
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Shadowed Man

        

        
        
          The Chronicles of Protan, Volume 1

        

        
        
          J.J. Dolley

        

        
          Published by J.J. Dolley, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE SHADOWED MAN

    

    
      First edition. July 14, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 J.J. Dolley.

    

    
    
      Written by J.J. Dolley.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Melanie

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue


[image: ]




HELLO. 

Has this found you well?  It is so strange to use the old form of communication. I can barely remember the years since I have physically written a word. I find myself humbled by the notion, as I do not claim to be an authority on the written word; few of them exist anymore.  Yet, one must acknowledge that what brought you here was curiosity.  That hint of intrigue that can only be satisfied by indulgence.  It bodes well that your kind's fascination and wide eyes remain within your time.  

I have chosen to tell you a story. A tale of days and years spent by the side of a simple man, witnessing the most amazing feats at his hands that broke through boundaries mentally, physically, and spiritually.

Stories of such magnitude and enormity have a place in history, within the corners of our conscious minds, dug within our hearts, and plastered to our very souls.  They are passed on by those who believe that beyond their very existence, we have a deeper purpose, and that these stories, told of both men and women, ignite a flame within us that seeks out hope in the dark. These are the stories of heroes who created such a contagious belief within themselves that it would inject itself into us, the lost. 

You remember these stories, do you not?  Of those men and women who would sacrifice all for what is right? What of the stories you were never told: the ones that were forbidden? The ones too tragic to retell. The ones that were forgotten. The ones that were never told. The ones that do not exist.  Unsung heroes tread the timeline as lost ghosts unaware of their absence, as though they never really left, yet quite removed from thought and memory. 

In my current year, much has fallen to mere memory, during a time that no longer believed in hope and such intangible beliefs. Perhaps it is easy to relate, but there was a time when the acceptance of failure did not exist. 

How I long for those years.  As we stand steadfast in our time, turmoil has descended upon us like a plague; therefore, it was without question that I finally sent this to you.  Even an action such as this may prove futile during this era of uncertainty.  Yet I have faith. I place my trust in you.

You, the very epitome of hope; your eyes large as galaxies as you still see beauty in the world. The fact that you chose this story speaks volumes, does it not?  Of your affinity for knowledge? Your belief in your world’s capacity for change?  That good not only overcomes, but it navigates your inner compass and is the very reason we continue on a path that shows us how true this is. You believe this, do you not?

I know you do.  I will believe nothing else. And if it is so that you believe, perhaps you could save an ounce of that belief that our Time Seekers had chosen you, too, for you to read this.  That they had Seeked through decades to find the very ones their minds had hypothesised after years of research, and found it possible to place this account in the safety of your hands and mind. As Time Seekers, their presence would have been fleeting, a memory that seemed vague; be it in what is remembered as bookstores, a shelf at a friend’s home, or from a stranger who left a note within a page guiding you to said story. Their influence would have guided you here in one way or another.

As a young man of thirty-four years, I began recording this first telling in the year of 1994.  We have all been trapped within those times, when the ignorance and arrogance of youth blinded us into a life that knew nothing more than to live for the next five minutes of glory, unaware that these mere minutes meant nothing in the grander, far more intricate weave of the universe itself.  We tend to seek acknowledgement when it is the least important factor in our existence, and with this in mind, I have taken it upon myself to enlighten you on the monumental journey that you will undertake alongside our beloved friend.

After a time, it will become all the more apparent that who it was that told you this story meant just as little as the question of how it was that this story came to rest poetically between the palms of your hands. So it will come to be that my name will become lost throughout the words that thread over the endless pages. Pages that had bared the brunt of a pen that bled as a haemorrhage, seeming to inject itself with life during its flow. 

Does one ever truly comprehend where our lives begin, and where they end?  I had always found the thought interesting, as I had come to know most of this story through the accounts of those who stood by his side, watched the miracles unfold and bore witness to countless acts of valour. A thought came to light after many a sleepless night as to whether my life had truly begun upon the first recording of this tale.  Regardless of how long my life has been, the years that mattered shone through the influence he set within me to continue with a life that seemed meagre by comparison prior to our acquaintance.  I often wonder where my life would have ended had I continued on a different, slightly more docile path. The human years seem far more comprehensible in hindsight.

This thought leads me to another that would also provide you with some insight into the world around you: the unseen aspects, the unknown, the splendour of wonder you have only seen in your imagination. Allow me to indulge you further, as this story cannot be told without introducing the wonders that the mind craves. 

There had been many a day when I found myself torn between the notion that my place had truly been with the Hybrids, my spiritual brothers and sisters, who exerted phenomenal abilities that rendered the very train of scientific logic useless.  Was my life an accidental mishap where its essence was injected into the wrong vessel?  Perhaps, yet my time amid these glorious and fascinating beings had shown me more than I could ever imagine about my own humanity and the true essence thereof. 

The why and how it came to be is now a distant memory, but my employment at this, the most covert organisation in the history of the Earth Realm, has been nothing short of enlightening. For this, I am grateful, and do not see how my life would have had any meaning had I been anywhere else. Our organisation has been dubbed with many labels over the centuries, evolving with each era and technological advancement; yet, our purpose has never altered: the protection of the Earth Realm.  

Of the many wonders that the Elder Gods had allowed to slip through the cracks of time, none would be as ambiguously phenomenal, as that of the Portal.  After many proposed theories throughout the ages, it remains unclear when the first was discovered or recorded. Nevertheless, it can be said with certainty that early civilisations had their versions of tales that date back to the most ancient times.  What was additionally unclear at first was the origin and how they came to be, as they seemed completely random and unpredictable. Yet, after some of the greatest minds set aside their petty differences, it came to be understood through much combined study that these Portals were, in fact, easily understood and were a long-dormant science hidden in the annals of suppressed documents.

Whether purposeful or not, the Elder Gods had allowed science to enter the realm of intelligence, much of its foundations researched as far back as the third century, contrary to what history has recorded.  One of the most groundbreaking elements of the research was quantum tunnelling.  The simplest definition of the theory would be that of a particle being able to surpass a barrier that it would typically not be able to.  This research was first recorded in 1896 and stemmed from the original study of radioactivity, with household names such as Henri Becquerel, Marie and Pierre Curie at its forefront.  Consequently, after much additional research on the subject matter, it was Friedrich Hund who started the tunnelling principle.

These names, however, are merely the back end of research that dates back to a name that has all but been forgotten in the history of science.  After much research had been ceased by governments around the world, it was discovered that Nikola Tesla not only set the precedent for the study, but he had additionally unlocked the answer to the very question of how the Portal phenomenon came to be. 

As the theory of wormholes had abounded for decades, it became apparent that Tesla had managed to utilise the theory to combine that of the Quantum tunnelling research, and low and behold, the Drawn Portal would birth: a Portal that could be created by our own means using the science that has been our saviour since the birth of our operation.  As for the more predominant Temporary Portal, theories and research based on Tesla’s documents are still subject to debate and verification.  These Temporary Portals seem to scatter across the Realm at various, unpredictable, however, pinpoint coordinates.  With this in mind, and after conducting sufficient investigation and mobilising sufficient manpower, as the mother base, we had become the centre of monitoring the predestination of Temporary Portals across the quadrants of our Realm. After agonising hours spent researching, the most we had come to comprehend was that the most recognisable feature of a Temporary Portal was that of a heat wave mirage, and it owed itself to countless missing persons throughout history.

In the aftermath of many a Realm invasion, it became more than evident that Pandora’s box would never be closed again. Yet, it also became desperately clear, with the destruction and eradication of the Kredal Realm, that steps had to be taken to limit the use of this form of travel. As laws had not been formally set and enforced, the perpetrators went unpunished, inhabiting their Realm and consuming every last resource without any knowledge of how to reproduce them.

Shortly after, the law was written, and The Counsel spread word across the Realm to each of our brother and sister bases of the undisputable condition of Portal Travel: none shall utilise the Portal gateway without consent by The Counsel, save for times of immediate action that will be addressed upon settlement of said events. 

I have always found it strange how rules meant to protect are defied when they suit specific agendas.

It had become evident across our bases, as well as the Realms that we had come to discover, that monitoring Portal Travel was at best an assignment that required surveillance, and at worst, a threat to any given Realm’s security.  It therefore became an unwritten law that Portal Travel would be restricted, and unlawful use of said phenomenon would be dealt with accordingly by the perpetrating Realm.  Since then, exchanges have become regular in terms of knowledge and counsel. Beings pass through strictly designated and concealed Portals across our Realm, resulting in accidental sightings of some of the most unique creatures and humanoids recorded by the unknowledgeable and uninformed.

Fascinating, one must admit. With such phenomenal feats at our very fingertips, the possibilities are limitless, and our abilities to learn would be endless. However, the technically and sceptical-minded would beg the question: why now? How is it that the possibility of such travel had been kept from us for this long?

My mind would linger in the deeper realms of scepticism, asking the most pertinent—and personally, the most terrifying question: If the Gods had kept this from us for so many aeons, what else had they kept from us?  Do they hold the key to the answer of whether the ever-fabled story of God and Jesus themselves exists?  It has fascinated me to no end that even the Realms attainable via Portal share strikingly similar versions of the Bible, Quran, Tora, Vidas, Tao Te Ching and many other religious texts; beings and creatures that shared many a similar belief to our very Realm that a higher power commanded our existence and each path that we chose.  Had the Elder Gods chosen to make themselves known to a few of us to create the illusion of choice?  These notions and thoughts could drive one to the abyss of insanity had one chosen to dwell on them too long. This, I too find concerning in its own right. 

Who would know the answers to such questions but the afore-mentioned, known as The Counsel, our very Realm’s elite individuals that hold the power of final decision. The general public has hypothesised and named them over the centuries, with names such as The Illuminati, the Freemasons, and many others that would sift through the protective flow of time itself. Yet, this in itself became unworthy of truth.  

But let me not bore you with the trivial.  You are here for answers, are you not?  Yet, besides the obvious, you do not know the questions as yet.  As it is, this too is untrue, as those questions are within you.  You will find them in due time in the deepest recesses of your mind. 

And you are here for a story, are you not?  Above all, this is what drives us as humans, the ability to believe in what is beyond us.  I do not speak of religion, nor morality.  Such things are for those who choose such paths.  I speak of the enormity of greatness that comes in many a form.  As significant as we believe we are, the greatness of our universe reminds us of how insignificant we often are, yet it is within our power to be part of the grander plan that seems to be woven into our very DNA.

What is meant for us is to find that path that leads us to it.

Perhaps my story will provide assistance toward the guidance of such purpose.  For that is what our time needs, your mind.  Your ability to see, to comprehend.  To see beyond what is immediate.  Behind the forced veil that inhibits you from all that may come to pass.

I hope that you remember the time when our story begins, the time when the first vibrations of uncertainty began, the year of 1993. Across the Realm, much had begun to transpire in the form of change, and in terms of the Realms, much had come to a silent halt.

May your time spent on this journey be as fruitful as it has been for myself.
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“All is done. All is as it should be. Your life is no longer yours. Why fight it?  You believe your will stronger beyond this Realm?  I created that very will. I will always be there, as a splinter in your mind. I am your beginning.” A pause. “And your end.”

The voice penetrated the jungle from all corners. It was not as primitive as a thundering scream, but that of a haunting, piercing hiss. It glided along the moss-embedded ground as a single ghostly entity, leaving its owner a fair distance behind as it obeyed the spell they had uttered.

With each word, the voice rustled through the tree and brush, alerting all creature and animal within the Tisanoma jungle to scatter and hide as it searched for its fugitive. There was no need, for even within the ultimate darkness of the jungle, the figure it sought had already felt the tremors of the spectral voice within their mind; the connection had never been severed. The figure felt the presence smothering the atmosphere and gripping them at the chest, and on its final word, he felt the air thicken with malice. 

The figure increased his already inhuman speed as he tore through the dense tree and brush. He made his way in the direction of the Portal, the only saving grace, his final hope resting upon the ever-fabled gateway. With a blitz of speed, he whipped branch, twig and leaf into a rustle. Those in pursuit followed, but at a speed of lesser significance. 

A weakened Oni demon stepped into the path of the pursuers, opening significant ground for the fugitive and allowing them to gain valuable time.  Finding opportunity within the dark, the creature attacked with a sweep of its right, elongated, burly arm, sending the pursuers crashing into trunk and brush.  Its left arm bore a spiked club, and it fought briefly, rendering a few motionless for a time. They would, however, rise without difficulty and return the demon’s attack tenfold. 

Methodically and clinically, they grabbed at and clung to its limbs, bringing it down helplessly as it grunted in pain at the endless punches to its joints and bones; a few snapping with the pure ferocity of the attacks.  A tug and snap of the club-baring arm, and the twist, yank, and tear of the elongated right spewed the blackened blood across the maggot-infested ground. The creature barely made a sound as the shock gripped every inch of it.  For final good measure, two of the pursuers twisted and tore its head from its body with terrifying ease, and immediately broke away once again in pursuit, tossing the head without a thought. 

The creature’s mind barely had time to comprehend its death.

The fleeing figure stumbled hard and furiously at every turn and brush of the jungle, driven by raw fear and adrenaline.  A moment would come that would test his will, and it came in the form of the largest appendage that the jungle had created, an unnaturally colossal branch that stemmed from one of the Sinsongwele trees.  Within the blinding dark, he slammed into it with a bone-snapping force. His upper back took the full brunt of the impact as he hit the ground, and for a moment, the dizziness and pain took hold.

But his mind instantly switched back to panic-stricken adrenaline.  He was up, clutching at his now injured neck, and with a light hobble, he continued on. 

His beaten and battered body stumbled through a few heavy bushes and branches, and he raised his gaze to look ahead.  There, he found the indicator, the strange yet purposeful range of branches that fell into an intricate design of twines.  Finally, through the palm branches and brush, a noticeable glow hinted through the cracks of leaves.  Had the running finally come to an end?

Beyond the final large palm leaf, relief in the form of tears overtook him as he walked into the clearing.

Four cycles; four cycles it had taken to find the ever-elusive gateway, and it stood before him now, in all of its heavenly glory.

The Portal glowed warmly with its green hue; a strange liquid flow was its most dominant visual, gently swaying as tiny waves upon a vast ocean.  He neared, and for the first time since his escape, he caught sight of his hideous appearance.

He spat the blood that had lodged in his throat, and at that moment, the adrenaline left him, transforming instantly into fatigue, and he dropped to his knees with an exhausted thud.  As he did so, it became clear that it was more than just fatigue. The ache and agony washed across every inch of him, and he fell to all fours, coughing up the last of the blood. He crawled with the last drop of energy that he had left toward the Portal.  Behind him, the pursuit would soon come to its end, so it was now or never.

His eyes sluggishly closed, and as his body collapsed into the Portal, it swallowed him as though the destination had waited for him, and him alone.  The minuscule amount of light the Portal had created followed him and disappeared. 

His pursuers tore into the clearing, clad in the black of The House of Yakuza.  Finding nothing, they instantly froze in place, as though they had been stopped by time itself. Eerily and motionless, they stood, some drenched in the dark blood of the Oni demon.

Within the deathly silence and ominous creaking woods, another figure came rustling through the bush and jumped into the area as he had caught up with the rest.  Yung Yakuza’s anticipatory expression altered immediately to rage.  

Yakuza turned to the skies, filling his lungs with air, and released a roar that resonated through the jungle, its rage a testament to the only sound that could be heard in the Tisanoma jungle within The Kreek Realm.

*

[image: ]


Losing consciousness means many things and is not without its risks and side effects.  Given the nature of a Portal’s kaleidoscope and myriad of colours within the transportation phase, its hallucinogenic-inducing flashes could render much of the brain exposed to the very essence of its phenomenon. Yet for the one that fell through our Emergency Portal, his loss of consciousness would do more than induce a dizzy spell, but not before his destination would find him hitting the concrete floor with a wet thud. 

The room was rarely used, security insurance and a failsafe for any agent stranded within The Kreek Realm.  The Portal Hub within which it resided was subject to minimal use itself, so it was no surprise to find two security personnel utilising the area for their nefarious purposes.  

“Try this one.  Got it yesterday.  Buddy of mine slipped it through base customs.  From South Africa...Malawi gold, or something...”

“Typical Asian...Malawi’s not in South Africa dickhead.”

“Oh, so you don’t want it..?”

The second man simply hushed, eyeing his friend, who grinned suggestively.  He sparked a lighter with a heavy flick and inhaled deeply.  He grunted, puffing out enough smoke to render a cough.  Both giggled.

“Damnit that’s good. This is why I love graveyard shift.  South Africans huh!? Roll me another with a little tobacco, why don’t ya..?”

“And ruin the taste!?  Fuck no, you take it as is.”

They froze.  Before them lay the man face down in a spreading pool of blood. “The fuck..?” said one, and broke for the door to alert the rest of security.  The other remained as he lowered thermal goggles while arming his rifle to scan the immediate area.

In no more than thirty seconds, the other returned with a team in tow—a crew of ten to fifteen, a medical unit and additional security.  The officers led, bursting into the area to join the remaining guard.  Once secured, the stretcher was immediately laid out for the naked body. He was covered with an undersized blanket and raced down a narrow passageway.  The man had found consciousness before rolling onto the stretcher while voices surrounded him. 

“Who the fuck is this?” asked a voice from the medical unit.

Another voice said, “Doesn’t matter, hook up the IV!”

Another shouted, “How long’s he been lying there?!”

One of the security guards who found him replied, “It doesn’t matter, he’s still alive.  Just get to it!” 

The other stopped in his tracks and watched the crew as they rushed around the corner out of sight.  Reaching up to his ear, he made contact with a significant other: “Sir.  Think we found him, sir.  Yes...I suggest you take a look yourself, sir. Level sub B sir... Yes, sir...”

He turned back in the same direction, his eyes lowered in suspicion and walked back briskly to the Emergency Portal room.

As the voices of command and prompt circled, the man’s mind drifted amid the space between them, floating weightless as their tones began to drone and stretch towards the far distance and beyond his grasp.  His loss of consciousness embraced him just before reaching the operating room, the voices that yelled and screeched becoming nothing but vague whispers that faded as he settled gently into the contours of his mind, and he welcomed its stillness as he lay himself within.

*
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Yung Yakuza burst through his palace entrance, striding briskly into a magnificent throne room of marble and obsidian.  As his long jet-black hair trailed his stride, he bellowed commands to servants close by, their cowardice instant as they scampered in all directions to follow instruction.  He continued on, walking to a perfectly fitted chair on the third tier of the room, and sat down in disgust, anxiety beginning to creep into his mind.  Upon his appointment as High Sorcerer, he had chosen the appearance of the long-extinct Rokira race, recognisable by the epicanthic fold in their eyes, and heavy, straight facial hair.  His sleekly braided beard was close to the skin, lining up with his hair, which was braided as closely as possible to the scalp.  

A servant approached, and speaking in the most common native tongue, Sian, he offered refreshment.  The man had barely finished the question before his master struck him to the ground with a force of power that projected from the palm of his hand.  He sauntered over to the helpless being on the cold marble floor and waved his hands rhythmically over him. The Sorcery lifted the defenceless Dontaran man while draining the life from him as he hovered before him.  The Sorcerer’s hands, glowing a faint white and orange, suggested a pushing movement to the right and sent the man flying in the direction of a large hook on the stone wall, impaling him with a crunch. Yakuza turned back toward his throne and walked casually behind it to stand before a large glass tube, glowing a faint scarlet that reached twenty metres high and five in diameter. Within the glass, a ghostly hiss of muffled screaming encircled, while a swirling wind echoed within as Yakuza approached.  These screams and sounds spoke to him, giving him the sound advice he needed to drive him on.

With hands on hips, he stood in thought. He then lifted his arms high and, tilting his head back, he looked up and closed his eyes to allow the screams in. 

*
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The collective of medical staff breathed heavily, some looking at each other with widened eyes mirroring their shock. Completely unprepared both mentally and technically, they stood in shock and awe as they looked upon the accomplishment before them.

A voice finally broke them from their gazes: “Shannon, have it noted that the patient stabilised at three twenty-five.  George, Emma, arrange for IVs to be prepped and a shift roster in place.  I’ll rally Doctors Singh and Fourie to have the patient observed.”

“Yes, sir,” the rest sounded off, those instructed immediately moving to fulfil their duties laid forth by head surgeon Doctor Bryan Nixon.

The doors to the Operating Room swung open, accompanied by a low, deep voice: “Good morning, all.”  As heads turned, they fell upon a man clad in white, mimicking that of his unnaturally pale skin upon a middle-aged complexion. He strode through the spacious room toward them with effortless grace; his jet-black, mid-back-length hair hung loose, swaying with his stride. “Can we confirm any identity?”

“Commander,” came the response from the room, each returning to their duties, albeit nervously so; the presence of base Commander Sorin, God of Water, was unexpected, yet not without merit.

Sorin turned slowly, but with intent to Doctor Nixon, his unnerving gaze meeting Nixon’s as he studied him; those eyes, void of both iris and pupil, were an aspect that Nixon had now become accustomed to. “You are certain he is stable...?”

Nixon simply tilted his head as though surprised that Sorin doubted him, but continued, ignoring the question: “He suffered six broken ribs, a ruptured spleen, a punctured lung, a broken left forearm, two severely damaged vertebrae in his neck, and a shattered right cheekbone. How...the hell, could he have possibly survived all of this?  I mean, this wasn’t just a beating, Sorin. This was torture. There’s no question that whoever did this wanted him dead, but for some reason didn’t use...logical methods. And how he made it to the Emergency Portal...”  Nixon sighed as they both turned their heads back to the gurney.  He continued, lowering his voice. “That’s eight miles of jungle, Sorin.  You think someone dumped him here?  The guards have no record of a signal.”

Sorin simply stood in thought, arms folded.

“Sir,” Nurse Shannon beckoned, gloves still crimson from the operation’s aftermath.  Nixon excused himself, moving to the monitor that Shannon stood before.  “The EEG is clear. What we feared has happened.”

Nixon sighed, a combination of relief and resignation. “George, Emma, keep that roster thin,” and he turned to Sorin, “he’s in a coma.  Gonna have a hard time coming out of this.”

Sorin nodded thoughtfully, and after a moment, gestured for him to continue. “Okay, let’s clear up.  We got a lot to prepare.  Thank you all.  Human death toll still zero,” and smirked slightly as they began to file out in turn, nodding lightly to Sorin as they did. 

As the two remained, looking on in deep thought, Nixon finally added: “I need to fill out the report.  Anything else you need?”

“Delay the report for now,” Sorin said thoughtfully. “There’s enough to concern ourselves with for the time being.”  He paused, receiving no objections.  “Contact Singh and Fourie.  We need opinions on how to resolve this.  In addition, gather everyone who was present here.  Try your best to keep this patient private.  It could be a great risk to have this be public across this and the rest of our bases.  The patient will remain here under your supervision, your staff’s care, and Singh’s analysis until recovered. ”

Nixon nodded in exhaustion and made his way toward the exit to scrub off.  “Oh, one more thing.  There’s something that’s lodged into the top of his spine, the same area where his vertebrae are damaged.  I couldn’t tell whether it was forced or surgical, too much blood.  But someone was trying to remove it.”

Sorin nodded curiously and watched him leave. He slowly moved over to the unconscious man, life support keeping him from greeting the afterlife, his body riddled with surgical tubes.  His caramel-brown skin was finally noticeable after most of the blood and dirt had been cleaned off, and on his chest, he found faint scarring on the left side.  The job was far from done, but the man now had a face that could be recognised, that is, if anyone knew him.

Sorin stood beside the bed, taking in the sight of the man breathing sluggishly.  Each breath sucked in, was exhaled with a faint jerk of the chest.  Sorin’s expressionless gaze worked down, and then up the man’s body.  He looked up higher as he heard the beeping that told the story of how fragile the man was.  Holding his gaze for a moment, he finally sighed before turning toward the exit and gradually taking his leave.  He stood outside, keeping his focus on the man, and closed the door. 
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




“YOU USELESS INBRED!  You have cost me four cycles!  Your incompetence will be the death of me! ”

“I have a way to have this right, sire, if you would care to hear...”

“I have heard your plans, sorcerer!  An unending list of them!  They are as mediocre as this spit of Realm itself!  What could you possibly do to save this?”

“We must realign the current process with the previous idea.  This will surely improve it tenfold.”

The memory plagued him. It would neither waiver nor cease, feeling the Emperor’s tone slithering up his spine.  For many a moon, Yung lingered on the accomplishment of how he had conjured the monumental, elaborate design of what the Emperor had demanded.  Although it had run its course ever too smoothly, the final implementation had evaded him and escaped into the Earth Realm.

The legalities of said plan had never been anything other than a laughable thought, yet the possibility of failing the Emperor was all too real. Without the subject of interest, which now no longer resided within the Realm, it became all too clear that the potential for this to be foiled was as detrimental.  Given their previous failure, assuming he would not survive another was enough.

Two suns and a moon had passed, and he was no closer to a potion, a Sorcery orb or scroll that could conjure the ever-fabled Portal within the Tisanoma jungle.  He held prestige status as a Sorcerer, the highest tier of Hulta, but spells were his forte. Inter-Realm Portal conjuring was a rare faculty, and most who claimed to possess such power were slaughtered or had vanished twenty cycles ago.  

He slammed fists into the work desk, shoving the array of paraphernalia to the stone floor with clatters and smashes of glass.  “Krush,” he called out, hands spread across his work desk on the lower level of his castle.  Heavy boots sounded at a brisk pace approaching from the corridor.  The man who entered stood tall in the archway, his height a terrifying seven and a half feet, his cold grey irises solidifying his presence, and his dark hair falling about his eyes and onto his shoulders.  He additionally bore the Kaldutan race skin tone of bronze.

He responded in the Sian tongue, with a voice that rasped along with a deep resonance: “You called Master.”

Yung paused, his face a testament of disgust before he continued: “Send for Ashrin.”  

Krush paused before he spoke, choosing his words carefully: “He will not come willingly, Master.  I do not believe that ties have been remade between him and yourself, Master.”

“He will answer to the Emperor’s Sorcerer,” he spat. 

Krush stood, and after a moment, he nodded.  “Very well Master.  We must still discuss what to do with the other matter.”

“Do with the body what you will.  It matters little with circumstances at hand.”

“Master,” Krush nodded, and turned away.

Yung looked about the chamber, eyes falling upon the array of crates of Sorcery orbs and scrolls, and immediately moved over to pack them furiously.

*
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Confidentiality would serve a hierarchy more than any other. This is, of course, to maintain control. Such lack of transparency would never serve the purpose of protection; if anything, it would only create scepticism, doubting every word and action of said hierarchy.  At Fort Knox, the notion of secrecy was unheard of, as we functioned not as a body, but as the heart of that body that synchronised as much as possible. Exceptions to such a rule made logical sense, an example of this being the man who had fallen unannounced into a covert base that protected its Realm from this very phenomenon.  The irony of it all often rendered my mind into self-satisfactory circles, where, with his arrival, the news would spread like wildfire from Main Floor to the living quarters, to Level Sub C. 

The Emergency Portal was nothing more than what its name implied. Its function was simple: an escape route for agents beyond the Earth Realm.  A remote signal would rebound from The Beacon, automatically charging and opening the Portal.  As the man was neither an agent nor even known, it was an eerie thought to consider how he came to not only utilise the Portal but also find himself here.

The medical wing, known as Level Sub B, was where the man was stationed.  As instructed, surveillance ran twenty-four hours of monitoring to document his recovery, if any.  Amid the unrest and uncertainty, his coma remained unaltered.

Doctor Bryan Nixon arrived to follow up, his exhaustion evident as he exhaled irritably.  A progress chart was handed over as he entered, and he gazed at the data, puzzled.  After a moment, he said with a croak, “This is impossible.  Are you sure these are accurate?”

“Yes, sir,” Shannon responded with the same expression. “Internal bleeding has ceased, neural activity is reaching normal, and his vital signs should be back to normal within another twenty-four hours.”

He looked at her, his exhaustion vanishing instantly.  “He’s only been here for two days, Shannon.” 

She shrugged, her shoulders keeping their position longer than what was necessary: “I’m as confused as you are, sir.”

There was a moment of pause where Nixon leafed through the rest of the pages, shaking his head as he caught the numbers and explanations.  Shannon, however, leaned in closer to continue. “Sir, there’s something else.”  Nixon turned back to her, eyes wide as though now was the time he had truly awoken. “That contraption in his spine,” she paused. “It’s a metal.”

Nixon’s eyebrow rose: “Then how the hell did you do the MRI scans?”

She sighed: “Again. I don’t know what to tell you.”

“And it’s still there...?”  She nodded, not sure of what further she could say.

“Okay, keep your eye on him.  Have another two copies made of these, and I’ll see you back here in a few hours.  Have anything unusual reported.”

“Yes, sir.”

Nixon walked off and instantly clicked the top button on the standard headset assigned to all personnel at the base.  “Singh, meet me at the O.R. in one hour.”

*
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Yung Yakuza paced the dungeon halls. He moved from one chamber to another, micromanaging and yelling obscenities and orders at the house hands as they packed crate after crate.  All resources had been expended, and neither ancient scroll nor spell could assist with the conjuring of the Portal.  Reaching the final room at the end of the darkened corridor, he opened the large door and stood looking in deep thought.

“We are all but ready, Master,” came Krush’s voice as he approached.  “All that is needed is a location.”

Yung remained in thought as he stared into the room.  After a moment, he reached into the inside of his shirt and withdrew a potion vial.  He shoved it toward him without looking: “The Arid Lands will do,” and after a pause, he closed off: “Take these too,” he gestured with his head toward the room before he moved off down the corridor.

“Very well, sir.  A final word Master...?”

“What,” he spat.

“He has arrived.” Yung turned, pausing a moment as he breathed in a sigh that spoke enough of where his mind sat at present. After a moment, he turned off to climb the stone stairs. 

As he reached the summit, he looked across the vast space of the entrance room to see Ashrin himself standing proudly at its centre.  Over time, his appearance had become far more striking as he came to know his chosen art form within the Hulta tier of Sorcery.  His height was already a factor, only a foot short of the seven-foot-five average of the Kaldutan race.  For fine measure, his pale white skin and scarlet mid-back-length hair with irises to match would render most intimidated.  His strong jawline, prominent cheekbones, and broad-shouldered physique would be attributed to another long-extinct race, known as the Mesuyan.  On this moon, he wore a black body suit tailored with a large chest guard.  Leg armour stretched from boot to knee, and he stood with a smirk that only broadened as his eyes fell upon Yung. 

Yung paused as he regarded him, finding a guard on the flat of his back beside the grinning Sorcerer.  As he strode across the room, he kept a hateful eye on his counterpart, and finally broke the ice: “Yet another of my guards, Sorcerer?”

“He intended to search me. I only allow women to touch me in that way.”  Yung’s Sian tone demanded not only respect but submission, given the power bestowed upon him by the Emperor.  Hulta both respected and feared him; however, upon Ashrin seeing the state of Yung’s appearance, he did not return these courtesies. “I have long awaited the sun that the legendary Yung Yakuza would approach, bribe, or threaten me, once again.  It has been a few cycles since we have spoken, has it not?”

Yung had reached his throne by then and said nothing as he sat comfortably.  Ashrin simply waited for a response as he looked him over with a condescending expression.  Yung finally exhaled: “Yes, I believe it was at the execution of the Sustran leaders.  We did not share pleasantries, however.”

“Oh, you must forgive me,” he grinned, “You were of no importance that sun.  The events at hand were far more of value to be studied.” 

Yung felt his blood boil that the Sorcerer could say these things with such ease and reverence that, had he not known him for so many cycles, he would not know if he was being insulted or not. “What could you possibly have to study at an execution...?”

Ashrin looked at him, eyebrows raised lightly, but only exhaled in response.  After a moment, he continued: “You know, it must be said, that being the Emperor’s left hand, you do seem to know very little of what makes its rounds in our circle.”

“I do not give a pig’s shit about what other Hulta have been conjuring—“

“So what is it that you seek?” Ashrin interrupted gracefully.  “Clearly, you need nothing that is of value, especially that of the Emperor’s Sorcerer.  Perhaps you have finally found the time for pleasure?  I can most definitely assist in showing you how the female nether operates.”

Yung slammed his fist on the arm of his chair, standing up in a huff as he glared at Ashrin, who simply returned a gleaming smile, his eyes widening in amusement, unthreatened by the potential of what could follow.

Yung, however, breathed in deeply, finding his centre as it was he who summoned the Sorcerer.  His shoulders dropped, and to his left, a servant girl entered timidly with a tray of refreshments.  She stood before Ashrin, who towered over her, and he took a drink joyfully, throwing it back with satisfaction.

“Well, if that is all, I will take my leave.  Many thanks for the invitation,” and he turned slowly for the large open doors.

“I seek a potion for an Earth Portal.” 

This gave even Ashrin pause.  He turned in a slow and dramatic display on his heel, and looked with bemusement at Yakuza.  He chuckled for a moment, then sighed before he responded: “Potion Portals are a solution of the past.  Surely you are aware of that?”

“We both know why a potion is the better option.”

Ashrin tilted his head: “True, however, I no longer possess the means to camouflage the Portal residue.  The Emperor has taken many precautions by removing that privilege from me.”

Yung simply tilted his head, eyes lowered: “Surely that does not infringe on your ability...”

Ashrin shrugged, grinning once more, saying nothing further.  If arrogance had a face, it would be his.

A silence loomed, but filled with a tension that exhumed from Yung while Ashrin revelled in the moment.  “Sorcerer,” Ashrin finally started, moving casually forward, “it is well known that I do not possess any interest in the plans of the Emperor and those associated.  They are merely a means to an end that does not benefit me.”

“What is it that benefits you, Ashrin,” Yung spat.

“A fine question,” he responded, but said nothing further.

Yung narrowed his eyes, studying him, but found that the Sorcerer bore not a minor idea of what Yung could offer.  After a moment, he attempted.  “My Sorcery Rain runs at an abundance.”

“Please,” he said, swiping the idea away.  “Even if it was an option, it means nothing in the grand scheme of anything as it is.” 

“Then what, Ashrin!?  What!” 

He simply shrugged once more, waiting for another offer.  All that came was the heavy rage-filled breathing of Yung, and after a moment, Ashrin sighed:  “Well, as before, I must take my leave. Much to do and much to see.  May the Gods ease your pains, Sorcerer!” 

Ashrin turned once more for the doorway and strode more briskly this time.  Yung remained on his feet, feeling the humiliation simmer beneath his skin.  It would soon turn to rage, and as the Sorcerer reached the precipice, he hurled a glowing ball of energy at his back.  It slammed with a dull thud and surrounded the Sorcerer in a bright ball of scarlet energy.

Ashrin, however, continued his stride, and soon the energy was absorbed, fading as a dying flame as it sizzled away by the protection spell that surrounded him.  He simply grinned as he descended the stone stairs beyond the exit, out of sight.  

Krush entered from the stairwell beyond the throne and moved over to Yung.  “When all this is over, I will have that son of shit’s cock on a skewer and thrown into the Null Realm.”

“I would be glad to assist, Master.”

Yung shook off the tension and asked with a hiss: “Are we ready?”

“Moments away Master.  Are there any final arrangements?”

“Burn the traces.  We need nothing leading back to us.”

“What of the jungle?”

“Not needed.  Now get this done.  Time is wasting.” 

“Master.”  He bowed his head, but continued, “However, there may be a problem.”  Yakuza accepted a scroll from Krush’s hands, looking him over as he unrolled the papyrus.  Yung breathed deeply, fuming silently as he skimmed the script.  Gradually, his hands fisted, attempting to crumple the thick scroll.

After a moment of thought, he finally instructed: “Delay the movement of the merchandise, but continue with the rest.  Have done.”

Krush strode off, and Yung watched as his protégé descended the stairs, barking orders as his voice trailed off.  Finally, Yung turned to walk behind the throne, listening to the voices that whispered from the Sorcery Rain. He peered through the scarlet ethereal flow, and within, a shape appeared to him.  It danced in the form of a figure, that of a woman.  It was never clear what the Rain spoke of, yet his interpretations were seldom incorrect.  He narrowed his eyes in thought and strode away briskly toward the dungeon stairs.

What Yung did not see, however, was Ashrin’s departure.  He climbed aboard his carriage, standing on the step to peer over his transportation.

“To the palace, sir?” asked the driver.

“No.  Make for the jungle.”

*
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On this day, Doctor Singh chose the stairs.  He had counted them many a time, yet with renovations and alterations over the years, he had found it more comforting simply to count the people that passed him by, allowing his mind to wander.  Being one part of the heads of both the Medical Department and a member of the board of the Scientific and Related Research department, combating Obsessive Compulsive Disorder took its toll on the mind. Within the endless flights of quiet stairs was a space to ease said burdens. 

He reached the door and inhaled deeply before he opened it.  The rush of voices and feet swarmed about him, invading every inch of his space much as a paper bag shoved over his head.  It was never his choice to visit Main Floor. Sorin required the weekly reports, and no matter how refined communication had become, what was more critical would always be the one-on-one exchange with the base commander.  What additionally perplexed them, he and Nixon, was their new patient, and it was time for Sorinto to be informed.

The crowds were not unforgiving, but they were abundant. One had to allow for all to go about their duties: from Tech department interns, medical interns delivering reports, tactical team members being debriefed, and heads of department.  Amid these were more personnel who were the working engine and the heartbeat of Fort Knox. Doctor Singh found himself at the centre of these persevering individuals as he made his way to the staircase that rose to the office block overlooking Main Floor.  

The stairs were fixed to the rock wall, its natural formation undisturbed by the design that elevated the wall a whole floor high to an office block with a string of doors that ran down the high walkway.  These were built into the stone wall that made up the barrier and the shape of Main Floor. 

As he strode down the walkway, he found himself at the final door that read ‘COMMANDER’, and knocked ever so cautiously that one could barely hear.  “Come in, Doctor,” came Sorin’s voice. 

He opened to the view of a desk that curved in a semi-circular shape, made from the very rock that enclosed the block.  The space was ample with the desk at its centre, allowing for the additional space to be used in the unique fashion the Commander chose to use it.

Behind the desk were three desktop monitors mounted on the wall.  They fed news reports from all across the Realm, each screen split into smaller mosaics showcasing any broadcast that could be accessed at any given time.  Sorin stood at one of the file cabinets to the right of the third screen at the corner of the office. These were situated along the opposing walls, with cabinets A-M on the left and N-Z on the right side. Sorin stood at the file drawer marked "P," typing on the newly developed touch-sensitive screen that extended out of the drawer.  As the Doctor entered, Sorin closed the drawer with a touch. 

“Commander,” the Doctor greeted respectfully.  “The new technology working well?”

Sorin simply tilted his head, “So far, so good.  Typing still needs some refining, though.”

Singh nodded, surprised, “I’ll send for the crew to troubleshoot right away.” 

Sorin nodded: “No rush.  So what brings you here?  It can’t be the weekly reports already.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” and he laid the folder on the desk as they both took a seat.  Sorin’s eyes remained on him for a moment before he picked up and leafed through the folder. 

He nodded at intervals, but after a moment or two, he asked: “I have known you for a time, Doctor.  So I know this is not the only reason you are here.”

Singh moved uncomfortably in his seat and sighed before he responded: “The patient’s recovery rate is phenomenal.  He’ll be in full recovery imminently. ” Sorin tilted his head in thought while nodding for the Doctor to continue.  “Nixon and I have our theories, but we’ve never seen anything like this.  Not even Healers have this kind of ability.”

Sorin folded his fingers and turned to the right as he sat in thought.

“Sorin,” the Doctor added, choosing a solemn tone, and Sorin turned back, breaking away from his thoughts, “Do you remember the rumours?  Some of the reports from our missing team members confirmed them.”

Sorin gazed at him again, “I don’t see reason for him to be here.  Besides, reliable reports indicated that he was executed.  In all likelihood, he is simply a stray from a Temporary Portal that’s returned somehow.”

Singh shook his head absently at the thought.  It was not without reason to doubt what came from the Kreek Realm, and there was plenty of reason to be cautious. “That aside, Nixon and I have a suggestion. We’ve been working on a procedure for some time, and since we know little about this subject, the best way is to utilise this procedure to investigate.”

Sorin looked at him, intrigued: “Is this what you proposed recently?”

“If you mean the internal cameras, that’s correct.”

“By all means.  It is best we all attend.”

There was a rattling at the office door, and after acknowledgement, the door was opened by a six-foot, African American man, Arnold Shaw.  Recently transferred from the training base known as The Kremlin, highly proficient at weaponry and trained in the dying art of the gunslinger, he had chosen a life beyond the navy, and after falsifying his death, he was recruited instantly by Layla Adams herself.  He still brandished the U.S. Navy badge on the left of his chest. 

He removed his beret as he entered the office. “Good morning, Sir, Doctor,” he said, nodding in both directions. “I apologise if I’m disturbing, but you wanted to see me, Commander.” 

“Nothing to apologise for, Major.  We were just about done; the good Doctor and I were just about to leave,” and he stood gracefully before he instructed.  “Have all tactical teams report to the base within twenty-four hours.  Have it understood that we will have a general meeting.  Attendance is mandatory.” 

“Consider it done, sir. I will schedule the meeting for Friday afternoon, that’s the soonest Layla and the others will be available.”

“Better make it Saturday, they will need to be well-rested.” 

Shaw left immediately, and the Doctor stood up to leave as well.  Sorin turned to him. “Lead the way, Doctor.”
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Chapter 3
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SORIN AND DOCTOR SINGH were stationed in the viewing room. The Commander stood at one of the large bay windows while Singh ran through his preparation process.  The angled glass allowed Sorin a perfect view of the darkened operating theatre below, lit only by the bright lights that stood at each corner of the operating table. These shone upon the personnel who moved with purpose around the room in preparation for Doctor Singh’s experimental surgery. 

Unlike the usual surgical instruments, the room was equipped with monitors and additional personnel.  Shannon was to take the lead with a nursing assistant.  On the opposite side of the table, two more nursing staff would monitor and control the patient’s stability.  Stationed two metres further on either side were three personnel, each with a monitor, all standard computer screens.  Each of these men and women methodically connected and adjusted keyboards and screens, as well as contraptions to said keyboards that seemed beyond the knowledge of the base Commander.

“It has been some time since I read your proposal, so perhaps you should walk me through the procedure once more.” 

“Of course,” he responded, glancing momentarily at Sorin as he shook himself from his trance of concentration. “The procedure is purely observational, hence the reason that no surgeon is present.  What we’ll be doing is simply checking for possible dormant contaminants while documenting what we observe.”

“So, a biopsy?”

As Singh nodded gingerly, the door opened behind them, a voice following it: “A new age biopsy, I’d say.” The two turned, acknowledging Doctor Bryan Nixon’s presence.  He stepped in hastily: “Sorry I’m late, but wanted to be sure we have no interruptions.”

“The grid is fine, then?” 

“Yeah.  Electricians think it was an overload, but they’re still investigating.”

“You had problems?” Sorin asked curiously.

“Power surge,” Singh responded. “Seemed more of a drain if I’m honest.  Was about thirty seconds. Nothing serious though.”

“Report those to me immediately in the future,” Sorin responded, his head turning thoughtfully back to the view below. “I believe that may have been the Emergency Portal opening.”

“Sure thing, boss,” Nixon acknowledged, taking a seat at the opposite side of Doctor Singh. “We set up yet?”

“Feel free to ask,” Singh responded as he typed with adept speed across the keyboard. 

Nixon clicked the top button on his headset and spoke clearly: “Good morning, people.”

Jovial yet short responses sounded all around, filtering into each of their ears where they sat. “Glad everyone’s awake.  How we doing, Shannon?”

“Patient is under...” she responded as she moved around the table, “...neural activity’s good...assistants on point...we good here, doctor.”

“Cameron?” 

“Need one more minute, doc.  Scanning software for safety.”

“Martha?”

“Just about ready.  Waiting for Doctor Singh’s signal...”

Singh typed the last of his algorithm. “Ready, Martha, you should receive the connection now.”

“Got it,” both Cameron and Martha responded as they connected to the network that ran through Level Sub B, alternatively loading to the backup server that kept all research records safely stored.

“Very well.  Shannon, you may begin.”

Shannon positioned herself before the table at the foot of the operating table, where a silver suitcase sat waiting.  Clipping it open, she removed a device encased in glass and gently placed it on the Mayo stand.  She clicked release valves on either side of the casing, popping the glass to reveal its content. 

“Forceps, please.” She removed the contraption within.  It was no larger than the upper joint of a finger.  Between the forceps, it seemed insignificant, yet she placed it with extreme caution upon the stand. 

“We’ll be using the second one today too, Shannon,” Singh said, careful to speak after she had placed it safely.  Shannon acknowledged, and from within the same casing, she removed another similar contraption, this no larger than a fingernail. 

Placing it upon the stand, she called for a dish and acknowledged: “Ready, Doctor.”

“You may proceed.”

As she moved over to the man, Sorin watched, arms crossed: “What is it that you are hoping to find?”

“Answers,” Singh responded. “We can’t possibly accept that he has healed by mere Hybrid ability.  As I have mentioned, not even Healers can recover this rapidly.”

“His DNA has no traces of Hybrid qualities, so personally and professionally, we gotta rule out the Healer possibility. There’s still too much to learn about the Kreekers, so this is the best way, albeit experimental.”

Sorin simply nodded, watching intently.  Shannon had moved to the Mayo stand, awaiting instruction. “We’re about to go live.  Martha, Cameron, stand by.” 

“Ready when you are, Doc.” 

“Shannon, proceed.”

“Open the mouth, please.” Her assistant gently pried open his jaws, leaving them slack as his mouth gaped.  The forceps gripped lightly, and her attention focused as she slowly moved the first contraption toward his mouth.

“Careful.” 

“I would be if you would not interrupt Doctor Singh,” Shannon responded shortly yet respectfully.

“Let her do her job, Singh,” Nixon said under his breath beside him, Singh simply sighing as he watched. 

“Administering the first device.”  She placed the contraption gently at the back of the man’s throat, the assistant using the closest light as her guide over his orifice. “Delivered and ready.”

“Great job, Shannon,” Nixon responded.  “Martha, stand by.”  Singh typed once more, his hands a blur as he entered activation codes.

Six monitors sat atop a desk before them, three per computer, and the three to their left sparked to life with a view out of the man’s mouth, with Shannon’s masked face looking down into the camera. “We see you,” Nixon mused.

“Next, please.”  Shannon turned, gripping the second device carefully once more, and moving over with caution as she placed the second smaller device gently beside the other. “Delivered.  Devices ready.”

“Thank you, Shannon and crew, please stand by. Martha, Cameron, you’re up.”  The next three monitors sparked to life, the view out of the mouth now duplicated on all six monitors. 

“Martha, take the lead. Cameron, you may activate.” Martha placed her hand on a cylindrically shaped contraption that stood tall atop a solid block, ten centimetres in both width and length, with the cylinder shape extending an additional twenty centimetres in height.  Her hand gripped the cylindrical shape, and at its base, the square block allowed the cylinder to rotate. As she did so, the camera's lens would move in the same direction. 

“I will activate the next module.” Singh typed and hit the Enter key once more.  The two separate cameras extended jointed legs from within their tiny casings.  Both lifted themselves mechanically and stood on all six legs.  Martha and Cameron allowed the devices to move in a circular motion, testing the movement accordingly. 

“Hey keep off my ass.  Don’t want you sniffing me out.”

“What, scared I’ll mount you...?” Martha responded to Cameron with a smirk. 

“Focus, please,” Singh said, forcing a silence from both of them. “Prepare for multi-mode.” 

After a few more coded algorithms, the cameras split themselves, creating three separate images per device.  Consequently, the monitors before Sorin, Singh and Nixon each shared their own unique image, allowing for the additional personnel on either side of Martha and Cameron to take control of their respective cameras. 

“What is the next step?” Sorin asked.

“Three will explore the respiratory system, while the other three will be moving amid the nasal passage and toward the inner ear and hopefully the skull.”

“Sounds like an intricate process,” Soring said thoughtfully.

Nixon looked at Sorin, grinning: “It’s gonna be a long one, Commander.  Might as well get comfortable.”

“Very well.  I will first contact security concerning information about the power surge.  Have all activity sent to me immediately.”

“I wouldn’t hurry back, Commander, I don’t believe much will be found any time soon.”

“Doctors.”

“Commander,” they each nodded respectfully.

As Sorin walked for the exit, Nixon asked with a sigh: “You really think we’re gonna find something?”

“I have no doubt.” 

*
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The Earth Realm boasts many terrains, its beauty a sight to behold for even the unmoved.  From the more renowned Grand Canyon, The Amazon, and The Sahara, to the Himalayas, and the lesser known but arguably more stunning sights such as Greece’s Meteora, China’s Jiuzhaigou valley, the Wai-o-Tapu in New Zealand, and the Tsingy de Bemaraha in Madagascar; the Earth Realm has inherited a history of stunning sights that few others could rival.

On the northern tip of Africa, another stunning country holds much history, as well as its own breathtaking culture, atmosphere, and striking scenery.  Located in Morocco, one of these sights, known as the Erg Chebbi, boasts a lesser-known wonder that is part of the Sahara itself.  As natural and authentic as the sight was to behold, with its rolling hills of golden sand and endless mounds accessible with the correct guidance, it went without saying that it was equally as treacherous as it was fascinating.

It was here that a Portal sparked to life, its static signature swelling from the minute ball it originated from.  It grew rapidly, forming its archway to mimic that of a doorway, glowing in the mid-afternoon sun, entirely out of place with its surroundings. 

Before it reached its complete form, a man tore through it,  his haste evident as he barely kept his footing across the loose terrain.  Finding his balance, his head snapped back to the Portal, willing it to close as he yelled in dread.  Curiously, it did not obey, and he continued to careen across the sands, snapping his head back in intervals.

From the Portal, another figure emerged, and the man saw a large grizzly bear, growling with fury as it caught sight of him a fair distance ahead.  The man picked up his pace and continued to glance over his shoulder, dread washing over him with each stride.  With each snap of his head, the bear crept forward, planting its massive paws hesitantly into the sand.  Looking back again, it had shrunk, its fur disappearing as the distance between them grew wider.  With the next view, he was confused by the sight of a woman, naked on all fours, who seemed to replace the bear.  Another look and she had lain herself flat with arms extended over her head.  Next, the woman had vanished, and now, a giant serpent slithered with adept speed across the sleek sand toward him, his terror gripping him with totality.

Ahead of him, a small oasis drew nearer.  The palms that rimmed the sanctuary were not as thick and secluded as he would have hoped, but the bush that surrounded made for enough camouflage.

As he searched the area, the call of a hawk sounded from above, his confusion deepening as he found it circling the oasis high in the crisp blue sky.  He slid beneath the largest bush that caught his eye, and he breathed heavily as he looked around frantically.  There was no sound, save for the buzzing and clicking of insects.  The hawk had quieted, and it was now a matter of staying silent himself.

There was a snapping; a branch or twig, he could not tell.  Leaves and branches rustled, and silence. He yelped, abruptly yanked and lifted off the ground. Yelling desperately, he was pulled and strung from his feet. He stopped short, swinging in circles as he saw the world inverted.  As he turned, the head of the large snake came inches from his face.  Its hissing and dark eyes drew his terror right to the surface, its forked tongue flashing and darting around his cheeks and eyes as his breath caught and choked in his throat.

Movement came from its left, and this time, a man came sauntering over, one hand extended toward him.  As he neared, his free hand shot forward, and something else gripped the captive man’s hand.  He felt the tension at his feet release, but something tightened at his left hand. Unceremoniously, he swung over to be planted firmly on his backside. Next, his opposite hand was snatched too, and he was strung up to face the creature and man head-on. 

The man who drew nearer was of Hispanic origin, while the snake was not a species he knew, yet the one who chose the form was well acquainted with the green anaconda. 

The call of the hawk sounded once more, this time much nearer, and the captive man watched as the bird swooped from above, flying in an arc around them.  As it reached its apex, its wings flapped wildly, releasing a shimmer of gold dust that sprinkled and evaporated into the air. Yet, what truly took him aback was when the hawk lowered itself.  With wings spread wide, the hawk shifted, its wings extending into the arms of a human, and its head transforming to that of a woman.  Upon her landing, her hair was loose, falling as a dark waterfall over her eyes and face, her Native American heritage apparent.  She wore a body suit, equipped with cavalla, knee, and elbow guards, identical to the man that still stood before the captive. The protection was necessary for the last known Sorceress of the Earth Realm. 

The woman strode over, tying her hair up. “Layla and David will be here shortly.  She looks...well, like Layla.” She paused, looking at the captive, tilting her head, narrow-eyed as she mused.  “Thought he was taller.”

“You’re right, senorita,” the man mused with the same expression, his Central American accent prevalent as his hands remained extended toward the captive.  “The last of them.  You’d think he’d be more...intimidating.”

“Fuck you all. You have no idea who you’re fu—“

He was cut short by a vine that gagged him, the man’s hands moving methodically about his body. “Can’t hear him,” the Central American mused, “you think he’s choking Yoka?” The colossal snake turned its head willfully to the man beside it and nodded slowly. 

A rustling sounded behind them, and Layla’s authoritative voice followed: “Alright, let him go, Tap.” As she entered the space, armed and geared with cavalla, the three turned in unison as Taproot loosened the grip of the captive’s throat.  The anaconda coiled its body and moved a short distance away.

“The others secured?” 

“Of course,” she responded shortly, exhaling as though she had just caught her breath.  Behind her, First Lieutenant David Mudarikwa moved over to the snake that had lain itself flat on the ground.  Layla moved over gradually: “That him?”

“Yeah. Elina thinks he’s short,” Taproot mused.

“Aw, jealous?” Elina said as she moved over, caressing his shoulder.

“Well it’s about damn time,” Layla responded in her deep Southern American accent. “Done chasing these assholes.  He given any names?”

“Do they ever...?” came David’s Southern African accent a short distance away.  The Zimbabwean stood over the snake that began to shrink in jerking motions, its body contorting unnaturally with audible cracks of bone. “We have a better chance with his subordinates.”

“It’s worth a shot.” Layla swung her rifle over her shoulder, drew a handgun from her hip and strode over to the bound man. She cocked the weapon, aimed at the centre of his forehead, and asked with a calm yet authoritative tone. “Who’s your boss?” The man’s eyes widened, a combination of fear and determination beaming back at her, but his lips sealed. “You have two seconds, and I have no idea how many bullets I have left.  Two...” The man said nothing, attempting defiance but failing miserably. “One, and I ain’t kidding.” Still nothing, and his eyes reddened with fear. “Fine.” 

She pulled the trigger.

Nothing but a heavy click, the only noise that followed in the space was that of the man’s yelp.  He inhaled deeply, as though he had never known life. “Well, apparently my math sucks.  Shameful for the leader of a tactical Black Ops unit, right?  Oh well, fortunately, I have Elina.  He’s all yours,” and she turned away, holstering her firearm.

The Sorceress shrugged, moved over casually, knelt and reached into the ground before them. Her irises shifted to a golden shimmer.  The man’s fear rendered him quivering while Elina mumbled under her breath.  She closed her eyes, bringing her mumbling to an abrupt end...and snapped her golden eyes open with a blow of sand into the man’s face.

The man yelled and thrashed while Taproot kept him in check with the vines.  He saw all forms of horror, bringing his deepest and darkest material fears to life before his eyes. Moments went by, and all the man yelled were obscenities and cries of fear. 

Elina rose, turning to Layla, who watched the man closely. “He doesn’t know.”

“Fuck. The Kremlin’s intel was shit,” and she turned to David, whose face was the tell-tale, familiar expression that read ‘I told you so’.  Beside him, a woman stood to her feet covered in a satin robe, her height slightly above that of David’s, who measured just over six feet. She exhaled, as though exhausted, the sweat dripping from her dark Central African skin. 

“Anything?”

The woman simply shook her head in resignation.  Layla sighed as she turned back to the man who still thrashed about. “Shut him up.”  Elina removed a water flask from Taproot’s hip and chanted quietly as she poured a few drops into her hand.  Moving over, she sprinkled it over his face, and after a few moments, he quietened down, looking around with tear-stained cheeks, eyes bewildered.

“Maybe we should revise the intel. Perhaps we missed something.”

“Well, we stopped their operation ese,” Taproot responded to David. “Surely that counts for something?”

David tilted his head in mild agreement: “We still need to know where the intel came from.  Maybe it was misunderstood, or...”

“They knew we were coming,” Layla said thoughtfully as she continued looking at David, who looked at her suggestively.  The rest looked about sceptically, unconvinced by the notion.

“Don’t know about that,” Elina added. “That last spell would have revealed enough for us to go on.  He would’ve said something.”

“Either way, we got nothing for now. Whoever the fuck these guys are, they have enough to keep them going. We just gotta find out how and how far that goes.”  She turned and looked at them all again as they all exhaled. “Speaking of spells, you kept that Portal open for a while.”

Elina exhaled, remembering the task: “Wasn’t easy.  There’s too much time between Sorin’s lessons.  Too little practice messes with concentration.”

“Exactly.  We can’t risk being divided.  So please,” she added, removing her headset to replace it with another, “we can’t drag our asses if Elina’s keeping a Drawn Portal open that some asshole conjured.”

The group seemed to relax, knowing that this was the Layla they knew. “You guys were last,” Taproot mused.

“Yeah, leaving us to secure the other bastards.  Very nice touch,” David said as he looked at Yoka beside him with a smirk.  The rest simply grinned in satisfaction, Elina moving over to Taproot, caressing his face as they both exhaled from the events.

Layla simply closed off: “Please. Next time, pull your heads outta your asses?” and she grinned ever so slightly.  After a moment, each of them acknowledged in their own respectful way. 

“We’ve been summoned back to base.  Best we get back,” David added as he secured the prisoner, with Taproot at the man’s opposite side.

“Team leader to Control.”

“I hear you loud and clear, Team Leader,” came Katherine Han’s response. 

“We’re on our way.  Elina’s about to conjure.  Await our signal.”

“Roger.  Ready when you are.”

Each of them moved behind Elina as she took a deep breath. Bending to her haunches, she inscribed the symbols to summon the Power Portal, Taproot watching in amazement that she had begun to memorise them.  She rose and chanted once again under her breath, her eyes lighting up with the golden shine.  Her hands extended toward the ground, and she continued to chant quietly, feeling the energy flow into her.  Inhaling once more, she expelled the energy that had fed into her from the Earth, releasing it with a force that ignited the inscriptions, which also glowed with a golden hue. 

The Portal sparked to life, at first, a simple twinkle that spun rapidly, followed by the first static charge that connected to the twinkle, ricocheting off and producing additional static bolts that sparked the twinkle into a growing ball of static.  The glow reflected in Elina’s eyes as she watched the wonder unfold before her.  Gradually, the ball grew and melted into the ground at their feet, forming the archway as its static slowly dissipated.  It still fascinated her colleagues, no matter how many she conjured, and Taproot stood proud watching his beloved perform such a feat.

“What are you really thinking,” Layla asked under her breath as she stood beside David. 

“We know nothing of these people, and yet we keep finding them all over the world. Either they’re really organised, or incredibly naive,” and she looked at him thoughtfully as they walked toward the Portal.

Taproot and David escorted the prisoner first while Yoka followed closely behind.  Layla stood beside Elina, waiting. “It’s ok, go ahead,” Elina said, gesturing with her head toward the gateway.

After a moment’s hesitation, Layla looked about and moved forward, hands resting on her armed rifle.  As she moved beyond the glowing Portal, Elina stepped forward but stopped short as a rustling came from behind her.  Turning, she kept her hands ready as she stepped back toward the Portal.  Another rustling sounded, and this time the source was to her right, and she moved quicker, her hands glowing as she readied herself for an attack.  The rustling sounded once more, and she caught a figure running within the bush, but by then, she had reached the precipice of the Portal.  Before she could see, the Portal swallowed her in, and she only saw the blank white of the wall within the compartmentalised room that held the Portal.

She dropped her shoulders, eyes narrowing in uncertainty. “Señorita?”  Taproot’s hand rested on her shoulder, his eyes concerned as she looked into them.

She shook her head: “Nothing...nothing, I guess.”

*
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Prototype designs were often the starting point for new technologies.  Attempting to take processes and said technology to the next phase, they gave rise to new thought and comprehension.  As remarkable and often groundbreaking as they attempted to be, they were usually flawed. As Doctors Singh and Nixon followed the miniaturised cameras, the clock turned to the third hour of the biopsy. 

“We really should have thought this through.”

“I prefer it this way,” Singh responded. “We’re able to see everything without rushing the process.”

“Say that to the staff down there,” he said, looking at Singh.

“We’re all here to do a job—“ 

“Not with mechanical cameras moving at one mile per hour.  Even I’m a little hungry.” 

Singh paused, taking a moment to consider, and breathed a reluctant response: “Fine.  We’ll reconvene in an hour.” 

“Alright, people, let’s take a break.  Good job.” A collective sigh of relief circled the room below and filtered through their headsets, a few moaning about backs and necks. 

“I assume from your silence that we are unsuccessful thus far?”  Sorin said as he entered.

“Well,” Nixon sighed, “cameras are still in the testing phase, so it’s been a long few hours.”

“Found anything significant?”

“Besides the fact that his body and internal organs are immaculate, nothing out of the ordinary...as yet.” 

Sorin moved to the glass, looking over the staff as they moved about, stretching and yawning. “The tactical teams will be convening in twenty-four hours.  We’ll need data.”

“Not a problem.  I will have Shannon draw up all the analysis.”

“What exactly will we be discussing?” Nixon asked.

“We need to address the issue at hand.  Perhaps someone could shed some light, if we’re fortunate enough.”

“Well, not one for meetings.  Besides, someone has to be here.  So enjoy, Singh,” Nixon said, patting him on the shoulder.  Singh’s eyes moved about, as though he wasn’t sure what the joke was.

“Doctor...?”

The voice was Martha’s, and through the headset, the concern in the tone forced them to turn to the glass to look below. “Martha?”

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” 

Singh threw himself back into his seat, gazing at the monitors and reconnecting the network. The monitors flashed back to life, bringing back an image that glowed brightly before the three of them. “What the hell...?” 

Nixon’s words expressed what everyone from the operating theatre to the viewing room had been thinking. It was mysterious enough to find a human stray from The Kreek Realm, but to discover that surgery had been performed within a Realm that relied on Sorcery and ancient alchemy was not only puzzling, but frightening.

Martha’s camera had reached the respiratory system, the very engine of the body.  The visual fell upon the heart that beat at an irregular pace, but it was not this that was fascinating.  

The heart, encased in a contraption, illuminated with each heartbeat, a faint luminescent glow that shone a lazy bronze. The casing was metallic and extended to each of the pulmonary arteries and veins, the vena cava, and the aorta.

“What the fuck.  How’s this possible?!”

“I...I don’t know,” Singh stammered, studying the screen with widened eyes.

“Technology in the Kreek.  This does not bode well.”

“Not just that,” and Singh turned in the chair toward Sorin. “This is a theoretical proposal we’ve been investigating.  Creating a chamber for the heart to improve the body’s overall functioning.  We...we barely have the know-how.  And now,” he shrugged. “Not only is it right in front of us, it’s a reality.”

“But how?  Who else has access to the files?  No one could even comprehend the intricacies of a procedure like this.”

“Let’s not panic,” Sorin said calmly. “What could this mean?”   

Nixon sighed: “Our research could be compromised.  If this, somehow, was leaked, who knows what else they could have...”

“I would not be concerned.  The security of said data is airtight. That firewall is impenetrable.  I will, however, have Tech support run diagnostics to be sure.  What could this mean for the patient?”

“Anything,” Singh responded. “We never made any specific additions or appropriate designs for functionality.  I do, however, believe that this is how he has recovered this rapidly.”  Sorin nodded for him to continue as he brought the chart forward. “His white blood cell count was abnormally high, and they would naturally attack any injuries and force repair of tissue both external and internal, much the same as that of a Healer.”

“So, a Hybrid?”

“Well, not what we’re accustomed to, that’s for sure,” Nixon said with hands on his hips, the three looking down to the operating theatre.

After a moment, Singh added: “I think we’re missing the most important factor here.  If he came through that Portal, without so much as a warning, and being dragged through what appears to be a warzone...”

“Someone’s looking for him.”

This gave them pause, and it was without a doubt a point that would stir any.

“Have security bar and monitor his room for twenty-four hours.  Any personnel taking charge must sign in with both badge and consultation with either of you.”  Both Doctors nodded in resignation before he continued. “We need that data arranged immediately.  Shall we convene before the meeting?”

“Sure.  We’ll keep in touch.”  With that, Nixon made his way to the operating theatre to assist with analysis and finalising the closure of the procedure.  Singh continued to bring his part of the process to a close, shutting down the network and the computers. 

As Sorin stood keeping a wary eye on the proceedings below, Singh could not help but ask, now that Nixon was out of earshot: “Do you think it’s him?”  

“I see no reason for it to be.  He has no business here.”

“Unless of course...” The two looked at each other for a moment, sharing an unspoken thought that held them in a concerning silence.

Before any further exchange, Nixon’s voice sounded through the headset: “Singh.  You need to see this.” The concern was enough to warrant both to move down to the theatre.

As they approached, Nixon and Shannon were crouched behind the gurney, looking at the back of the man’s head. “What is it?” Nixon simply gestured for Singh to approach, and what they found was yet another contraption that defied explanation.

At the top of the man’s spine was the implant that escaped detection during the initial MRI scans; however, what caused the intrigue was the fact that it no longer remained stationary. 

It moved as though controlled by an unseen force, sliding out from the bone itself in a slow, quiet slip as each of them watched in fascination.  After a moment, it stopped, freezing all its spectators as they watched in quiet apprehension. Next, it split, and its two ends folded to the sides, injecting themselves into the skin and bone once more.  Singh and Nixon looked at each other with mouths gaping and expressions of apprehension.

Instantly, the EEG monitors began to blare insistently.  Heads turned, bodies straightened, and soon there was an organised haste of diagnostics and problem-solving.

“Heart rate climbing!” one of the nurses said, watching the monitor.

“Check the dose!” Nixon countered as he darted for the station.

Within the organised chaos, Singh, who was closest to the EEG, flipped through the touch screen trying to find the root of the problem.  He finally turned: “His body’s rejecting the dosage!  Prepare—“

A hand snapped up from below, rapidly reaching up and gripping as a vice at Singh’s neck.  As his eyes floated about attempting to find the source, they fell upon the man on the gurney, glaring at Singh with fierce eyes.  For a moment, the room froze in horror, before the words spoken in Sian poured from him: “Ndi wa sorera tam.  Ndi wa kubu modotte, Nakhun.  Ndi shamasu...Ndi shamasu.  Ndi shamasu!  Ndi shamasu! ”

From the moment he spoke, Sorin darted over, and knowing that his abilities could render the equipment useless, all he could do was attempt to break the grip, twisting and pulling to no avail.

“Shannon!” Nixon yelled as he too attempted to break the infinitely resilient grip.  Within the frenzy, Shannon moved with adept precision as she loaded a syringe gun with valium while Singh’s eyes began to redden.  Sorin finally broke the grip by applying pressure to the wrist, Nixon doing his best to strap the hand to the gurney. 

The hissing sounded as the gun punctured his skin, yet did nothing but aggravate the man as he tossed Nixon off to the side.  Shannon did not hesitate and pulled the trigger a few more times as her panic took over.  Sorin subdued the man with an adept hold while the effect of the sedative began to settle over him.

He drifted, eyes rolling back as his head hit the gurney, and faded as quickly as he had awoken.

The silence was loud. 

Both Doctors rose with great difficulty, Singh breathing heavily while Nixon rubbed his shoulder.

“How did this happen, Shannon?”

“Doctor,” Shannon responded between breaths, exasperated with shock as her voice quivered, “his sedative was correct.  You watched me administer it.”

“Do the investigation,” Sorin began sternly. “There is no point in laying blame.  Be sure to have him observed at all times and report immediately of any changes.”

The room’s silence gradually altered as each of the staff began to move toward fulfilling their duties. Singh and Nixon stood side by side, their minds racing with questions and scenarios that they knew could not be answered without the said investigation.  Watching Shannon release the anaesthetic, Nixon interceded: “No.  We don’t want another surprise like that.  Keep him under.”

Sorin made eye contact with the two, and the three felt the tension pass between them, knowing that much was to come from the man before them. 

What they did not witness was the same contraption at the tip of his spine, fold itself back into a singular form, and re-insert itself into the spine without a sound.
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Chapter 4
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THE PORTAL SPARKED to life within the lower levels of the dungeons at the Emperor’s palace, and soon the recognisable figure of Yung Yakuza strode briskly through the scarlet-tinted arched gateway. The silence was palpable at this level, allowing him to set his mind and re-evaluate his stance before the Emperor.  He clutched the summons scroll as he climbed the steps, approaching the first of the Royal Guard who stood at the summit of the stairs.  He held out his staff in an attempt to halt the Sorcerer, but Yung simply raised the scroll as he passed, not paying the Guard any attention. 

The memories of their previous attempt at covertly entering the Earth Realm had flooded his mind in recent suns. The design of the proposed plan was far simpler, utilising the assistance of the Androdracons from the Andro Realm. Although the plan was weakened by the unfortunate level of intelligence of the half-dragon, half-sapien beings, they were not beyond a measure of control, given that the Realm itself had fallen into ruin and its inhabitants were on the brink of a coup against their ruler, Drillen. Their defeat and the demise of the invasion came in a single, devastating sweep that sent the beings cowering through a Portal, retreating to their Realm.  Drillen himself would never make contact again, leaving Yung to suffer the consequences of the failure.  Little of the plan was flawed; however, it would lead him to the magnitude of the current design, albeit stalled and potentially flawed.

The summit of the staircase revealed the courtyard, boasting a massive space of deep green grass, its growth assisted by cycles of enchantments.  In the dark of this moon, the enchanted wall torches lit the area with a pleasant soft hue, and an ambient glow that reflected from the stone upon the walls, enhancing the colour of the military’s flag, bouncing off the twenty-paced high boundary wall and gates, to the daunting sight of the massive palace before him. 

He continued his stride briskly, keeping his eye on the Guards and the doorway ahead.  The booming Sian tongue of a dedicated guard called out: “Halt! State your purpose!”

Yung Yakuza ignored the call, and soon the Guard’s suspicious gaze was confirmed by the sight of the Sorcerer.  He approached, handing the scroll over to the other.  As he strode by, their apprehension was written all over their postures, standing tall yet with a side-eyed glare as he passed. Yung had long allowed such reactions to pass right through him. 

The palace itself once housed the largest religious home, followed by all of the Dontara race, most of the Lunti, and a small portion of the Kaldutan.  It would be one of the many monuments desecrated by the Emperor’s regime, and rebuilt into the fortress and palace it had become. The tall and wide sosam door had once opened into the worship area of the now-extinct religion, and its conversion to the throne room that dwarfed that of Yung's was a sight to behold, albeit a complete marring and mockery of its previously peaceful intentions. Marble floors and pillars dominated by the colours black and gold, contrasted with stained glass windows depicting battle scenes and collages of the Emperor himself. The dome-shaped ceiling and roof consisted of steel bars shaped in an intricate web towards its centre.  Amid and between the enchanted wall torches, tapestries of obscene sexual acts were displayed with the odd alternate image once again of the war that changed the course of Kreekan history and forced those beneath his rule to know nothing more than the era of Sar, The Devastator. 

He did not choose a crown; instead, he opted for an enchanted suit of armour he wore daily and without fail, its sturdy design and seemingly eternal lustre an ever-present reminder of his presence.  Even at a distance of nearly fifty metres, Yung’s eyes immediately fell upon it. 

The throne room floor teemed with palace hands from all ends of the premises: stable hands, kitchen staff, groundskeepers, maintenance and cleaning staff, and all odd personnel that kept the entire rock of Sar’s rule.  Each stood, ushered and prodded at as they queued for their weekly wage: a simple food stipend and minimal monetary pay.  Yung slowed his pace as he reached the centre of the room, watching the process unfold before him. 

It was not without reason that Sar was feared; besides his many feats in battle and ruthless, merciless rule, he stood a foot taller than the average Kaldutan at an astounding eight foot one. As he sat upon the sosam, gold-plated throne, the chair itself seemed meagre in comparison to the man’s stature.  Three women were at his throne, one lay across his lap, the others to his left and right, one with a large jug of the finest borr, brewed in the palace itself.  The other simply caressed his shaven head, which showcased his olive skin tone familiar to the Kaldutan race.  While his hand ran up and down the curves of the woman on his lap, his sculpted arms and battle-ready body dwarfed the woman on his lap. Her intimidation mirrored the fear of every race of The Kreek Realm.  Yung himself had barely given it a thought upon his employment to the regime, till the sun he witnessed the execution of four Mages at the hands of the Emperor.  Sar’s inherent colossal strength placed him at the foot of the three-tiered Hulta hierarchy, yet with his enchanted armour, many would debate that his power rivalled that of the Sorcerers themselves, albeit removed in comparison. 

Sar’s eyes finally fell upon him, and he straightened his posture with a wry grin.  He emptied the contents of his jug and shoved it to the woman beside him.  Sar raised a hand and gestured for him to come nearer.  Yung complied, moving casually but cautiously toward the throne, and stood before the first step of the rising tiers. 

“Care for some indulgence, Sorcerer?” Sar asked using a single hand to gesture to each of the women, which Yung had finally come to notice were Kaldutan. The one spread across his lap, however, was Sunkan, a young girl who barely reached the age of sixteen cycles.  Her natural braids barely reached shoulder length, the birth-endowed tattoos reaching just above her ankles. Her pale skin was scarcely kissed by sunlight, and those eyes, as large as fists, expressed fear that Yung could only atone for the long legend of the large, terrifying member between the Emperor’s legs.

Yung bent to one knee, acknowledging his respect, and remained until the Emperor relieved him from the position. “Many thanks, Lord Emperor, but my tastes do not lie with the Kaldutan,” he responded with a hint of humour. 

“Just as expected, Sorcerer, just as expected.  However, none for yourself simply means an abundance for myself, of course,” and he looked about in deep lust as his hand continued to stroke the girl on his lap. “Do you have a report then?” 

“Apologies, sire, but final arrangements have kept me and the House of Yakuza overly occupied, yet I would gladly report on progress.”

Sar sighed as he inhaled the scent of the girl, raising her for closer inspection. “Continue,” he said in a low tone. 

“All subjects have been completed. The final step is in progress, and in addition, requires the sorcery orbs to be charged.”

“So why the delay?”

“The orbs’ design is still in progress, sire.  It requires some time to have them completed.”

Sar eyed him in thought: “Summon the Sorcerer Ashrin for assistance.  It will hasten your progress.”

Yung sensed something more behind the words, but chose it best to continue, as it was, his words were not far from the truth. “Ashrin does not serve the Realm sire.  He remains steadfast in his agenda.  What could,” and he checked his tone before he continued, “what could he possibly offer us...?”

“He is a potion master, is he not?  Your combined expertise could solve the problem far quicker.”

It was a strange request, given the history between the two, and Sar’s knowledge of it was not secondhand.  “How would you propose such a union, sire,” he asked, humouring him.

“Do not make me repeat myself, Sorcerer,” Sar said with a lowered tone. “You make me limp with frustration.”

“Apologies, sire, I simply wish to comprehend your suggestion.”

“You are Sorcerers, are you not?  What prevents you from using both your abilities to complete this?”

Yung sighed quietly. The Emperor’s poor knowledge of Hulta, especially that of Sorcery, had always been an advantage to Yakuza.  Now, however, it would seem the lack of knowledge would somehow play against him.

“Our expertise differs greatly, sire, and they do not complement.  It would only lengthen the process, and perhaps...be the end of one of us,” he closed off with a low tone.

“You are all the same to me,” Sar said with arrogance, receiving a full jug from the woman beside him. He sighed before he continued. “Yet I wish for no more delays.  I would assume that you have consulted with him on the matter?”

“I have not sire.  As I have said, it has been a trying time.” 

Sar paused, his eyes resting upon the Sorcerer with intent, searching him as though he saw something that he had not seen till that moment.  As eye contact was forbidden in the throne room, Yung could only guess as to why the conversation paused. “You, have not...” came Sar’s slow, sceptical response, Yung feeling the atmosphere shift immediately. “Very well.  Perhaps, it would do well if I informed him myself of the matter, and summoned him to the House of Yakuza?”

Yung responded carefully: “If you so desire, my lord, I just do not see the benefit.”

“I see, and what would he say, if I asked him if he had ever discussed this with you..?”

Sar set the trap, and there was no escaping it now.  Knowing Ashrin, he had either already informed the Emperor of the meeting, or it was now a matter of Yung’s admittance. 

“I consulted with him, sire—“

“So lies...as always.”

“On a different matter entirely, sire.”

“I have no time for insolence!” He slammed his jug, its pieces shattering to the floor with the darkened ale sloshing upon the marble.  His free hand shoved the girl from his lap, showcasing his strength as she all but lifted into the air and onto her feet, following the other two that scurried off behind the throne. Sar stood, and his presence loomed as a creeping cloud across the entire throne room.  The Royal Guard ushered the palace hands out in haste as Sar descended the steps, a slow agonising pace that held Yung in an unbridled suspense.

The room cleared out, save for the Guards at the entryway. “You lie, and you expect now, that I will accept your words?”

“My lord Emperor, I simply sought his opinion—“

Sar snapped his fingers, and instantly, Yung was swept up with an unnatural force and tossed into the air.

The motion took his breath with it, but he centred himself as he was flung toward the ceiling. The power was familiar, of course, and as he was released, he plummeted and braced himself for impact.  He was, however, caught mid-flight, hovering a foot above the Emperor.  Soon his hands and legs were gripped by restraints, the rustling of leaves and twigs yet another reminder of a second force of power that he was all too familiar with.

Both sets of abilities tossed him over, shifting from his back to face the Emperor before him, where he continued to hover.  Sar stepped forward, his eyes portraying the power he had over him: “My Counsel believes I am wasting my time with you and our arrangement.  With the lies, I begin to believe their assessment is valid!”

“Sire,” he struggled, “I meant no disrespect, our meeting was in reference to conjuring a gateway.”

Sar blanched: “We have plenty of Portals, Sorcerer! The Portal Sanctuary holds all we need! More lies!” He snapped his fingers once more, instantly having another restraint wrap around his neck, feeling the grip and stab of the twigs digging into his skin. “Give me one reason not to snap you in two!”

Yung gasped for air, and forced out the words as he felt himself choke beneath the pressure of the vine: “The...Gods...” 

Sar watched as his skin began to pale, Yung noticing his eyes narrow with malice as he toyed with the notion of tearing him to pieces.  Moments went by, and he began to believe it to be true.

A hand waved, and Yung was dropped unceremoniously to the marble floor with a heavy thud.  His lungs begged for air, and he took a moment to recover, remaining on his knees. “What of the Gods...”

Yung found himself able to speak, and spoke in earnest between breaths: “The Gods will question our use of the Portal Sanctuary with mass exodus from the Realm itself.  I believed it more...efficient to utilise one that is not monitored...”

Sar stood for a moment, considering the information, and for the first time looking at the two members of his Counsel a distance behind Yung.  He nodded, and they slipped back behind the pillars from which they had originated.  Yung remained on his knees, catching his breath as he waited.

“Stand, Sorcerer,” Sar spat.  Yung stood warily, straightening his attire as he stood before the Emperor, and for the first time, he found himself dwarfed by the man’s stature before him.  “As much as you may have a point, I require a degree of...confirmation, if you will. With time and patience invested in you and this...design, as you so name it, there will be much that may be thrown into disarray. Be sure to have your body practitioner report on their progress.”

“Yes, sire.”

Sar looked him over, studying him intricately from eye to throat, and as he turned toward the throne, he added: “And I want you under surveillance.”  Yung paused, his mind racing with the potential outcomes of where this could lead.

“I beg your pardon, My Lord, but what is meant by this...?”

Sar stopped halfway to the throne, turning back to him, puzzled: “What part of that do you not understand, Sorcerer...?”

“The subjects are stored and dormant sire. There is little I can showcase save for their storage and Sorcery orbs.” 
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