naga’s arm 
shattered.  The half-serpent and its nearby ally turned to look at the stump of a limb it now had 
with what could only be best described as a ‘look’ of shock.  In retaliation, the injured guard 
pushed Atticus with all its strength with the other good arm, sending him sprawling back towards
Ajana.

The wolf woman was not having a good time.  She had found herself caught between 
two guards on either side of her.  Having gulped down another soul before engaging, Ajana was
relying on her increased speed to hold off the guards.  They were tougher than the dogs, and 
she was still working on a strategy to defeat them, only managing to fend them off with kicks for 
now.

“Guys!  Hit the stone ones!” Atticus shouted as he stumbled near Ajana.  Still moving, he
re-aimed his beam and covered a guard heading for Alric, who lay on the floor, still dazed.  
“Shoot ‘em!  Hit ‘em!  Anything!”

Ajana didn’t miss a beat.  Dodging Atticus, she lunged the one heading for Alric, “Go for 
the ones Atticus ages first!”  She didn’t care about the aging beam, she had to defend the 
scholar.   A few lone, grey hairs poke out from Ajana’s head as she dives into the beam.  For a 
moment she could feel like she was getting older, weaker… until she smashed though the stony
naga, shattering it and coming out the other side.  It took a breath but she recovered.

It was around this moment that Alric shook his head, coming out of the tired daze.  
Looking up, he saw the two guards that Ajana was originally fighting were about to ambush 
Atticus from behind.  “Look out!” the scholar yelled in desperation.  As he raised his hand to 
point, two balls of liquid fire shot out, without warning.

“Are you alri-” Atticus was cut off in his concern for Ajana as the pair of magma-red orbs 
shot towards his face.  His eyes slammed shut and his reflexes made him raise his arms, not in 
a defensive stance, more like welcoming his demise.

Instead, the spheres fly past him and strike the faces of the assailants behind him, 
setting their heads ablaze.  They screeched in pain, retreating back.  While Alric, on the other 
hand, cowered on the spot.

There were three more naga guards left.  The one Atticus had injured and two were 
fighting Jaren.  So far, the ice shards had done minimal damage, only minor cuts to their arms.  
In retaliation, one threw an orb of green, noxious-looking gas at him.  Jaren had been able to 



dodge it, but with some quick meta-physics, he cast a wind to dissipate the vile orb before it 
could hurt anyone.

The one that launched the failed attack lunged for Jaren.  He dodged the lunge and 
emptied twenty bolts into the naga’s back.  This time, the shards buried themselves into the 
guard.  The naga recoiled from the pain and reached around wildly, trying to remove the 
embedded shards, distracted for now and bleeding profusely.

The second naga guard that had been facing off against Jaren slithered around and was
making for Alric.  In the midst of the fight, what it didn’t see was Ajana coming from behind.  The
wolf woman growled aggressively, grabbing the guard’s head from behind.  And with one strong
motion, there was a crack and she broke its neck.

Atticus fired his time ray at the ones with their heads on fire.  Like the others before 
them, their skin became stony.  And surprisingly, the liquid fire seeped into the cracks on the 
surface, burning them up from inside as they glowed like they were made of magma.  They 
writhed in further agony and went back over the flame ring, collapsing.

As Jaren and Ajana teamed up to finished off his attacker, none noticed the stony naga 
with the missing arm prepare an orb of toxic gas.  By the time everyone looked, the final foe was
hurling the orb at the downed scholar, Alric.

“Watch out!” Atticus cried, bringing his ray to bear down on the last enemy.

Ajana didn’t even think.  She just acted.  She leapt for Alric, shoving him out of the way.  
And, in the process got struck with the noxious vapors.

“Bastards!” Atticus shouted in anger.  He bore down on the final guard, skin began to 
age even more as Jaren pulled out his revolver.  Reloading in record time, he emptied the entire
round into the creature, all six shots.  The monster shattered and crumbled to dust, finally 
finished.

Sadly, Ajana was beginning to feel the effects of the poison.  After absorbing through her
fur and skin, it rapidly spread through her body, causing a numbing sensation all over.  The 
toxins took a toll on her body, forcing the wolf woman to pant harder as her heart raced.

Alric quickly went over to Ajana.  A look of confusion was briefly on his face before 
turning to worry.  The wolf woman looked up to him, trembling a bit.  “Phӧk… help… me,” she 
barely managed to say.  She could barely think.  Desperation was in her eyes as they slowly 
closed and the wolf woman fell unconscious.



Chapter 30  
Ajana felt warm.  She was at a cozy temperature.  Her body ached all over and she felt 

extremely stiff, as if she had not moved in ages.  Light slowly returned to her eyes and she 
could see again.  Without moving a single sore muscle, she could see there were two fires 
burning, one on each side of her.

Atticus and Jaren were around, but Alric was the closet.  She could barely make out their
forms with the fuzzy vision she had.  But somehow, she could tell Alric was there, overseeing 
her wounded leg.  She could smell him, and she could smell something reminiscent of poison in 
the air.

Alric had done all he could for Ajana.  He had started up two fires to keep them all warm 
for the night and made food for them.  It had been almost a whole day that Ajana had been 
under.  And now, the scholar was going through another poison extraction.  Droplets of the vile 
toxins seeped out from the pores of the wolf woman’s skin and were drawn into a tiny orb 
hovering over her.

When the orb was completed, Alric levitated the repulsive liquid away from Ajana’s body 
and dropped it into a bucket.  After that, he began to see to her leg.  Spending a few moments, 
he concentrated on the severe bite.  Meta-energy could be seen swirling gracefully around the 
injury as the scholar tried to mend it.  It was a slow process, he knew the basics of what he was 
doing, but had to take it slow to avoid complication, such as tying up the wrong muscles 
together.

Ajana slowly turned her head to the one she knew was Alric before opening her eyes a 
little more.  “… Hey,” she managed to say quietly.  She still felt too sick to do much else.

“Oh good, you’re awake,” Alric said, quickly redressing the bite.  He moved up and put a 
hand to her forehead, “Still have a slight fever… but you’re getting better.”  As the world came 
into more focus for Ajana, she could see Alric was more tired than before now.

He looked worn, like he hardly sleep all night.  The scholar brought a bowl of water to 
her mouth.  “Here, drink,” he told the wolf woman, “You need more fluids in your body.”  Ajana 
didn’t need telling twice.  She drank down the water offered without any hesitation.

Ж Ж Ж

Atticus sat on the other side of the hall from where Ajana lay.  In his arms he cradled 
Neptune.  She had been knocked out cold during the fight.  “Please, girl… you gotta wake up, 
too…” he said quietly, after seeing Ajana slowly move in her sleep.  “If I’m not going out, you 
can’t leave me behind… I’ve left too much behind already.  If you’re gone… what else do I 
have?”

He held the blue, over-sized ‘bobcat’ to his chest.  “Please girl… wake up,” he mourns 
softly.  As he held her in his arms, Atticus felt something stir.  Her ear twitched slightly.  And 
there was a low, meowing groan.  Slowly, the large cat raised her head and looked up at the 
one holding her.  Her tail twitched a little bit.  She almost seemed to be smiling a little bit at the 
elfish man.



Tears welled up in Atticus’s eyes from the sight.  “You’re alive… thank goodness you’re 
alive,” the elfish man cried softly, cradling Neptune.  Internally, he chastised himself for getting 
to attached to something.  But now, he was too filled with joy and relief to pay heed to those 
voices.  A smile came over his face and he gently rocked the feline back and forth.  The only 
thing ruling over his thoughts was the emotion from her return to the living.

Ж Ж Ж

Jaren sat quietly at a distance from everyone else, looking from Alric and Ajana to 
Atticus and his pet.  He let out a small sigh, hoping that everyone would be alright, yet all the 
same, keeping his distance.  The wolfish man was unsure of what he could do to help… or if 
they would even want his help.

Though separated from the group, Jaren was able to get a full view of what was 
happening on both fronts.  He saw Neptune twitch her tail and just barely caught the sound of 
her purring in Atticus’s arms.  A minute later, she stood on the ground and was walking around 
happily as if nothing had happened to her.

Ajana slowly moved into a sitting position with help from Alric.  As Jaren watched, the 
wolf woman put an arm around the scholar and hugged him.  Alric seemed to hesitate for a 
moment before returning the hug.  Jaren could barely hear what Alric said while he hugged her, 
but there was a reassuring tone in his voice.  “We’ll get out of here soon,” Jaren heard the 
scholar tell the injured wolf woman.

Jaren looked down to the floor.  He could tell Alric was just trying to comfort Ajana.  But 
in truth, Jaren doubted that they had any chance of getting out of this place relatively ‘soon’.  
“We don’t even know where we are,” he thought aloud to himself.

Looking up, he managed to put on a smile, knowing everyone was okay.  I’m glad to see
everyone is going to be ok, he thought,  But I can’t help but think that maybe this could have 
been avoided if I didn’t grab this diamond.  He gently touched the outside of the pocket holding 
his prized.  He could still feel it in there, and still feel the weight of the precious gem.

Atticus stood up, addressing everyone, “Are we all up to going?  Neptune seems to be 
doing fine now.”  The cat meowed softly and rubbed against the elfish man’s leg.  “How about 
you?  How’s the leg?” he asked Ajana.

“We’re alive,” the wolf woman replied, speaking softly, “… and that is all that matters.  
We can get out of this if we stay alive.”  Ajana pulled her lantern over and examined it.  The 
device was still working, and she was thankful it functioned during the fight.  She noticed that it 
collected meta-energy from the foes they defeated, giving her twelve more ‘souls’ to use.  With 
a relieved smile, she pulled one out and gulped it down for her daily meal.  “Tasty,” she giggled 
half-heartedly.



Chapter 31: The Stone Dragon  
With the help of both Jaren and Alric under each arm, Ajana was able to travel for the 

first day.  After that, she recovered enough to walk under her own steam.  If any seemed the 
worse for wear, it was Alric.

Ajana pulled into the lead, and Alric hung back with Jaren.  The wolfish man kept an eye 
on Alric, making sure he didn’t stumble or anything.  After a time of silence, Jaren asked the 
scholar, “What was with that fire back there?”  He kept his voice down, so the others wouldn’t 
really hear him, “I know you said you weren’t a fighter, but where did that meta-physics come 
from?”

Alric shrugs, “I don’t know… I never learned how to do that, only start a campfire.  
Maybe I just panicked and it happened.”  He frowned and shook his head slowly, the tiredness 
showing all over him, “That wasn’t me… it just wasn’t me.”

Three days after recovering from the battle yielded nothing to the travelers.  The ‘tunnel’ 
they walked through only came to resemble more and more like a museum.  On the fourth day, 
glass cases showed up along their path, and blank picture frames hung from the walls.  Red 
velvet ropes popped up little by little the further they went in.

Finally, at ‘noon’ of the fifth day, the group came across a great oak door.  The path had 
ended and left them here.  The only question that remained was whether they would go inside 
or not.  The intricately carved doors rose easily ten meters above their heads.  A strong, metal 
ring rested on each door to pull them open.

Jaren looked around the place.  He had been in museums many times before, and not 
just to look around.  But this one, this place was different, not to mention how they got here to 
begin with.  This had to be some concoction of the imagination.  There were too many familiar 
elements in here for him.  It was as if someone deliberately pulled some things from his 
subconscious and painted them into reality.  All this looks familiar, but… with this place, there is 
no telling what could be here.

Ajana and Alric worked together to set up camp.  She passed him some of her water, 
seeing as he needed it more.  The wolf woman had certainly lightened up from those first few 
days they spent traveling.  And now, she seemed to be spending more and more time as close 
to Alric as possible.

Atticus walked right up to the massive doors and stared at them.  “This… is a somber 
place, for quiet contemplation of many things,” he said mostly to himself, a pensive look on his 
face, “… but this place also lacks something to focus on.  You’re forced to contemplate inward.”

“That’s why it’s called a ‘museum’,” Jaren muttered under his breath.

Not hearing the comment, Atticus shakes his head, turning to the others, “None too easy
a decision to make.  What do you lot think?  Open the door and possibly unleash hell?  Or rest 
here and hope it doesn’t unleash itself upon us while we wait?”

“I’d say to rest a while.  Then open the doors.  We aren’t going to get any closer to 
getting out of here without going through them one way or another,” Ajana said with conviction.  
She sat next to Alric, letting her feet have a rest.



“I think we should look to see what’s behind the door,” Jaren mumbled unsurely, “But if 
everyone wants to rest, then I’m going to look around.”  He looked from Ajana and Alric to the 
doors, wondering what lay beyond them.  After a moment, he turned and began walking to 
another part of the ‘museum’.

“Be careful out there,” Alric gave the wolfish man a tired warning as he walked off.  After 
Jaren turned round a corner, Alric turned back to the fire.  “I’ll get food going for us,” he said as 
he began to focus.

Sitting next to the scholar, Ajana could see just how difficult the task of making food was 
becoming.  The amount of effort Alric put into the meal was considerably more than at the start 
of their journey, where he could almost pluck food from the very air around them.  The facts had
to be faced:  Alric was tiring out.  He would not be able to keep them going forever.  Their health
was sustained at the cost of his own.

And now, here they stood before these doors, not knowing what would be on the other 
side.  All they knew was that the entire group would need all their strength to get through what 
lay before them.  Not saying anything, Ajana gently put an arm over Alric’s shoulders and 
leaned on him.  She was worried, not simply worried for their survival, but mostly for his.

Atticus gently gave Neptune a pet on her head.  The blue feline had grown some more 
over the past few days.  She was now the size of a panther, nearly as big as Atticus was.  She 
purred lovingly and stayed loyally by the elfish man’s side as always.  It was strange how she 
continued to get larger despite not eating anything, not one bite of the food Alric made or 
anything else.

The elfish man took a seat with Neptune opposite Ajana and Alric.  “Maybe we should 
have stayed in that valley.  There was a lot of food there,” he said with regret in his voice, “Or at 
least stayed long enough to recover ourselves better.”  After a moment, Atticus decides to try 
breaking the silence again, “I don’t know what keeps me going in this place.”  He continues to 
pet Neptune absentmindedly, “The situation is… it feels hopeless.  I guess it could just be 
morbid curiosity for me.  What keeps you two going?”

After a moment, Ajana answered first, “The prospect of getting out of here.  That’s why I 
keep going.  I don’t want this place to be my tomb, is all.”  She put her other arm around Alric 
and hugged him firmly with a slight shine of affection in her eyes.

“Not so hard please,” Alric groaned softly from the squeeze.  In a louder voice, he 
answered Atticus, “I… I have nothing to lose.  We all have nothing to lose now.  I don’t want to 
die, and there is only one chance I see for getting home.  I’d rather take it than sit around.”

The scholar paused a moment, leaning back against the wall.  He reached down and 
picked up a smaller than normal portion of the meal and nibbled on it, “And I won’t let your 
death’s be on my hands.  Not so long as I can give you a chance to live.”

“… Maybe I shouldn’t have come,” Atticus suggested quietly, “I never wanted… I mean, I
wouldn’t mind dying, is all.  I’d be less of a burden on you guys.  You’d probably be able to 
make it further.”  He looked at the food in his hands, “Everything I gain, I lose… and it hurts.  It 
hurts so much that I… would rather take myself out of the equation.  Then I never have to lose 
anything again.”



The elfish man looked at the door, silently looming over them all.  “If there aren’t supplies
behind this door, we’re done for,” he admits, “I just wish I could’ve helped out earlier and let you 
guys go on without me.”

“Mrrp?” Neptune made a sound and perks her head up.  She seemed perturbed at what 
Atticus had just said.  The feline nuzzled extra close to him and laid her head down on his lap.

Atticus paused, “… then again.”  He pets Neptune as she laid her head down, a small 
smile returning to his face.  “Maybe there is a least someone I wanna stick around for… at least 
a little bit longer, anyway.



Chapter 32  
As Jaren explored the nearby rooms, he found more and more of the empty exhibits.  

The entire labyrinth they had been walking in for weeks was just one massive enigma.  What 
was the purpose of this place supposed to be?

The rooms Jaren wandered into appeared less lighted than the main path they had been
following.  It was like they were being led on by some unknown force.  But as he rounded a 
corner, the wolfish man saw a rather well-lit area ahead.  The light shown down from above to 
present a pedestal in the center of the room.  And even from this distance, Jaren could see 
there was something resting on the display.  And even better, there was no glass between him 
and the item.

This seems to be the only thing here, Jaren thought as he came over to find a dagger 
resting on the pedestal.  The weapon was about a third of a meter long and had a wavy blade, 
akin to a kris dagger.  Intricate designs covered the blade, except for one curiously blank space 
in the middle.  The handle was wrapped in black leather.  And at the base of the grip, where the 
pommel was supposed to be, it was empty.  There were a few notches sticking out, as it the 
dagger was supposed to hold a jewel there.

As Jaren looked over his find, he noticed a peculiar weight form in his pocket.  He pulled 
out a small gem in his pocket and inspected it.  The gem was emerald green.  And as he 
thought back to the treasure rooms, he remembered there were plenty of gems and most where
larger than this one.

A thought comes to mind, I bet this goes with the dagger.  Gently, he pushed it into the 
slot.  The stone fitted in perfectly with an audible ‘click’.  The emerald secured fast into the hilt, 
becoming unmovable.  Before the wolfish man’s eyes, letters began to swim into existence on 
the blank section of the wavy blade.

Jaren Dacosta

The letters looked like they had been etched into there forever.  But Jaren knew they 
hadn’t been there a second ago.  “It’s almost like it was custom made for me,” he mutters, 
thinking out loud.  After a moment, he decided to keep the dagger.  Better to have another 
weapon in this place, he reasoned to himself.

Deciding not to press his luck, Jaren tucked the dagger away and went right back for 
camp.

Ж Ж Ж

Morning came the following day.  The great, oaken door loomed over them, watching as 
they ate up their breakfast.  Upon finishing the meal, a grim fact came to their attention:  There 
was no way for them to open the door.  Even if they all pitched in and Ajana used her soul-
enhanced strength, the doors would be too heavy to budge.

As Jaren took a step towards the doors, he noticed a faint glow.  No one else saw it, but 
the gem from his new dagger glowed slightly, hidden against his side, beneath the jacket he 
wore.  A second later, the aged wood gave out a low groan and creaked open.



Peeking inside the chamber beyond, the room was vastly larger than the previous.  The 
floor was the same, except in some places where stalagmites jutted out from the ground.  Some
of which reached over two meters into the air.

But what lay in the middle of this room was what drew the travelers’ eyes the most.  It 
was an impressive statue of a dragon made out of stone!  Its form was at rest, while the head 
was upright and at attention.  In the center of its chest, there was a gleam of a large gemstone.  
And adorning its limbs where rows of gems lined up, all connecting into one that ran down the 
statues spine, from neck to tail.

As they wandered into the room, the door shut rather loudly behind them.  There was no 
turning back now.  Halfway between the door and the statue, there was a groaning of stone on 
stone.  The statue was moving!

The great dragon turned its head with a creaking and groaning.  It stretched its limbs out,
life flowing into its being!  Standing up on all four legs, it stared down at those who entered its 
domain.  A smile crept over its maw.  “And to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” the 
dragon spoke to them, booming with a deep voice.

Atticus stared in disbelief.  “Whoa…” he said slowly as he stepped forward, “What an 
amazing machine…”  He looked over the dragon in curiosity, his mind wondering what magical 
mechanisms this thing must use.

“Machine?” the dragon interrupted Atticus’s thoughts, “I should certainly hope not, little 
one.  I am just as much mechanical as you or your pet is.”  The dragon turned his gaze to see 
Ajana and Alric, neither saying a word in shock of the creature’s sudden appearance.  He gave 
a dismissive look and turned to the last member of the party, Jaren.

Jaren looked up at the dragon.  And after a moment of thinking it over, he decided to 
speak up, “I guess you could say we are travelers that lost their way.  We didn’t mean to intrude,
we simply found your room by chance.”  Jaren took a step forward.  “The door opened after I 
discovered this,” he took out the dagger from inside his jacket, showing it to the dragon.  The 
wolfish man knew it must be important in some way.  It had to be related to the door and the 
dragon somehow.

The stony lizard takes a few steps closer and leans in close to Jaren, examining the 
wavy-bladed dagger.  “Ah, yes, I know of that dagger,” he nods sagely, “It is a very special 
trinket you have there.  And… I do believe it is your ticket out of this cursed labyrinth.”  His tone 
became more serious, “If you give me that dagger, I will let you out of this place.”  He stood up 
tall, rising to his full height.

A surprised look went across Jaren’s face.  He paused for a minute to think before 
asking, “So if I give you this, I will be able to leave?”  He stood there for a moment more, 
mauling it over before finally speaking again, “Are there other items like this throughout this 
place?  Or will one item work for all of us?”

The dragon nods slowly, “Yes, I will get you out of this place if you give me that item.  It 
is something rather special, only one of its kind left.  I would know… my kind made them at one 
time, in ages long past.  Before your home, the City Eternal, even came to be.”

Something seemed off with the dragon’s words.  The City Eternal was the oldest and 
most advanced civilization in the entire universe.  Nothing like them existed before, let alone 
dragon-like beings such as this one.



“A living creature of stone, then.  Very interesting,” Atticus’s curiosity got the better of 
himself and he began to ramble, “You have a means to leave this place then?  Why do you stay 
here yourself, then?  Do you actually enjoy this strange world?  I’m not one to question the logic 
of a simple dagger being out means of exit.  This place has made far less sense before, bet it 
feels like it shouldn’t be so simple.  I’d be greatly comforted if you could explain what’s 
happening here.  Why we are here, and what this dagger can do?  You seem to know more of 
this place than we do, at least, so I wonder if you have answers to our predicament.”

The stone lizard turned to Atticus.  His eyes narrowed slightly.  “I have no business with 
you, runt… for now,” he spoke coldly and with a degree of bluntness, “You talk too much and 
ask what should not be asked.”

It was then Alric spoke up, “He has a point.  What is so important about the dagger?  
Can I ask why you want it so badly?”

The lizard snorted at the scholar, “Quiet, bookworm.  My reasons for this item are not of 
your concern.”  He turned his attention back to Jaren, “This deal is between you… and me.”  He 
rolled his shoulders, causing a low rumble, “Now, I would like you to hand over that dagger, little
one.”

Jaren looked down at the dagger, then back up at the dragon.  I can’t just leave these 
guys behind… he took a deep breath, “Sorry, but I think I’ve grown attached to this dagger.”  He
walks over to the others, “Besides… I can’t leave these guys behind.”

The dragon raised an eyebrow at Jaren’s decision.  “Impressive.  Have you finally 
decided to give up your ways that have sustained you for so long?” he asked, “I know you have 
no idea what that ‘dagger’ actually is.”

Atticus narrowed his eyes at the dragon, “You don’t seem at all trustworthy.  I don’t 
believe a word you’ve said so far.”  He moved back closer to Jaren and the others, as if the 
guard them, “If this is truly an answer to escaping this place, then I don’t feel you should be let 
near it.  I think you may be just as stuck as we are!”

“Trustworthy?! HA!” the dragon scoffed, “I was one of the most trusted of my kind.  I 
have not told you a single lie since you entered my chamber.  But I have not told you the entire 
truth, either.  There are some things that should never be spoken of.  That dagger is one of 
them.”  He raised his head a little higher and looked down upon the travelers, “You are an 
astute one, I will give you that.  But I must insist that you give me that item.”

Putting a clawed foot out, the rock creature took a step closer, “I don’t want to do 
something drastic to all of you.  But I cannot let you go further.  Give me the dagger, and I will at
least be able to get one of you out.  I cannot bear the sight of this for much longer.  It pains me 
in ways you cannot understand.”

Well, shit.  This doesn’t look good.  Ajana moved away from the dragon a little with Alric. 
She held the lantern in hand, ready to gulp down a soul if a fight broke out.

Jaren took a step forward, bravely.  “I may know nothing about this dagger.  But that is 
just more of a reason to hold onto it,” Jaren said as he looked the dragon square in the eye, 
“The only way you’re going to be getting this is if you find a way to send us all home.”



“Right,” Atticus chimes in, nodding to Jaren, “We need each other here.  If we lose one, 
the rest of us are damned.  If it means that I die here, I’m fine with that.  But I won’t be the one 
to condemn everyone else to this place.”  The elfish man stared down the living statue.

The dragon gives a low rumble, “Fine.  If that is the way it must be.”  He straightens up 
and looks down at the four of them, “But before I take action, will you answer me this question, 
ex-thief?  What made you decide to stay with these people instead of taking your exit?  What 
caused you to change your life in this way?”

Jaren took a deep breath, then spoke, “The entire reason why I am here was a detour to 
me starting a new life.  I guess along the way, I noticed that if I didn’t change my ways that there
wouldn’t be a reason for me to even try starting over.”  He sighs and looked at the dragon, “I 
won’t leave anyone behind.  They have more of a right to leave than I do.”

“So I see now,” the dragon responded, “I cannot let any of you leave now.  And that item 
must not reach your surface world.  Let’s see if you really think these people were worth the 
choice you made.”

The stone lizard let out a low grumble and muttered, “I’m getting to old for this.”  The 
glowing gem set into his chest became brighter by the second.  It was almost mesmerizing to 
watch it become brighter.  Then, before anyone could react, a laser of light shot out from the 
gem and burned straight through Jaren’s chest!  The wolfish man could feel the life slipping 
away from him now that there was a gaping hole through his body.  The dragon grunted and 
slumped a little, seemingly worn out from using such a powerful attack.





Chapter 33  
Jaren struggled to hang onto life as it faded away from him.  Well, it seems that in the 

end that I will not be able to join everyone when they make it outside… My only regret is that I 
will never know if they had forgiven me… for taking that diamond…  He closed his eyes before 
taking his last breath.

Ajana didn’t say anything.  Her eyes were as big as anyone had ever seen them.  She 
couldn’t help but stare for a second of two.  “A-Alric,” she spoke softly, gulping down a soul, 
“could you… try and help him?”  Her voice was shaky.  The power of the dragon seemed to 
honestly scare her.

“What the hell?!”  Atticus cried out as he saw the beam shoot through Jaren.  He didn’t 
hesitate to light up his aging device and point it at the being of living stone.  “You’re about to get 
way too old for this then!” he yelled.

“Mow?” Neptune nudged Atticus, interrupting her friend and motioning to the body of 
Jaren.  Alric was beginning to stare as well, putting one hand on the wolf woman and pointing to
Jaren’s body with the other.

Before their eyes, the ex-thief’s body began to glow.  The dragon had wanted so badly 
floated out in front of his dying form.  The blade disintegrated into dust, leaving just the gem 
suspended.  The little green gem glowed brighter now.  It shattered into a cloud of energy that 
looked reminiscent of the meta-energy from Ajana’s lantern.

But instead of going for the Ajana’s lantern, the cloud went directly into the wolfish man’s
body.  Light poured out from every pore of his being in a blinding display.  It only took seconds, 
but when the display faded, Jaren stood again.  Life had flown back into his body.  He felt 
reborn, as every injury to him was erased!

Jaren stood there for a minute.  What just happened? He thought confusedly, I could 
have sworn I was near dead.  He looked back at the dragon.

The stone lizard grunted, “Now that is done, I must dispose of you for real, this time.”  He
lowered his head and let out a billowing roar that shook the ground beneath their very feet and 
sent dust flying in small whirlwinds!

Not really the time to wonder, Jaren concluded.  He pulled out his relic weapon and fired 
bolts of ice.  Atticus joined in, letting loose his time acceleration ray on the dragon.  Ajana didn’t 
waste any time either.  She ran towards the stone lizard.

The dragon heaved a massive sigh as the attack on him began.  He lowered his head 
and raised his left fore-claw over to brace for the attacks.  Atticus’s ray hit him first, striking the 
stony claw out front.  The rock in the arm began to visible disintegrate and age.  But without 
warning, the ray suddenly stopped before the elfish man was ready.  Nothing like this had 
happened before.  It was like the gem was over exerting its energy to produce results on the 
target.

“Shit!” Atticus yelled as he dove for cover, frantically looking over the time device.  “Work
with me here!  Need to slow it down.  Or it could shatter,” he muttered to himself, madly waving 
the device as if that would cool it down.



Jaren’s ice bullets hit next.  They crashed straight into the neck of the dragon as he 
bowed his head to defend.  The ice chipped away little by little, but it wasn’t doing any real 
damage to the massive creature.  If was curious, however, that he bent down as such.  If he is 
this well armored, why did he even need to move?  Except maybe for Atticus’s time ray? Jaren 
thought to himself.

While Jaren had time to ponder this, Ajana made a powerful leap onto the dragon’s 
defending left arm.  She barely landed on it before executing another stronger push with her 
legs to reach his back.  The force of her kick caused the aged rock to shatter, leaving the lizard 
with a stump at his elbow.

The dragon raised his head as Jaren paused in his barrage and looked at his arm.  He 
gave a loud sigh and could feel the wolf woman was now on his back.  But instead of trying to 
retaliate, the beast simply slammed his stub into the ground beneath then.  The shock wave 
was considerable, but did no real harm to anyone.

A second later, the gems embedded in the surface of the dragon began to glow.  Before 
everyone’s eyes, he pulled his arm up from the ground the stub was regenerating by taking the 
rock out from the floor!  In a few seconds, he claw was back and fully functional!

Atticus looked up, seeing the dragon pull his regenerated claw out of the ground.  With 
his techmateragy knowledge, the elfish man noted how the gems all over the stony beast 
glowed.  “It’s those glowy things!” he called out, “It’s constructed with meta-energy!  Take out 
the power source!”

On the dragon’s back, Ajana saw the lines of crystals that went along the spine of the 
stone creature.  Well, time for a test!  She clamped her hands together before bringing them 
down onto a particularly big crystal in the line.

Upon feeling the first gem shatter under her brute strength, the dragon growled, “You’re 
being a pain, young one.”  A grimace formed on his face as she shattered the second gem and 
cracked the third.  He felt the wolf woman running up his spine, but then he noticed Jaren taking
aim once again.

Reaching up with his right arm, the dragon swiped at Ajana.  While she wasn’t hurt, the 
wolf woman was thrown off balance enough that she had to cling to the stone dragon’s neck to 
avoid falling off.  Without wasting Ajana’s predicament, the dragon lowered his head further 
down, right into the path of Jaren’s barrage of ice bolts!

She came out lucky, most of the shots missed.  A few grazed her, and one stuck into 
Ajana’s leg.

The stone lizard then bent the upper part of his neck to look directly at the wolfish man.  
“My turn,” he mutters quickly before taking a deep breath.  Jaren just barely dodged out of the 
way as the dragon released his breath, sending out a torrent of rocks and dust blasting out from 
his mouth!

By this point, the gem on Atticus’s device was glowing normally now.  He vaulted over 
the debris he had hidden behind.  This time, he was aiming for the dragon’s chest, looking for 
an angle that it could not avoid.  He wasn’t sure how extreme age would affect a magic gem, but
he hoped it would fracture.



The dragon ceased his stony breath and growls in annoyance, “You all are irritating me.”
He grumbles and flinches twice more as Ajana swung herself back up and shattered two more 
gems along his neck.  Can’t quit while I’m making progress!

Jaren popped up from behind a stalagmite and fired into the lizard’s face.  This time, his 
relic gun was set to light bolts.  The shots caused tiny explosions on impact, sending tiny bits of 
rock flying of the dragon’s face.  He roars in rage and flings his head back.  Ajana was just 
barely able to hold on, but she was forced further down and back onto the dragon’s spine.  
“Stop!  You don’t know what you’re doing!” he roars at them.

Distracted and with the stone lizard’s head raised, Atticus had a full and clear view of the
massive gem embedded on the dragon’s chest.  Firing the aging ray, he was able to cover the 
entire gem in the beam.  The stone shimmered and wavered in the light, but other than that, it 
seemed unaffected.  His own gem exhausted again, the ray vanished and Atticus ducked for 
cover.

The dragon roared at them in frustration, clearly more than a little pissed off.

“Now what?!” Atticus complained, looking over his gem again, “I should’ve spent more 
time working on this thing.”  His gem was glowing softly, recharging once again.  Curiously 
enough, when he looked up, the elfish man notice the dragon’s gem was still brighter.

Ajana slid further down the dragon’s spine.  Her single-minded determination still in 
effect as she continued to shatter as many of the gems as she could, all while ignoring the pain 
in her leg.  “Stop!  Listen to me!” the dragon called out, his attention shifted to focus on Ajana as
she took yet another crystal out.

Amid the chaos, Jaren saw the crystal on the dragon’s chest, the biggest one on its 
entire body, and it was glowing.  That can’t be a good sign, he thought to himself, a plan forming
in mind.  Let’s see if this will work, holstering the relic weapon, Jaren pulled out his revolver.  
Focusing hard, he charged to the dragon and leapt into the air, firing at the gem in mid-jump.

Suddenly, there was a sound not unlike the shattering of glass and the entire room went 
silent.  One of Jaren’s bullets hit its mark.  There was a pause as everyone stared.  A low hum 
began to fill the room.  And before anyone could move, the stone imploded!  The others 
embedded in the beast’s skin exploded in response and the force of the blasts launched Ajana 
off his back.

The dragon roared in agony as the crystals self-destructed all over him.  When the dust 
settled, he was barely able to hold himself up.  Breathing heavily, dust fell from his mouth as he 
tried to speak, “You… you must not go further.  Run… no, you can’t run.”  He blinked a few 
times, trying to refocus, “Don’t… I… tried…”

With the final weak word, the dragon let his head fall to the ground.  The force of the fall 
caused the ground to rumble beneath their feet and his body to fracture.  Splitting apart into 
rubble, the dragon was defeated.



Chapter 34  
Atticus looked at the sundered body of the dragon.  Amid the rubble, there was a slight 

glint that caught his eye.  Looking closer, the elfish man discovered some twisted metal and a 
few small, scattered gems of various colors.  But in this ‘scrap’, he saw what the others would 
not have seen.  It was a device not unlike the one he constructed.  Though bent and broken, he 
felt sure he could fix it up.

Jaren had ran over to where Ajana landed.  She had landed on her bad leg, though she 
wasn’t complaining about any pain.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to shoot you,” Jaren apologized as he 
lifted her over his shoulder.  The wolf woman didn’t respond.  She kept quiet while Jaren helped.

Atticus looked to the pair then back to the creature’s ‘corpse’.  He continued to dig out 
the device and pocket the gems.  “Is everyone, I dunno, alive, I guess?  I’m kinda unclear on 
everything that just happened,” the elfish man sounded distracted as he managed to wrest the 
twisted metal from the rubble. From the look of it, Atticus had found a fully plated gauntlet, 
offering more protection than the bare-bones frame he had designed.

Looking around, he saw his pet waiting quietly for him, tail twitching slightly.  Atticus 
looked back at the equipment he discovered, “Hmm… I’ll have to test this.”  He took the device 
and went over to his pet.

Neptune was sitting patiently by a stalagmite away from the scene of battle.  Alric’s 
shoes could be seen sticking out from behind the rock formation.  Jaren let out a small sigh as 
Ajana let go of him to check on Alric.  Well, it’s over, he thought to  himself, I’m no longer going 
to live my life as a thief.  He pulled the diamond from his pocket and walked over to everyone, 
offering the gem to Ajana, “I no longer need this… I’m giving it to you and Alric.”

“I’ll never understand,” Atticus mutters quietly as he overheard Jaren.  He gave a sigh, 
“Should we just get rid of it?  We don’t really have any use for a mundane gem in this place.”  
He sat down next to Neptune, wiping the sweat from his forehead, “As a reminder, maybe.  But 
it’s not going to help us survive.”

Ajana gently shook her head.  “Jaren… I don’t need this.  I’d only use it to hit people 
over the head,” she spoke softly, “Keep it, for now.  I’ve got other things I need to carry around.” 
She gave Alric a meaningful look.

Jaren gives a sigh and returns the stone to his pocket, “K then.  Guess I’ll hold onto it a 
bit longer.”

Alric started to come to and began to look around, “Ugh, what happened?”  He seemed 
to have passed out and missed most of the fight.  “The dragon… Jaren…” he rubbed the sides 
of his head and slowly stood up, leaning against the stalagmite for support.  He looked past 
everyone and saw the broken corpse of the dragon.

The scholar stared for a moment before finally speaking, “I… I guess we should move 
on.”  Hearing this, Ajana quickly moved over and took one of his arms over her shoulders and 
began to walk on, ignoring her own injury.



Chapter 35  
Leaving the fallen lizard behind, the group went to the back of the room.  They found a 

rather small door, in comparison to what let them into this place.  It wasn’t locked, and when 
they walked through, the travelers found themselves in what appeared to be an ally.

Walking to the end, the four could see they were in some sort of old town from ancient 
times.  Brick and mortar buildings line the street before them.  The sky was an overcast grey.  
And there was a light fog hanging around the place.

Barely setting foot from the alley, the cobblestone street came to life!  People began to 
pour out the doors of the homes and were bustling around.  They moved and jostled each other,
going on with normal, everyday life.  And none of them seemed to take the slightest notice of 
the four weary travelers and their oversized cat.

“Where are we?” Alric muttered.  Looking closer, they could see the people before them 
were slightly transparent.  They weren’t ghosts.  These denizens seemed to be more like 
memories, wandering about with no knowledge of awareness of the new arrivals.

After a few minutes, the crisp, clear blow of a train whistle cut through the air to 
everyone’s ears.  Looking right, the travelers saw a train station, and one was just pulling in to 
take on passengers.

Jaren took a few steps toward the station.  A smile came across his face and he spoke 
softly, “It’s just how I imagine it.”  He kept walking to the station.

Ajana didn’t waste time.  She hurried to the sound of the train, it promised progress 
through this world, she thought, or at least a place to sit and rest for a while.  The apparitions 
were a bit creepy to her, but it became easier when she realized they were more like memories. 
Alric had a bit of trouble keeping up with Ajana as she half-carried and half-dragged him 
towards the station.

Atticus picked up the rear with Neptune, who took to carrying the mangled gauntlet in 
her mouth for her owner.  “Good girl,” the elfish man praised her tiredly as they walked along, 
“Now what?  I feel like this world could string us along forever… this feels like the end, but who 
knows how far we still have to go?”

He gave a sigh as he looked toward the train, hoping like Ajana that it would be a 
moment of respite for them.  They passed street stalls selling the most unusual of oddities there,
gears and sprockets galore.  It would have been a quaint treasure trove for Atticus.  But like the 
people, he could not touch their goods.

The memories of people in this town seemed to be flocking to the train station along with
the travelers.  Upon entering the stone and wood terminal, the group could see the train from 
across the sea of people.  It was an old-style steam locomotive, ancient technology that had 
long been disposed of in favor of more efficient means.

For a brief moment, time seemed to speed up around the travelers as the memories 
flooded through the doors behind them and went into the train.  In seconds, the terminal was 
devoid of movement.  Only the soft sounds of steam hissing from the train could be heard.  
They approached slowly.



“All aboard!” a voice called out from the train, “All aboard!”

Looking again, the travelers saw a conductor looking at them, waiting for them to board, 
“Well?  You coming?”  Strangely, this ‘memory’ seemed to actually notice them, albeit vaguely.

“Yeah… I guess that is where we’re going next,” Atticus sighed and boarded the train, 
“I’m starting to get tired of not being in control.”  He casually motioned for Neptune to follow.  
“Trap or not, we just gotta move forward,” he clicked his tongue, hearing himself say that.

Ajana simply boarded the train after the elfish man.  She looked back as soon as she 
boarded the train, motioning for Jaren to follow.  Reluctantly, Jaren bored after them.  He eyed 
the conductor as he passed, He reminds me of my father… Why would he be here?  This place 
has to be messing with me.

The four found their new surroundings to be most accommodating.  Beds were openly 
available for them.  The food was plentiful in the kitchen of the old train, there was even a small 
selection of fine wines for them to pick from.  And the best part of all, none of the ‘people’ took 
notice of them.  However, the conductor that invited them to board had vanished entirely from 
the train.

Finding a sleeping compartment to himself, Jaren sat and reached in his pocket for the 
diamond.  But all his fingers retrieved was a small pile of dust, blown away shortly after 
discovering it.  A smile slowly came over Jaren’s face.  He was relieved the diamond had gone 
away.  No more would he need to be concerned with it.  It took a while, but Jaren finally 
managed to fall asleep, thinking and confused about why the conductor reminded him of his 
father.



Chapter 36: Cross Land and Sea  
As soon as Alric found a bunk, he crashed smack into the soft pillow and went to sleep.  

It was a hard-earned rest for him.  He didn’t even need the smooth rocking of the train to lull him
off to the land of dreams.

Ajana, for her part, grabbed an armload of food from the kitchen before heading to the 
compartment Alric had crashed in.  She ate her fill, leaving a meal for the scholar, before 
flopping down on the opposite bed.  She was happy to have a real bed to sleep on again.  A bed
and blanket on a smooth train ride, This is the life.

Neptune followed Atticus around wherever he went on the train.  The cat seemed a little 
different than before.  She was still cat-like, but her limbs seemed to be becoming 
disproportionate for her.  Whatever it was, the feline did not seem to notice or mind what was 
happening to her.

Atticus sat on one of the empty beds, too tired to explore the train, but too perplexed by 
the situation to fall asleep easily.  He stroked Neptune and took note of her changes.  “Hey 
girl… you’re growing again, I think.  I hope you don’t end up so big you can’t follow anymore,” 
he sighed, letting his mental walls down and emotion come in, “I think… I may not last longer 
here.  This is a place of death.  It’s the realm I’ve always wanted… and given the chance, I’d 
sooner let it take me… so why haven’t I?”

The elfish man stared solemnly at Neptune, “The others might wish to live, but in the 
end, I’ll probably end up throwing myself into this pit before I return home.  Then I might not 
spread the same misery to others that know me.”  He finally decided to lay down, still watching 
Neptune.  “So… why haven’t I?” he repeated, sounding confused.

Ж Ж Ж

The train rumbled slowly, purposefully along the tracks.  It barreled down the path, only 
occasionally pausing to release a few memories from its corridors.  Past all these stops, the 
travelers stayed inside.  One by one, the days slipped by.  Each passing left the train more and 
more empty for the travelers to roam about.  By now, a week had gone by and there were only a
handful of people of persons left of the train.

Atticus had found some tools and supplies in one of the cabins and began working on 
the metal device he recovered.  A fair amount of work later, the elfish man had banged and bent
the metal plating back in place.  It was indeed a gauntlet like he designed, but it was more 
advanced and intricate, unlike any style he had seen before.  And, unlike his own work, this 
piece has not one, but three sockets for him to set gems in.





After toying around and examining the gems in his pockets, Atticus finally settled on the 
ones he would use in his new toy.  In the foremost socket, he placed the original time 
acceleration gem that he first acquired.  A dark, silver gem in an oblong, hexagonal cut was 
placed in the furthest back slot.  To anyone else, the gem appeared to have no purpose or 
effect.  But with his learning, Atticus discovered it worked as a power source, generating extra 
energy for the other stones.

The final rock was a shining black stone.  The elfish man found this one proved rather 
interesting.  He discovered that it produced fluctuations in gravity.  From a distance, he could 
either completely shut off the force in an area, or increase it to the point of crushing bones under
their own weight.

All this time, Neptune stayed beside or behind Atticus, watching him work.  Her tail 
flicked back and forth pensively as the elfish man tinkered away.  Feeling the gauntlet was 
mostly done and functional, he turned his attention to the cat now.  With a closer look, Atticus 
noticed that her legs simply weren’t disproportioned, the bone structure was changing entirely.  
And over the past few days, he noted Neptune had begun to stand on her rear legs, following 
him around in this fashion.

“I think I’m starting to see what’s happening,” the elfish man spoke to his pet, rubbing her
head, “You’re not growing rapidly… you’re evolving rapidly.”  He smiled at her, “Are you gonna 
end up becoming more human?  Or something like it, rather?”  He wondered what she would 
look like, given another month with them.



Chapter 37  
Ajana had taken this time to rest up.  The food from the train was a delightful relief from 

the bland soul energy she had been consuming for the past month.  In her spare time, she had 
stumbled across a peculiar book of meta-physics.  She hadn’t recalled seeing anything like this 
in her stint at the university and it piqued her interest.  The wolf woman kept it around and 
began practicing the new techniques.  The concentration required for the spells was great, and 
she wasn’t exactly a natural at manipulating meta-energy like Alric was.

When she wasn’t practicing, Ajana spent her time with the scholar.  She hadn’t shown 
him the book, though.  And he seemed to enjoy her company, appreciating all the little things 
she did for him.

While Alric had improved a decent amount from the previous encounter, it was quite 
plain to see that he was still worn, unable to fully recover.  At the end of the week, Alric was 
sitting alone in the dining car.  He had brought over a bottle of wine he procured from the food 
stores.

Stretching, he pulled out the cork and poured himself a glass, taking a sip and staring 
out the window.  There wasn’t anything to see.  A mist surrounded the train, dark and grey.  It 
only parted ever so often to reveal either another train station and memories departing, or a field
of grass or forest with mountains in the background.

He sighed and muttered to himself, “Just how much longer does this have to go on.  I’ve 
had enough of this adventure… but something tells me… it hasn’t even begun.”  His shoulders 
fall as he sat in the solitude of the car.

The seclusion was quickly broken by Ajana.  She had done enough reading in her book 
for the day and went searching for the scholar.  She didn’t say anything yet, pulling another 
glass from the rack and taking a seat across from Alric.  The scholar didn’t have anything to say 
either as the wolf woman sat down.  He just pushed the bottle over to her.  She filled both their 
glasses before raising hers to him, “To our continued survival… and our escape from this stupid 
land.  To back home.”

Alric weakly raised his glass and tapped it against hers without emotion.  He sighed 
heavily, “How did I ever get caught up in this mess?”

“Same way I got stuck here.  Wrong place, wrong time, and sent to a place even more 
wrong than everywhere else.  But I have to say, you actually tried to stop it, so yeah.”  She 
paused, taking a sip before continuing, “You are a very good person.  You could have simply 
sent notes to the operator and be done with it.  But no, you had to actually come down and try to
stop it.”  Finished, she started to drink her wine down quickly, almost chugging it.

A few minutes later, Jaren popped into the dining car.  He had been keeping to himself 
during most of the trip, spending hours thinking to himself.  He ventured over to the pair, 
speaking softly, “Hey… mind if I join you two?”

“Sure, Jaren,” Alric says, scooting over, “Just grab a glass.”



The wolfish man got the glass and sat down with them.  “So, shall we just relax while we 
can, and think about what we are going to do when we get out of here?” the wolf woman asked 
while Alric poured out more wine for everyone.

The scholar nods, “Yeah.  What are you going to do when we get out of here, Ajana?”  
He paused a moment, “And I do mean ‘when’.  I’ll do everything to get you all out.”

“Well, drag you along with me, of course, Alric,” the wolf woman answered with a silly 
grin.  She turned to Jaren, “And you?  What do you plan on doing?  Maybe being a paid tester 
of security systems?”  She tilted her head, thinking.

Jaren shrugged, “I hadn’t put much thought into what I would do.  But if anything, I guess
that would be the perfect job for me.”  A smile crept across his face at the idea of putting his old 
skills to good use.

“That actually sounds like a good career for you, Jaren,” the scholar chimed in.  
Finishing his glass, he poured another round for everyone, “I could look up a few old contacts I 
got and see about getting you a job like that when we’re home.”  He let out a long breath, trying 
to clear his mind, “I’m starting to wonder if this place is even worth the effort.  Some of the 
things in here… they just don’t make any sense.  I just want us to be home again.”

Jaren and Ajana nod in agreement.  They all wanted to get home by now.

“Ajana?” Alric broke the silence, “I got to ask.  You can switch between human, wolf, and
skeletal forms.  But why do you stay in your wolf shape so much?”

The wolf woman smiled, “Mom and dad look like this.  I guess I just feel most at home 
this way.  Besides, it has some perks this way.  Better hearing and sense of smell, for one.”  
Twisting in her seat she raised a pawed foot for them to see, “And no shoes required with these 
pads.”  She put her foot back down, “And the tail is fun to have.”  She smirks along with Jaren, 
who was nodding in agreement.

They sat in silence for a while longer before finally disbanding, heading to their beds for 
the night.  Alric went to his compartment with Ajana right behind him, she insisted on sleeping in
the same room as him.  As the scholar began to relax and settle in, he turned to ask the wolf 
woman, “You really want to ‘drag me along with you’?”

“Why would I not want to drag you along with me?” she asked with a grin.

Alric lay on his bed, back to the wall, “You’re still a student, right?  You got to be, what, 
fifty or so?  I’m three hundred and sixty seven years old.”

“Twenty three,” Ajana corrected him, sitting down on the opposite bunk.  She simply 
smiled at him and said in a half joking voice, “You certainly don’t act your age.”

He scoffed, “I could be worse.  But a little exercise has helped.”

“I mean, how long do you expect to live if you get out of here?”  She tilted her head as 
she spoke, “You Moreens live about a thousand and a half, two thousand years.  How much 
does three hundred years matter one way or the other?”  She laid down on the bed, “I mean, I 
can expect to live as long as dad.

Alric gave a small shrug and reached for his satchel, “And how long does he expect to 
live?”  His hand returned with the old journal he had been writing in.



“Considering that he worked with soul stuff?  At least as long as you Moreens, I bet.  
Maybe longer.  We don’t know for sure,” Ajana answered, “We were going to celebrate his five 
hundred and twenty second birthday over my break from the university.”

Alric nods solemnly and begins to write away.  Minutes slowly slip past one by one.  
Eventually, he put the book up and looked back over at the wolf woman.  “You know, Ajana...” 
he spoke hesitantly, “I do kinda like you.”

A grin came across her face.  “Oh?” She raised her head, smiling, ears perked towards 
him.  But when she looks, he doesn’t respond.  Alric was laying with his back towards her, and 
she could tell he had fallen asleep.  Ajana followed suit, still smiling.  “In what way?” she asked 
herself quietly.  Though she thinks she already knows.



Chapter 38  
Next evening, the sun was setting as the train came to a stop at another station.  The 

group could hear the voice of the conductor through the train, “Last stop, everybody out.”  As 
they watched, the last of the memories departed from the train.  For a moment, they saw the 
conductor get off as well, before disappearing into the crowd.  Despite the lack of passengers, 
the train engine was still steaming away, as if ready to move on.

Atticus heard the conductor calling.  Putting his new toy in his bag, he walked for the 
exit.  The elfish man poked his head out the door to see what was there.  “What is this place?” 
he asked, seeing just another train stop.

Jaren soon joined Atticus at the exit of the train.  “It’s where we get off,” the wolfish man 
answered, stepping down and taking in the sight of the ancient-styled station.

Ajana, for her part, didn’t even notice.  She was napping in her room, content where she 
was.  Alric went over to the wolf woman’s bed and put a hand on her shoulder.  Gently rocking 
her back and forth, he spoke, “Ajana?  Time to go, everyone’s leaving.”

“Mmmm, five more minutes,” she moaned back.

“No, now,” he stopped rocking her and began to pack her bags getting her ready.  She 
grumbles and finally gets up.

With everything packed and ready, the four depart from the train, leaving the station.  
They went along more cobblestone roads through the deserted, ancient city.  They went past 
row after row of brick and mortar buildings.

The fog had finally parted for good, and for once in their entire journey, they could 
actually see the sun above their heads in this land.  But despite the good feeling its warmth 
brought, an undercurrent of uneasiness stayed with them.  They could easily sense something 
was not right with this place.  It did not feel like their real home at all.  For one, there was not 
one living soul, besides their own, to be found.

Atticus looked around the city as they traveled, curiosity in his step.  Something about 
this desolate place interested him, and he wasn’t certain what is was exactly.  He hummed to 
himself as he debated going off to explore.  But in the end, he decided not to, for the group’s 
safety, and with an almost logical certainty that there was nothing to be had elsewhere in the 
city.

By the time the sun was setting, the group had made it to the edge of the city.  Three 
story buildings that flanked either side of the cobblestone street suddenly stopped and gave way
to grassy fields that stretched on.  The stone-paved road continued to cut though the earth and 
plains, leading onward.

The elfish man leaned down to pet Neptune as they settled on the edge of the town.  
“What horrors come next in this world?” he muttered to himself, before turning to the others, 
“Have you lot ever thought… that maybe we’re already dead?  That the ice cavern collapsed on 
us, or the ice giants killed us, maybe?  And maybe this is hell?  Or purgatory?  Or some other… 
state of being?”  He gave a sigh, “I hadn’t put much thought to it lately.  That train, though… it 
kind of awoke the idea to me, again.”



“Well, if I am already dead, I certainly don’t want to stop moving,” Ajana replied, “If I am 
dead, then I cannot tell this unlife from the real thing.  And on those grounds, I certainly do not 
want it to end.”

“If any of us are dead, it could be me after that last fight,” Jaren piped up, “But ever then,
I seem to still be alive.”  He gave a small sigh.  Part of him believed that it could be possible with
what happened in their last fight.  But why do I feel so alive after my ‘supposed death’?

The wolf woman gave a sigh as well and looked around before sniffing the air.  
Something just did not seem right.  While it smelled crisp and clean, like the field they faced, in 
the pit of her mind there was something wrong with it all.  The air was… hollow, for lack of a 
better word.  Something or somethings were missing from it all.  It was as if it was nothing more 
than a constructed facsimile, incredibly precise, but missing something fundamental.

Alric didn’t say anything.  He remained silent as he set up camp and passed around food
he brought along from the train.

Ж Ж Ж

The path continued further some ways, transferring them from cobblestone to a dirt path 
through the grassy hills.  For the first time in their underground travels, an actual sun was 
reaching its peak over their heads.  In the distance, they could see the markings of a forest, and
the winding path was leading them towards it.

Finally, Alric spoke, “I don’t think we are dead.”  He muttered lowly, just enough for the 
others to hear him, “We’re still alive, I know it.  And we have to keep moving.”  He closed his 
eyes and rubbed the side of his head for a moment.

As Alric finished speaking, the group suddenly found themselves at a crossroads that 
came up out of nowhere.  It had not been there before, they had only blinked and it popped into 
existence like it had always been waiting for them.

At any rate, three roads lay before them now.  The left-most one led to a distant body of 
water, it seemed.  The center path pointed to a range of mountains that rose up tall and proud, 
wearing clouds around their peaks.  The third and right-most path continued on to the forest 
they saw to begin with.



Chapter 39  
Atticus took a step into the crossroads, looking down each way then turning his gaze up.

“Clear sky… bright sun… yet we’re still in this strange place.  How is this possible?” he muttered
to himself.  Looking back to Neptune, who was standing behind him on two legs, he rubbed 
behind her ears.  He looked back to the water in the far distance, “We should go that way.  If the
water’s fresh, that’s one less resource draining Alric.  And we can’t really get caught by surprise 
on a waterfront.”

Jaren looked down the left path as well and nodded, “I agree with Atticus.  If that water is
drinkable, it’ll be less for Alric to do.”

Knowing she was outvoted, Ajana simply quipped, “Great.  Now we have to worry about 
sea monsters.  Just great.”  She had wanted to go into the forest.  While there might be more 
hiding places for foes, it would at least be a probably place to get food.  Her second choice had 
been the mountains.  They would be harder to cross, but the elements would rain down on 
friend or enemy without remorse.

The scholar didn’t complain, and they journeyed down the left path.  Just as the sun was
beginning to set in front of them, the group made it to find the body of water was much larger 
than anticipated.  From the sandy coastline dotted with bright shells, and the crisp smell of salt 
in the stiff breeze, it appeared they found an ocean in this labyrinth.

Even more to their surprise, a dock extended out from the beach.  And at its end was a 
pristine galleon.  As they neared the out-of-place dock, the gold trimming along the edges 
seemed to the travelers almost molten in the setting sun.  The sails on the magnificent ship 
hung loose, barely flapping in the wind.  A single banner fluttered at the top on the middle mast. 
At the bow, the words ‘Silent Honor’ were inlaid on the side.  In all, it was beautiful vessel that 
seemed untouched.

“Well, we have made it this far,” Jaren said as he looked over the vessel, inspecting it a 
bit on approach, “I guess we will be taking this to our next destination.”

Atticus looked to the ship with a jade sigh.  “Yet another path for us to follow… again,” 
he said as he walked down the dock, “We all know what we’re supposed to do by now, I 
suppose.”  He waves forward to the others as he walks.  “Whatever brought us here knows 
where we should go, and there’s apparently no fighting it.  Let’s just accept the inevitable,” the 
elfish man muttered, “And hope it lets us out… alive… at the end.”

“With any luck, this thing will have fishing poles and such,” Ajana said.  She seemed to 
be a bit more cheerful at the sight of the ship.  At least they wouldn’t have to be walking to their 
next destination.  She helped Alric board the vessel before starting to explore, her tail betraying 
her good mood.

The wolf woman sniffed out everything on the ship.  Down in the cargo space, she 
located a few crates and barrels.  Sadly, they were just filled with one thing: twine.  Miles and 
miles of twine was in the hold.  Other than that, the only other thing to be found was a dozen 
empty cabins.  Each only having a wooden plank attached to the wall for a bed, not even 
blankets were there.



Topside, they found the helm was surrounded by multiple rows of levers.  Each rod was 
perfectly carved and smoothed out.  And they appeared to affect the entirety of the ship.  One 
person could control everything from there.  Sadly, it was getting late and the group bedded 
down for the night.

Ж Ж Ж

Waking up in the morning, Ajana, Atticus, and Jaren all noticed their friendly guide and 
scholar had gone missing in the night.  One search later and they found him back at the helm, 
and the ship moved from its place at the dock.  Alric looked even more tired and worn out than 
before as he lay curled up on the deck, by the wheel.

He must’ve spent the entire night looking over the controls and figuring them out.  Some 
of the levers had been moved.  And on a closer look, some of the sails on the ship had shifted 
out of position, and the anchor had been dropped.

Ajana gave a small sigh before started to haul the scholar below deck.  Letting him use 
her pack as a pillow, she got him situated for a more proper rest.

“Don’t supposed one of these levers takes us home,” Atticus muttered as he looked 
them over, “I guess they’re safe to pull.”  He hesitated, looking to Neptune for a moment of 
reassurance before pulling one Alric hadn’t touched.  Immediately, a rope in the rigging pulled 
and the ship slowly started to drift to the side.  The back end swung out to face the open water, 
thanks to the anchor Alric had dropped.

The elfish man muttered to himself, “So that lever… no, that doesn’t make sense.  We 
aren’t going to be able to figure out how to pilot this.  It’s going to take ages, if it makes any 
logical sense at all.”  He knelt down and looked at the levers closely, looking to see if there were
any markings on them.  “But Alric was able to bring us somewhere just fine… Let’s raise that 
anchor and see what happens,” he says.

Most of the levers were up, or close to the middle of their arc.  There was one on the end
of the right, lower bank of handles that was completely down.  It was obviously one that Alric 
had pulled, since they were all in the middle the night before.

“Not sure if this is such a good idea,” Jaren voiced.”



Chapter 40  
A few hours later, Alric finally awoke.  Slowly, he came to realize where he was and saw 

Ajana sitting nearby, reading.  “Ajana?” he muttered sleepily to the wolf woman as he began to 
stretch, “What happened?  Did I fall asleep on deck?”

“Yeah, you did.  I brought you down here because why would I leave you on deck?”  She
gave a small smile, “Congrats on getting the ship moving, though.  That is good, at least.  It’s a 
pity that there isn’t much of anything in the cargo hold, though.”

Slowly, the scholar pushed himself into a sitting position, “Thanks.  I thought the controls
looked familiar somehow.  I think… ow… I think I can get us to sail out of here.”  He swung his 
legs to the floor and moaned as he straightened his back.  As he began to stand up, Alric 
braced himself against the wooden walls of the cabin, “Each lever controls something on the 
ship in a very precise manner.  It is so precise that the sails can catch wind where there seemed
to be none.  When I felt myself falling asleep, I had to drop one of the anchors so we wouldn’t 
drift off.”

Ajana went to his side, helping to support him, “… Alright, well, we can at least get you 
to the controls so you can tell me how they work.  But… you really need more rest.  You don’t 
look like you’re doing so well.”

“Ow… thanks,” he replies as she takes an arm over her shoulders, “I still need to work 
out the kinks in that system.  But once I’m done, then I can show you and the others.”

Coming topside, it turned out that Atticus and Jaren had messed with the controls 
enough that the anchor was now up and the entire ship was drifting out to sea.  Alric’s shoulders
slumped when he noticed this.  Land was just barely in sight now.  To make matters worse, the 
pair still did not know exactly how the controls worked despite their meddling.  Going up to the 
helm, the scholar told the two what he told Ajana.  On the positive side, it appeared they would 
be able to get moving now.

“We weren’t getting anywhere just sitting around on the land anyways,” Atticus 
rationalizes.  Scratching the back of his head, he knew it might have been a little rash to start 
toward the sea already, “Anyway, it’ll be safer to figure out how to operate this thing in open 
water rather than by the coast.  I think you’re probably the most suited to teach us how it works, 
Alric.  You seem to know what you’re doing, already.”

“I’m just glad nothing sent the ship going towards land,” Jaren said with a sigh.

Alric stretched, causing his back to let out a series of pops in the process, “Ow… I think I
can show you how it works.  It is an old system I used a few decades ago, used to spend some 
time sailing.”

Ajana’s ears folded back at the sound of the popping.  She was determined to help Alric 
wherever she could, paying rapt attention as he got ready to teach them how to sail.

Alric steps up to the wheel, “Well, here we go.”



Chapter 41: Into the Forest  
Over the next few days, Alric taught all three of them how to sail the ship.  It was a little 

difficult at first, but his ‘students’ soon learned half the levers and were proficient enough that 
they could keep further out across the ocean.  Each one of them took shifts in manning the 
vessel, except Alric.  It wasn’t long before he was feeling light-headed and weary once more.  
He kept making food for everyone and spent the rest of his time writing in his journal or 
sleeping.

Time slowly eked by for the group.  When he wasn’t piloting the ship, Atticus spent much
of his time with Neptune, finding himself fascinated by her transformation.  She was spending 
almost all her time on two legs now, instead of four.  The elfish man started talking to the blue, 
five foot tall feline, “I wonder… if by the end of this journey, maybe you’ll be more human than 
me.”  He mused with a smile, petting his lovely pet.

Passively, he wondered how close he should become with the strange creature, starting 
to admit to himself that he’s starting to have feelings beyond pet and master.  He was becoming
more and more willing, and almost hoping she would become a friend.  “Just keep growing,” he 
smiles lightly at her, “I would love to have a real conversation with you.  I want to get to know 
you.”

Yet, a new fear washed over Atticus as he wondered how mortal Neptune would be in 
her final form…

Ajana was more productive with her free time.  With the book, she tinkered around with 
the miles of twine and the wood from the crates and barrels.  Carefully practicing, she managed 
to twist and fuse the twine and reshape the boards, making nets, fishing ling and poles, and 
even three hammocks to rest in.  She was working hard to exercise her meta-energy skills.

Jaren spent most of his free time like Ajana did: practicing.  He already knew the basics 
for manipulating the wind with meta-energy.  But he felt rusty.  He carefully worked on his 
concentration, looking for new ways to use the skills in combat.

Ж Ж Ж

The weeks slowly drifted by as they continued to sail out on the open ocean.  For the 
whole journey, the waters had remained surprisingly calm, giving them smooth sailing.  Ajana’s 
hammocks made life more enjoyable for everyone.  The hard boards were soon forgotten.

Her net, on the other hand, while it was a good idea, only managed to pull in a meager 
number of fish.  To make matters worse, the fish were bony and contained little to no actual 
meat on them.  They barely passed for snacks.

Alric’s condition was deteriorating rapidly now.  He slept in the open air of the ship.  And 
when the others walked by, they could hear him muttering in his sleep.  His ability to conjure 
their food was slowing down further as well.  And everyone could taste that it wasn’t as healthy 
as before.

Although she couldn’t do much, Ajana tried to comfort Alric as best she could.  She even
slept with him in a hammock, helping to keep him warm against the night breezes.





Finally, after four long weeks, land is spotted.  An island, floating in the waters appeared 
to greet the travelers.  A thick forest of evergreen trees covered the area leading away from the 
sandy beach.  And unlike from where they started, there was no dock extending to meet the 
ship.

Atticus watched out over the side of the boat as they approached the island, then called 
out to the others.  “We can’t land here.  We’ll have to swim onto shore or we’ll be shipwrecked.  
If there’s land, though, there might be food.”

“Hey, I’d be willing to swim over to land at this point,” Ajana calls down from the helm.  
Pulling the levers and brining the ship to a stop.  She noticed there was enough clearance to get
fairly close to the shore.

“So we are going to swim for land then?” Jaren asked as he popped up from below deck.
“Hopefully we can find food or things of use on this island.”

Alric leaned against the railing next to the others to get a better look at the shore.  He 
was still not feeling well and was tired.  “However we get to shore, I hope we go soo-” the 
scholar suddenly lost his footing, leaning over too far.  He tumbled over the side and splashed 
into the water below!



Chapter 42  
Ajana wasted no time.  She grabbed some of her twine rope and jumped in!  There was 

no time to lose now.  Why does it always have to come to this?!  Wearing him out till he 
collapses!  Damnation!

Jaren quickly grabbed the other end of the rope, feeding line to the wolf woman diving 
after the scholar.  I’m starting to think the boat was a bad choice with Alric’s condition…

Atticus grabbed the end of the rope, tying it off to a nearby cleat before moving behind 
Jaren.  With a team effort, Ajana pulled the scholar back to the surface and he was hoisted back
onto the deck.  He sputtered out a mouthful of water before taking in deep breathes.  “Th-thank 
you,” he finally managed to say.

Ajana used her claws and whatever holds she could find to get back up.  A look of relief 
came across her face seeing Alric was conscious.  Without a word, she went below deck, before
bringing back what was left of a barrel of twine.  Before the others, she dismantled the barrels 
and repositioned the wood.  A display of meta-physics later and she had fused the wood into 
crude floats.  “The water isn’t too deep, and the shore is close enough.  This should keep his 
head above water till we get on land,” Ajana explained, looking satisfied with her work.

“Sounds good to me,” Atticus says quietly, “Hope we find food.  We need to keep 
moving, though.  This place seems to provide for use every now and then.  The faster we go, 
the sooner we can get rations, maybe.”  He gave a worried sigh and watched Ajana tie the floats
to Alric’s shoulders.  He wasn’t sure how much more the scholar could take.  And there was no 
denying that he was well beyond his limit at this point.

Distracting himself, he changed the subject, slightly.  “I can swim on my own, but I don’t 
know if Neptune can,” he said, looking around for his pet.  The feline was standing right behind 
him.  She mewed softly and put a hand-paw on his shoulder.  When the elfish man looked at 
her, she grinned, swished her tail gently.

She seemed to understand what was going on.  After licking Atticus on the nose with a 
soft purr, she dove over the side.  Treading water for a moment, she went to the beach, shaking
off and taking a seat to wait for her friend.

“Well that solves that,” Jaren spoke, “Let get moving then.”  After making sure the 
anchor was securely in place, Atticus and Jaren leapt over the side.  Ajana soon picked up Alric,
and just before jumping and no one was looking, she gave him a kiss on the cheek.

Though he was weak, Alric managed a smile.  He didn’t have to say a word.  It was in 
that smile that she saw happiness.  The burdens of the long months of journeying melted away. 

And in the next instant, the smile vanished as they found themselves plummeting into 
the water.

Ж Ж Ж

Supplies intact, and making it to the beach safely, their trip through the woods began.  
The evergreen pines got thicker and taller the further they went in.  None of this seemed to 
surprise them, though.  By this point in the entire journey, the four had seen some strange 



things happen.  The needles above got thicker and the sun was blotted out.  Mist began to cloud
the far reaches of their vision.  The area seemed to be suspended in a mystic moonlight.

As the day was coming to a close, a sudden ‘murp’ of curiosity from Neptune drew 
Atticus’s attention.  He took a step closer to her and looked where she was looking.  The mist 
broke apart in that direction, and just beyond lay a lit glade with a long banquet table, set with a 
multitude of dishes and chairs from what he could make out.  The elfish man raised an eyebrow 
and started moving towards it, silently motioning the others to follow.

Upon their approach, they saw the area was lit by several candles and the table was set 
with some of the finest dining ware they had ever laid eyes on.  Polished silver platters, jade 
plates, and golden candelabras lines the entire length.  Their gaze moves across the table and 
followed it to the far end.

There, sitting at the head was a strange being in white, flowing robes with blue trim.  His 
long hair went behind her back.  And like the robes, it was white with a  few scattered strands of 
blue.  Even from this distance, they could see long, pointed ears stick out from the sides of his 
head, several inches long.  A plate stacked with food sat in front of him as he swirled a goblet 
with his eyes closed.  The strange being took a sip, savoring the taste, then opened his eyes.

A serious expression crossed his face briefly.  It was like he wasn’t expecting anyone, 
but that left as soon as it came.  He rose to his feet, easily taller than any of them.  “And who 
might you be?” he asked in a regal tone.  His voice flowed and echoed through the glade, 
making him clear as pure water.

“We’re no one,” Atticus said, looking around cautiously.  “Don’t suppose you have any 
ration to spare?” he asked, a tone of doubt in his voice.  He was dubious that the nobility-
dressed individual in front of them cared about them.

Jaren nodded, agreeing with Atticus, “Would be much appreciated.”  But like the elfish 
man, he had the same doubts that this being cared about aiding them.

Ajana stepped up, still carrying the scholar by the arm over her shoulders, “We are but 
weary travelers, my good sir, trying to find our way home.  May we have some of food that is 
laid out?”  She had attempted to at least sound more than a common peasant as she spoke.  
She looked at the being, hoping he would say yes.  But all the same, she set Alric down in a 
seat, taking one next to him.

With a wide wave of his hand, the being motioned to the seats, “Please, sit.  You 
certainly seem to have traveler far.”  It was only after the group took places that he sat down as 
well.  Jaren and Atticus took opposite seats at the foot of the table.  Neptune took a seat on the 
elfish man’s left.  While Ajana had put herself between Alric and the strange being, not wanting 
him to get in harm’s way.

Their seating arrangement did not go unnoticed by the being.  With three fingers, he 
made a beckoning motion and the table shrunk, dragging them all towards him.  Ajana and 
Atticus sat right next to him now, and Jaren was placed next to Alric.  “You must tell me more 
about yourself,” he said in a commanding voice that carried through the glade.  The travelers 
saw a translucent, pale green liquid fill their glasses.

“Well, we aren’t from around here.  That much is certain,” Ajana spoke, sniffing the food, 
cautious to the core and dreadfully trying to not appear rude, “We aren’t of this world, I think.  



But I do not know enough about this place to be sure… we did not come here on purpose, I 
mean.”

The being took up his utensils and began to carefully pierce, cut, and consume the food 
on his platter.  “Well?” he asked, “Enjoy your meals.”  After finishing the first bite, he turned to 
Ajana, “’Not on purpose’, you say?”  He hums at that and gives her a ponderous look, as if 
sizing her up.

The wolf woman felt like she had been stared at for an hour before the being turned his 
gaze to Alric.  He seemed to quickly dismiss him and went on to Jaren.  His head tilted in 
curiosity until he shook it.  Finally, his gaze fell on Atticus.

His icy blue eyes seemed to bore deep under the elfish man’s skin.  The others could 
see just how intent the being’s gaze was.  Finally, he spoke again, still focused on Atticus, “I 
know what you desire.  I can see it in you.  I know it well, better than you can imagine.  And I 
can grant that one wish for you.”

Atticus returned the stare of the being.  Looking over his with an arched eyebrow and 
heavily suspicious, he gave a sigh.  “How should I choose to interpret that, now?” he asked, 
“Anyone could grant me what I want.  I could even do it myself.”  He took a slow bit of the meal 
in front of him.

The being shook his head, “No, if you could have done it yourself, you would have 
granted that wish ages ago.  You need assistance… And I can grant that for you.”

Though Atticus couldn’t see her, Neptune pressed her lips together.  To the others, she 
seemed to be a little worried.  “Having someone else do it for me… That’s just another form of 
suicide,” the elfish man returned grimly.  He forced down another bite of the food, pondering the 
idea this being provided.

The stranger’s eyes seemed to dig deeper into Atticus.  The air he produced seemed to 
compel the others to remain silent.  “You know how long it has plagued you, and so do I.  You 
want release from your burden.  Look around you, there is nothing in this land for any of you.  
And you know it,” the commanding tone in his voice echoed through Atticus’s mind.  He was 
right, after all.  It would put any end to his misery… and there would be one less for the others to
care for.

The elfish man finally broke the gaze and stared down, thinking it over.  He looked up 
and across at his silent companions.  And then his look came to a stop on Neptune.  Something 
clicked in him right then.  Something important that had been right in front of him this whole 
time.

The feline’s worried and plaintive expressive burned into him, and Atticus’s calm 
demeanor broke.  His eyes went wide as understanding finally broke through and hit him.  His 
hands shook as he thought of the many times he’d considered sacrificing himself for their cause
so far.  The many gruesome ways he’d seen himself dying, and the sweet release that would 
come with it.  His thoughts had always ended there.  And just in this moment, all those times 
came back to him… with Neptune sitting over his body… mourning.

“There’s at least one…” he muttered as his eyes started to tear up, staring at Neptune.  
“But… why?  He’s right… there should be nothing for me here.  I should be able to die in 
obscurity here.  But you… you cared about me.  Why?” Atticus asked quietly, “I’m supposed to 
have no one… no one who would miss me.  That’s how it’s always been.  But you…” he couldn’t



continue, letting out a sob as he lost control of his emotions.  “I don’t want you to know my 
burden… so why?” he sniffed.

Neptune reached up a fully formed hand to Atticus.  She put it on his shoulder.  Her lips 
quivered for a moment as sounds tried to escape.  “Ahh… Ahh-tih… Ahh-tuh-kiss..” in a soft 
feminine voice, she spoke her first real word: his name.

The elfish man worried as he continued to tear up.  “Please… no… I never wanted you 
to, I mean…” he shivered as he raised his arms and wrapped them around Neptune, giving her 
a hug.  “I never wanted anyone I could hurt,” he sobbed, giving a sniff as he pulled her in tight.  
“I just… I can’t… I can’t let you bear my sorrow,” he said quietly, seeming to relax for the first 
time in ages.

For the first time in so long, he didn’t just feel hesitant… he didn’t want to die.



Chapter 43  
“Nnn… not … sad… happy…” Neptune’s words were becoming clearer.  The feline then 

began to emit a low purring sound only the elfish man could hear as she hugged him back.  Like
the times before, Atticus could feel the purr enter through him and lift his spirits, easing the 
sadness in him and replace it with joy.

A sudden ‘ahem’ broke the mood for Atticus.  The being was looking more annoyed now 
for being ignored.  “Would you kindly pay attention… Atticus.”

“I’m not going to take your offer,” he says quietly, turning back to face him with 
uncertainty on his face, “I won’t… I can’t leave now.  How could I abandon her?”

A look of annoyance came over the being’s face as he stood up.  The air seemed to be 
chilling down.  And the others could see fog thickening and slowly rolling in.





As Atticus looked back at the regal being, the elfish man noticed he seemed a bit paler 
than before.  The smooth flow of the being’s skin seemed to be disrupted.  Atticus could see in 
his eyes there was an ancient power behind them, lurking, slumbering, and slowly waking.

“I don’t… want to die,” he said slowly, almost not certain of his own words for a moment. 
But he repeated them, this time with confidence, “I don’t want to die.”  Death had been exactly 
what he wanted for a long portion of his life.  Right in that moment, though, he felt… strong.

He had always felt weak with his will to die faltered.  As if he couldn’t get the nerve to go 
through with it and it made him weak.  But this time... this time it was different.  “I’m done…  I’m 
done being a… coward!” he looked the being straight in the eyes like he hadn’t before.  A 
ferocity burned in his eyes: a will to live.  “No.  I won’t take your offer.  I am going to make it 
home.  And I am going to live,” he spoke defiantly.

As the being scowled more, his features literally seemed to harden, freezing into living 
ice.  He raised a hand, showing how sharp his fingertips were getting now thanks to the 
transformation.  “You have no idea what you are dealing with,” he growls, “I know he wants you.
It has to be you.”

Strangely though, the being seemed to have trouble moving now.  His motions were 
slower than before.  And Atticus could just make out the slight sound of cracking when he 
moved.  Although, the growing fury on his face was very distracting.

Atticus raised an eyebrow.  “He?” he muttered, “So, there is someone behind all of this?”
He smirked, feeling like he had learned something he wasn’t meant to know.  “Whoever he is, 
tell him I’m done playing,” he stood up at the table, looking hard back at the regal being.  He 
sensed conflict approaching and carefully watched for signs of the first attack.



Chapter 44  
Of course, Atticus made for a lovely distraction, for Ajana had not been idle.  Far from it, 

in fact, as she crept up behind the strange being who seemed to be turning into ice before their 
eyes.  And with both her fists, she brought all her body weight into a single blow on the small of 
the being’s back.

Just a second before the attack came, the icy being started to look around.  Realization 
stirred in his eyes and he muttered, “I am really out of practice…”  With those last words, Ajana 
shattered him into thousands of icy fragments.  The fog around them dissipated, and the shards 
lay on the ground, unmoving.

With the danger over, Neptune squeezed Atticus in a hug, mewing and shivering a little. 
“Atticus… Atticus…” she said quietly, shaken from the death threat.

“Long-winded icicle.  Have a counter-argument,” Ajana smiled as she unclenched her 
hands.  She walked back around the remained back to her seat, “Shall we grab what we can, 
then?”

“Yeah, let’s do that,” Jaren said as he started taking up as much food as he could carry.  
“Hey, maybe we can use this tablecloth too?  Maybe make it into a blanket,” he said, looking to 
Ajana.

“And we could use it more as a good sack for holding all of this.  Though, Alric will need 
it as a blanket more than we do,” she gave a sigh, gathering up everything.  He takes the worst 
of things, having to sustain us as well as himself.

Atticus didn’t respond to the others.  He just hugged Neptune, stroking her back 
comfortingly.  “I won’t leave you.  I’m here now, for real,” he says softly, calming her down, “If it 
really wants me so badly, this land will have to tear my life from me.”

Taking the tablecloth and what food was left, the four set back out into the forest.  The 
lighting had changed from silvery moonlight to amber twilight, while the mist still stayed on the 
very edge of their vision.  There was no way to tell exactly which way they were going.  And the 
branches of the evergreens surrounding them were too thick to climb up on.

Like before, the days slowly eked on, one by one.  Alric seemed to deteriorate faster 
now.  Ajana remained by his side the whole time, carrying and making sure the scholar was 
comfortable.  Whenever he could pull the strength together, the wolf woman noticed a smile on 
his face.  The table food did not last long and they were returned to the conjured food.  By now, 
it took almost an hour for Alric to make a meal for everyone.

Atticus was relieved that no one brought up his suicidal tendencies after they were 
revealed by the strange being.  He wanted to walk away from that line of thought.  The elfish 
man didn’t intend to leave the mortal plane by his own hand, or any other’s now.  Not while he 
had Neptune.  Her speech had gotten better as they progressed, and she transformed from a 
mere pet into a woman.

With some effort, the elfish man found out that she fed of emotions, explaining why she 
never actually ate.  Happiness was her preferred meal, and she saw Atticus as the perfect 



breeding ground to grow it.  That is why she always wanted to be close to him, and always 
trying to make him feel better.

The forest seemed to change as they went on.  There was a strange sensation in the air,
like it was energized, charged with foreign power.  Suddenly, the mist parted before them to 
reveal a stone cliff soaring high into the darkness above.  And right in front of them was an 
entrance, glowing with a white light.  In each of their minds, something told them they were 
nearing the end.  They were so close now.

As Ajana carried the scholar, she noticed him going more limp.  Alric’s eyes were half 
closed and he was gently shaking his head, muttering something about voices… voices in his 
head.  He had been muttering before, but it was always in his sleep.  And never before had it 
been as discernible as it was now.

Atticus stared forward, weary eyes setting on what his something in the back of his mind 
told him was the finish.  He started to move more quickly to the light, renewed energy stirring.  
“There!  There!  It’s… that’s the way out!” he said with cautious excitement.  He managed to 
move into an easy jog to the light, as if it would go out if he didn’t hurry.

Jaren and Ajana picked up the pace to the door as well.  She wanted this journey to be 
finally over, not just for her sake, but for Alric.  Jaren, on the other hand, carried more cautious 
thoughts.  This place had led them in strange paths before, who was to say this was not simply 
another one?



Chapter 45  
They rushed through the lighted doorway, the shine blinding them all for a second.  

When their eyes adjusted, the entrance behind them was gone.  Behind was just a stone cliff 
and the travelers were stranded on a plateau jutting out several meters before ending… ending 
in a sea of lights!

Throughout the sky and beyond the edge, lights dances all around them, a maelstrom of 
matter and energy that bedazzled their senses!  And just under the sparks and sizzles of power 
unlimited, they heard whispers, voices calling out form somewhere beyond.

Still held by the wolf woman, Alric shook his head, groaning a little.  He brought up one 
hand to rub his temple.  “No…” he moaned softly, “Go away…”

“What is it, Alric?” Ajana asked softly placing her ear next to his mouth to catch every 
word.

“The voices,” he whimpers, “They won’t stop talking.”  He cringes and continues, loud 
enough for the others to hear, “We’re at the Root of the Universe, they say… where all matter 
and energy come from and where it all returns.”  He squeezed his eyes shut as the whispers 
intensify for everyone.

“The voices?” Atticus mutters, “So there is someone behind this, then.”  He turned 
toward the lights, “The ‘Root of the Universe’?  It’s damn well guarded enough to be.”  He took a
step back.  “If there is really the center of… everything…” he shook his head, “Well, it explains a
lot.  Does that make this… god?”  He hesitates to say it, raising an eyebrow at the thought.  
Such a concept had never come to mind throughout the journey.

Alric bent over a little more as a fell air came over the group.  A laugh of delight seemed 
to weave in and out through the whispers.  “God of Creation… of all matter and energy,” Alric 
spoke in a harsh whisper, “This is… his realm…”

“The ‘god of creation’… this is his realm?” Jaren repeated, pausing.  It does explain why 
getting to this point was so difficult… getting to the center of the universe and the god of 
creation.  Jaren looked forward towards the light at the end of the plateau, “So… does this mean
we are going to have to meet with god?”

Atticus glares over to the maelstrom, “Look, god or whatever you are, we just want out.  
We want to live.  We never had anything against you.  Just show us the way and we’ll leave like 
we wanted to.”  He made a strong gesture as he spoke.  Knowing the action from and someone 
like himself wouldn’t give much intimidation.  Only decades of fearlessly contemplating death left
Atticus with a healthy resistance to such factors.

Suddenly, Alric let go of Ajana.  He began walking towards the edge from where they 
stood.  Each time he put his foot forward, the scholar stood up a little straighter.  “Just let them 
go,” the others heard him mutter loudly, “They’ve been through enough.  They need to go 
home.”





Soon, Alric stood not more than a meter from the end.  He stared down into the abyss of 
color and energy swirling around.  “If you do that… you will?”  Alric spoke with the storm below 
as Ajana slowly walked up behind him.  “Alright… very well,” the scholar concluded and turned 
around.  Tiredly, he raised a hand to put on the wolf woman’s shoulder, “Take care of them, 
please.”  He suddenly pulled her into a hug.

Behind him, a bolt of energy shot out from the abyss and struck the stone cliff they came
though.  Strange symbols began to glow in a circle and a tunnel of light appeared.  The path 
seemed to ascend upwards.  “What do you mean, ‘take care of them’?” Ajana hugged him back,
her tail drooping, “I’m not leaving without you.”

“Promise me,” the scholar begged her, “You’re the only one I would trust to get them 
through.”

“I promise… But I will carry you to the surface, too,” she seemed to have an edge in her 
voice that would take no argument.  And Alric knew her well enough for this.

He kissed her, “Ajana… I…”  He looked her in the eye, “I love you.”  He broke out of her 
hug.  Taking a few steps back… and fell backwards over the edge.  His clothes billowed out in 
front of him as she saw the pain in his eyes.  He had to do this… or they would all die down 
here.  And not only that, he loved her deeply.

Her sorrow could not be summed up by mere words as she grabbed at his falling form, 
nearly toppling over the edge.  Ajana only managed to snag his satchel, but the strap snapped, 
letting him fall as she let out a wail of pure despair.

Atticus called out the scholars name and started forward, but stopped.  He was helpless 
to him as he disappeared over and into the abyss.  The elfish man stumbles a little and then 
drops to his knees.  “No…” he muttered, staring out at the lights of creation.  “Why…?” he gives 
an astounded noise of shock as he pleaded nearly silent to the nameless god, “Why?”

Something ignited in the elfish man, a rage unlike he had never known in his length 
melancholy.  “Dammit!” he lifted his gauntly up and aimed it toward the light, heading only a 
mechanical whir before the device sputtered out.  Perhaps it was fortunate the device decided 
to fail in its usual reliability.

Atticus gave an enraged cry and punched the device into the ground.  It only served to 
frustrate him further as the only thing hurt was he hand inside the gauntlet.  He held his other 
hand to his head.  “D… Damn it…” he muttered in defeat.

Neptune slowly slunk up to Atticus and mewed softly, “Atticus?  We need to go… 
please?”  There was fear in her voice, the whole area seemed to shake her deeply.  The elfish 
man shook as he stared forward for another moment longer, a tear dropping from his eye.  A 
few days sooner… and he would have willingly jumped into that pit in Alric’s place.  And maybe 
at that time... it would have made him happy.  He cursed again, a small sob coming through him
as he stood up.

His eyes burned with a  helpless sense of loss as he hugged Neptune tightly before 
letting go, staring into her eyes sorrowfully.  He sniffed, trying hard to remain his usual stoic 
nature.  “Let’s go home,” he said quietly, almost reluctant that he was helpless to save or, at the 
very least, avenge their guide.  He felt that familiar but horrible sense of loss that he had when 
he never wanted to feel again.  Letting out another sucking sob, he walked arm in arm with 
Neptune, crying for his fallen friend.



Chapter 46  
Jaren walked over to Ajana.  Unlike the vivid display the elfish man had given, she had 

just lay there on the ground.  Clutching the satchel to her chest, her head was over the side, 
looking into the nothingness and crying silent tears.  The wolfish man stood there for a minute 
before holding out his hand.  “Come on Ajana,” he said softly, “Alric sacrificed himself so we 
could leave.”

She looked on for a few minutes, before finally giving a heartbroken nod.  With Jaren’s 
help, Ajana was pulled from her spot on the edge, still holding the satchel of Alric.  The 
remaining members of the group crossed into the tunnel, Ajana in tears and Neptune shivering 
beside Atticus.  After stepping only a few meters forward in the tunnel of light, it faded away.  
Looking around, they saw they were at the mouth of a cave.

A few more steps and they were in the sunlight.  And to their right, in the distance, they 
saw a familiar site:  The City Eternal.

Ж Ж Ж

Making their way back into the city, they were descended upon by officials and soon 
family.  Ajana’s parents and siblings had come to the City, worried sick over her.  Her parents, 
the twins, and her younger brother all embraced her lovingly.

Jaren saw his father.  For once, he didn’t look angry.  Instead, the old man had sorrow in
his eyes, too.  He went up and hugged his son.  “I’m sorry,” he muttered over his shoulder, “I 
thought I had lost you, too… the only thing left from your mother and I ignored you.  I thought it 
was my fault you were gone.”

Atticus didn’t have any living family.  But that did not matter as much.  He hand Neptune 
now.  The feline clung to him on the sidelines, purring and twitching her tail.  “I think I’m going to
like it here with you,” she mewed softly in his slightly pointed ear.

Ж Ж Ж

Atticus had decided to drop most of his schooling.  With the technologies he discovered 
from the adventure in the depths of the universe, he began to tinker even more on what he 
could do with what he found.  It was slow work, but he managed to reverse-engineer the gems 
and gauntlet.  The tech was indeed unlike anything he had ever seen, nothing compared to it in 
any civilization, current or past.  And throughout his discoveries and advancements, Neptune 
was always there, beside his side.  Keeping him going.

Jaren mended his relationship with his father.  And eventually, he got back into school.  
He didn’t exactly excel in his studies.  But his thieving talents did not go to waste with him 
coming clean.  The wolfish man found a place in a security company.  Pointing out flaws and 
testing new systems, he climbed the ranks to be successful in a legitimate career.

It was later on that Ajana finally opened the satchel she snagged from her fallen love.  In
it was his journal, the one he always wrote in.  She saw his notes on the ‘Backdoor Dimension’ 
and how he speculated it worked.  But then she arrived at the point where their adventure 
began.  It was on the day after their first strange nightmare that he mentioned voices in his 
head, whispers.  The deeper they went, the louder the whispers became.



It didn’t take much speculation for her to put together the voices must have been from 
the ‘god of creation’ they met at the bottom.

Over time, Ajana took up the mantle Alric had left behind.  She furthered her studies and
became adept in travel sciences.  She took it upon herself and went around the universe, 
finding each entrance to the Backdoor Dimension, and sealing them one by one.

No one should have to suffer the fate they did down there.
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