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Prologue
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A sea of stars covered the walls and ceiling of the massive chamber. At one end of the room, seven figures stood on a platform, overlooking a conveyor belt leading to a small dish surrounded by an array of complex contraptions. Several of the figures operated control panels. Buttons were pressed. Dials were twisted. Switches were flicked. The machinery wasn’t so much turned on as it was awakened; a giant of technology, rumbling, and pulsing, summoned to perform a grand task.

One of the figures, who wasn’t operating the machine, stood and spoke with a rich voice, “Are all the keys ready?”

“Yes,” a slow voice replied, “Primed, polished, and packaged.”

“Have they been checked for defects?” the rich voice asked.

“Checked and double-checked AND triple-checked,” A tender voice answered. “Every last one.”

“Including the back-ups?”

“Even the back-ups.”

“And the delivery mechanism?” The golden-voiced figure gestured to the machine, now emitting a faint glow.

“We’ve quadruple-checked it,” a tired voice said.

“And the-”

A high-pitched voice butted-in, “Look, we’ve checked everything multiple times! The Universalist project isn’t gonna get off the ground if we just keep checking every little cog!”

“Fine,” The rich voice conceded, “We’ll not waste any more time then. Begin the delivery process!”

The order was followed by the tap of several buttons and the click of a switch. The dish at the heart of the mighty machine started shining. The conveyor began moving, carrying a box down its belt.

“What’s the destination for the first one?” The rich voice enquired.

“Let me see...” the soft-spoken figure examined a monitor, “According to the list, it’s...”

Part I

Rising of the All-rounder

When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say to me, 'Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping.'

― Fred Roger
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Chapter 1 – Jack
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The day was bright and clear, a treasured occasion in Ireland. Sea waves steadily rippled and arched, gently bobbing boats in a harbour. Jacky Farrell – or as some of his friends nicknamed him: Jack – strolled by the waterfront, gave it a passing glance and found the sight pleasing. He wore a light-grey hoodie, navy jeans, and worn sneakers.

Jack was a fifteen-year-old, pale-skinned lad who wasn’t noticeably tall or short, neither was he overweight or underweight, though he wasn’t well-built either. He had a friendly face, with blue eyes, messy red hair, and freckles. Apparently, these were the rarest combination of hair and eye colour on Earth. However, also having freckles meant he was an even rarer amalgamation of traits. One of his aunts once said that freckles were a sign of beauty.

Walking down the streets of Fianan, a small coastal town his family was visiting for their holidays, Jack plotted about how he would gleefully and spitefully fail French – that detestable subject – for the Junior Cycle. He and many of his classmates already struggled with juggling Irish and English, why did the school try forcing another language down their throats with the excuse of ‘Some college courses need you to know French’?

The Junior Cycle results wouldn’t ever matter anyway. The Leaving Cert, on the other hand, was a much different beast.

There were only ten days of summer holidays left until Jack, as well as thousands of other adolescents around the country, returned to what he coined as ‘the grind’. He would often say to his parents ‘Back to the grind tomorrow!’ on a Sunday night, guessing everyone had their own grind to slog through from Mondays to Fridays.

For his incoming third year of secondary school, he planned on taking a stab at higher level maths and English. Jack liked maths, he found it therapeutic like Sudoku, but wasn’t so sure about English. They had to learn Shakespeare, which he felt was overrated, mainly because Shakespearean dialogue sounded like gibberish. He couldn’t properly follow the story or get attached to the characters. His English teacher basically had to translate every line of a play for the class, who wrote down notes and memorised quotes, but never actually analysed the actual text themselves. Jack passed all the English tests thrown his way. He hadn’t scored more than sixty percent in any of them, but a pass was a pass.

Of course, Jack had other school related problems to worry about, mainly when it came to certain people. He didn’t remember most of their names, but he developed a term for them: Eejits.

Jack had only ever been physically bullied once back in first year when some hollow-headed eejit punched him in the guts for no reason. The thug was scolded by a teacher and never bothered Jack again. Yet there were always more eejits crawling out of the woodwork.

Other forms of bullying he endured were mostly in the form of taunting. Sometimes when a teacher left the classroom, a bunch of eejits would loudly curse and shove each other like cavemen, Jack knew they were doing it to wind him up and make him crack so they could start a fight. He did his best to ignore them and hide any sign their depraved displays upset him. No. No. Go away! Jack pushed those bad memories into the dark corners of his mind, not wanting such thoughts to ruin the last days of his summer.

He had friends too, though only hung out with them at school, since he never went out after school to nightclubs and the like. Going out at night didn’t appeal to him, especially after hearing news of the thuggery that some folks got up to once the sun went down. He preferred to stay at home and do homework, if he didn’t have any, he would go onto the internet or play video games.

Jack stopped walking and pondered why he was even taking a stroll through the town in the first place. Then he remembered. It’s my last day here and I still haven’t got a souvenir. It was just after nine in the morning. Jack told his parents he wanted to get some air. They replied with the usual ‘Be careful now’ as well as telling him to be back by ten.

Their holiday went pretty well. They were on a little tour of the town on the first day and went back to the hotel for an evening dinner. On the second day, they went for a walk on the nearby beach. Aine, Jack’s younger sister, tried collecting a bunch of pretty stones, yet their mother said she could only have three. The little girl made a fuss, but eventually obeyed her mom's order. Later the family visited a museum about the Celts who lived in the region centuries ago. Jack liked the old Celtic patterns and symbols. 

On the third day, not much happened. Everyone was burnt out and felt content to stay in their hotel rooms. His older brother, Sean went to the hotel’s bar in the evening, but that was pretty much it. Now was the day they checked-out.

Jack already finished packing up his stuff before heading into town, so he could fully focus on finding a souvenir. He wasn’t running up and down the streets like a deranged collector, instead gently pacing along the paths, eyeing shops with potentially something fancy looking he could put in his bedroom back home. The majority of the shops were newsagents, restaurants, barbers, or repair workshops, yet no real gift shops. If he didn’t find any gift shops after reaching the end of the street, he would try looking in one of the newsagents, and if that turned up nothing, he would call it quits and head back to the hotel. He wasn’t going to waste his time searching the whole town for a mere souvenir.

Just as Jack neared the end of the street, he noticed an old and odd-looking shop on the other side of the road. It caught his attention before, on the first day when his family went out sightseeing, but he hadn’t got a chance to go inside. The shopfront’s red paint was somewhat faded and peeling in places. Its sign was in a better condition. It read ‘PAMELA’S PARAPHERNALIA’ in large and faded gold text.

That’s a mouthful. Jack thought. Stuck to the shopfront’s grime-edged window from the inside was a cardboard sheet with red words written in pencil saying: ‘CLOSING DOWN SALE! 75% OFF ALL ITEMS!’. Where the seventy-five was written, lay the faint remnants of the number fifty, most likely erased and replaced because the owner wasn’t selling enough stock and needed to give potential customers a more tempting offer.

Jack looked both ways before crossing the street.

A bell dinged as he pushed open the shop’s door. The owner looked up from the register. Jack expected someone old and mystic-looking, perhaps with a shawl, bead necklaces, or fancy rings, but what he saw was a woman in her sixties. She was tall thin lady with greying light brown hair, wearing a blue jumper, and was in the middle of reading a newspaper. “Hello,” she greeted with a sunny smile.

“Hi, just looking for a souvenir,” Jack replied.

The woman, whom he supposed was the titular ‘Pamela’, simply smiled, nodded and, went back to reading her newspaper.

Jack walked past the counter further into the shop.

The store’s interior radiated an old yet cosy ambience. Several worn wooden tables stood next to the back wall, shelves looming above them. Placed in the middle of the room was a long table with a white cloth draped over it. Sprinkled on top of all this furniture were all kinds of trinkets; dream-catchers, strange clay figurines, vintage postcards, colourful stones, small weird abstract paintings, origami figures, magic trick kits, and so much more.

Jack felt it would take a good while to pick out something to his liking. He took a quick peak at his watch, finding it was half-past-nine now. The walk back to the hotel would take five minutes. He planned to start heading back by quarter-to-ten.

With fifteen minutes on the clock, Jack circled around the room, perusing the array of items. While there was a wide variety of nick-knacks on offer, there wasn’t a dense amount of them. The sale must have thinned them out, like how the black plague thinned out medieval Europe.

None of the wares he perused appealed to him as a good souvenir, until he caught something in the corner of his eye. A white box on the floor was tucked into a corner next to a table. Jack had walked past the box and could have easily missed it if he hadn’t glanced back.

Approaching the box, a couple of thoughts jogged through his mind, namely about how the box must have fallen off the table and the contents might have been damaged. Jack realised he should inform the shopkeeper about the potentially damaged goods. Yet a small part of his mind warned against telling her. What if she accused him of breaking it and made him pay? Yet the more rational part of his brain chimed in to assure the lady would simply say something like: ‘Oh dear. Thanks for telling me.’ However, as Jack knelt and picked up the box, all these notions were cast aside.

The box was a ten-centimetre cube; it seemed to be made from a thick card-like material. The design on the packaging was minimal, it lacked a bar code or price tag, and what few symbols and words it had, were all imprinted and coloured in gold. The box’s condition was excellent, factory-fresh. The corners and edges weren’t dulled and barely any dust had gathered on it. On what Jack presumed to be the front, were two circles with a horizontal line between them. Above was a word printed in a bold and elegant font: ‘UniKey’.

“Uni... Key?” Jack quietly mumbled, rotating the box. The other sides were blank except for what must have been the back, which was imprinted with two paragraphs of text using the same font as the front. One was in Irish, and the other was in English. Jack brought the box closer to properly read the words.

Both paragraphs read: Potential. That is the key to humanity’s success. However, in this modern age, many struggle to build upon their potential. The desire for growth has been hampered by disillusion brought upon them by their current situations in life. UniKey offers an alternative! Discover a new life and achieve your ideal self!

He read the passage a few times, imagining the voice of an over-the-top American salesman speaking the words, putting a grin on his face. So it’s some sort of hippie-placebo-thing?

He gently shook the box and listened for the rustling of any loose pieces. No such sounds were heard. Whatever this UniKey was, it was unbroken. Phew. Jack checked his watch and received a minor shock; it was twenty-to-ten.

Since the UniKey was the only thing which caught his attention, Jack decided it might as well be his souvenir. He hurried to the counter.

The woman-he-presumed-to-be-Pamela raised her head and smiled again.

“How much does this cost?” Jack asked, holding up the UniKey.

Pamela’s expression shifted from happy to confused, like she was caught off-guard in a test she was sure she would ace. “Huh? Never seen this before.”

“I found it in the corner over there, on the floor,” He pointed to where the box had been. The woman calmly held her hand out, signalling she wanted to examine the item herself, Jack obliged. She studied the box for a few moments while he twiddled his fingers nervously.

Finally, Pamela put the box down on the counter, her confused expression faded, “I guess I’m going senile, ‘cus I don’t remember ever stocking this,” The smile was back on her face. “Good thing I’m retiring.”

Jack felt calmer but was still raring to leave, “So how much?”

“You can have it for a fiver.”

Jack took a five euro note from his pocket and traded it for the UniKey.

“Thank you. Have a lovely day.”

“You too,” He replied, exiting the shop, the UniKey firmly in hand.
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Jack managed to get back to the hotel before ten. He checked on his parents, who were still busy packing their stuff, they told him to help his sister with her luggage.

His parents had their own room, Jack shared his with Aine, while Sean got a room to himself. He didn’t complain. Sean wasn’t the best company. Not that he was unpleasant, but he was quite reserved. Trying to talk to Sean was like trying to talk to a brick wall coated in several layers of concrete.

Aine was undoubtedly much more entertaining, mainly due to her youth. She was eleven with light brown curly hair inherited from her father and a button nose. She and Jack would spend ages ping-ponging between topics and not notice the time passing. One minute they would be pondering how long it would take to visit every town in Ireland, and the next they would be debating about how zombies could defeat aliens.

After stuffing the UniKey into his own bag, Jack helped Aine carry hers down to the reception area. The two arrived before the rest of the family.

Roughly a minute later, Sean arrived, looking apathetic. He was a tall, twenty-one-year-old man with a shaved head, dark bags under his eyes and a second chin starting to peek out from under the first.

“Hey,” Jack said.

“Hey,” Sean replied.

“How are you?”

“Fine.”

“Same,” And thus concluded another usual chat between the brothers.

Their parents finally arrived after a couple of minutes. Jack’s blue-eyed father, Gavin, was carrying most of the luggage. Back home he was a butcher and developed strong arms thanks to all the chopping.

Maria, Jack’s red-haired mother, was checking the money in her wallet in preparation for paying the receptionist. She helped run a sportswear shop in Cuin, earning her a knack for financial management.

After checking-out, the family loaded their stuff into the boot of the family car, before hopping in and beginning their long trip home.
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The drive from Fianan to their hometown of Cuin took about two hours. Once the family got home, a two-story detached house on an estate, everyone went their own way. Gavin sat with his feet up on the sofa in the living room, reading a newspaper. Maria sat in the kitchen drinking tea and watching TV. Sean went for a walk to the pub. Aine played downstairs with her toys. Jack sat in his room upstairs.

The bedroom was spacious enough for a bed, a nightstand, a wardrobe, a desk, and a chair. A window overlooked an unkempt field next to the housing estate. The walls were a faded light-blue, livened-up by posters he’d collected over the years from gaming magazines. There were two shelves; one holding a collection of manga volumes, and the other supporting robot and mecha action figures, with one robot carrying a bronze medal Jack won during a primary school sport’s day.

Sitting at his desk, Jack browsed the internet, playing catch-up after three days away. He checked his e-mails and social media for any important notifications, finding nothing major. Next, he looked up various online content creators to see what they had been up to, entertaining him for a good while.

Spending about an hour or so on the internet, Jack remembered the UniKey, still in its box on his bedside table. He left the computer and picked up the box. No sticky tape was on the lid so all he needed to do was firmly tug, yet not wanting to damage the beautiful packaging, he didn’t pull too hard. The box’s lid flicked open.

Inside was protective foam packaging, Jack carefully pulled it out until seeing the actual UniKey. It was a glossy, black sphere with countless tiny crystal-like fragments just under its perfectly smooth surface, each fragment glittered with a different colour, as if a night sky was compressed into this little orb and each star dyed a unique hue.

Jack’s hand unconsciously touched the ball. Rather than being cold glass, the orb was warm, like a dinner plate heated in a microwave. The minor discovery made him pause for a moment before removing the UniKey from its box.

Despite being surprisingly light and small enough to sit in his hand, the orb gave off a presence far grander than a mountain. The object didn’t belong here, not merely in his room, but in this reality. Jack felt small, like a blood cell in the body of a whale. Like he walked into the shadow of a god.

He put the UniKey down on the nightstand. Despite having no flat base, the ball didn’t roll or even wobble. Jack stood there, staring at the orb, wondering why it made him feel so strange. Stepping back to his computer, Jack looked up the word ‘UniKey’ on the net, but didn’t find any relevant information.

Where did this thing come from? Who made it? Jack pondered. That Pamela lady should’ve remembered selling something like this. Unless she really is going senile. He rested his chin on his hands. Maybe she sold all but one of the UniKeys years ago, never restocked them and then honestly forgot about the remaining one? But the box was in perfect condition; no dust, damp, or damage. How could it be in the shop for so long without any wear or tear? He huffed. What does it matter anyway? It’s a fancy glass ball with something inside keeping it warm. Jack eyed the orb. Isn’t it?

His sights moved to the UniKey’s box. He went over, checking if he missed anything. He did indeed. At the bottom of the box was a folded piece of paper with the words ‘A Guide to the UniKey’, in both Irish and English, printed in the same golden font as the text on the box.

Jack took out and unfolded the note. Inside were instructions, again in sets of Irish and English. The instructions read:

How to use UniKey.

Step 1: Place UniKey within two metres of your place of rest.

Step 2: Enter a state of unconsciousness.

Step 3: Discover the ideal you!

Warning: Do not attempt to ingest UniKey.

Jack smirked. Yep, this really is just some hippie fluff. He was tired and overreacting to a neat bit of décor. That was all.

He spent the rest of the day on the internet, occasionally going downstairs to have a snack and say hi to his family.

When he felt sleep approaching, Jack brushed his teeth in the bathroom. When he returned to his bedroom and flicked off the lights, he witnessed the UniKey radiating a fantastic glow, akin to a multi-coloured lava lamp.

A short laugh jumped from his throat. This really was a bargain buy! He told himself, getting into bed and closing his eyes, too drowsy to worry anymore. The luminosity of the UniKey wasn’t a bother; it was actually quite soothing.

Jack let the weight of his body sink into the bed. His mind wandered and produced a dozen faint thoughts. Most of them faded, but one stayed. He didn’t try to dictate where this train of thought went, letting it develop on its own, he was merely a spectator.

The thought grew and shape shifted into countless concepts. His consciousness slowly faded until all at once, he was formless in a void. One-by-one, specks of lights flickered to life. The void was illuminated, revealing a realm of sparkling space, filled with cosmic clouds dyed every possible colour. Jack wanted to touch the clouds, to swim in their shining mists, maybe drink a little of it.

A voice spoke, booming and giant, as if it belonged to the planet Jupiter, “GREETINGS, DENIZEN OF HUMUS,” The words echoed from all directions, so loud and clear it was like they were uttered directly into Jack’s brain, “YOU HAVE DECIDED TO EMBARK ON A QUEST OF GROWTH. IF YOU TRULY WISH TO GAIN GREATNESS, SEEK OUT THE SETTLEMENT OF LIKTU. YOU SHALL BE THE HERALD OF THEIR SALVATION.”

Huh? Jack thought, even in his half-hazy state. Have I’ve been playing too many fantasy games?

The mystic scenery began moving past him – no, he was the one moving. Every second, Jack went faster and faster. The cosmic world blurred. Dots of light turned into beams shooting by. Within another second, he experienced speeds no human could imagine; beyond the speed of light. If he had a body, it would have been shredded to atoms. All of a sudden, there was only darkness.

Then, there was light.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – Dimal

[image: ]


Before Jack saw anything, a strange sensation vibrated through his very being, like his whole body was being reassembled from atoms. The feeling faded as soon as it began. He breathed, tasting thick and sweet air. Opening his eyes, any sounds he tried to make got stuck in his throat.

A forest surrounded him, full of flora he’d never seen before. Odd animal sounds echoed among the trees. The forest was dense, but the few metres of land around him was comparatively sparse, in fact it seemed to be centred around him. Jack spun and found he was encircled by several tall stones covered with vines and flowers.

Feeling fibre against his skin, Jack glanced down to see he was wearing a blue tunic, brown trousers, and leather boots. He felt woolly socks on his feet. These clothes were clean and plain, no branding or fancy designs, but the craftsmanship was distinctly foreign.

Questions clogged his mind. What...? Where...? I remember being in my room... going to bed... the UniKey was glowing... This place, is it... a dream? Am I dreaming? He paused, feeling a humid breeze brush against his skin. No... no, it can’t be. 

Even if this was a lucid dream, the way his body sensed this world felt too real. “If I’m not dreaming, then where am I!?”

“Whattaya yellin’ about, mate?” an adolescent female voice asked, her accent was strange, as if a Geordie accent and a Swedish accent had been mixed together and sprinkled with sugar.

Jack turned to see a girl with deep-blue skin, which contrasted with her bright-yellow hair wrapped in a long, spiralling high-ponytail. Her eyes were big and round, but her sclera was black instead of white and her irises were a strong shade of gold. Her ears were long and pointed. She wore some kind of armour, seeming to be made from dark leather, on top of green garments. She carried a bow and arrow-filled quiver on her back. If Jack had to be honest, she looked like an elf, or at least an alien version of one.

“I don’t understand!?” Jack confessed to the blue alien elf girl. “What’s going-” His expression went blank; eyes fixed on the girl. She tilted her head and ears. “Elf...” He mumbled, now doubting his previous assumption that this was actually happening. An optimistic yet dumb smile grew on his face. This was too outlandish to be real.

“Elf?” the blue girl repeated, “What’s an ‘elf’?”

Jack leaned forward, coming face to face with the blue girl, staring at her, trying to discern her realness. Was she wearing make-up? Maybe this was all some big prank? He tried searching for any cracks in her face-paint – if it was face-paint. Her skin had pores, light wrinkles, minor discolouration, and a thin layer of sweat; all subtle imperfections not even the best make-up artist could recreate.

The blue girl seemed unfazed. “Is staring a custom of ya kind?” She leaned her head forward, pushing her nose into his.

Jack hopped back in shock, feeling the warmth of her nose. She was most definitely real. He tried to compose himself and play it cool, yet simultaneously went red and pale. “S-s-sorry!”

“Calm down mate,” the blue girl said, relaxed yet cheery, “I’m not some loony raider who’ll gut ya for giving ‘em a funny look.”

Jack’s mouth hung open and a clueless “Uhhh...” crawled out.

“Are you the fella sent by the God Guild?” the elf-girl enquired, “Ya a bit on the finicky side, if ya don’t mind me sayin’.”

“God... Guild?” Jack said.

“Yeah.”

“I don’t-” He remembered the mighty voice which spoke to him earlier. Did God speak to me? This was hard for an atheist like him to accept. “Some... thing told me about a quest... and place called ‘Liktu’.”

The blue girl perked up.

“Said I am supposed to be some... ‘Universalist’?”

The girl clapped her hands, making Jack jump a little. “The Universalist!” A big grin quickly grew on her azure face, revealing pronounced canine teeth. She gave a swift bow. “Name’s Dimal Marsh, esteemed huntress. At ya service.”

“Jacky Farrell,” He uttered, feeling he owed her the courtesy, “b-but most people called me Jack.”

“Jack?” Dimal played the name on her tongue, “Can’t say I’ve heard a name like that before, or even seen any of ya kind.”

“My kind? You mean... humans?”

“Human? Never heard of them. Do they all look like you? Orange hair? Creamy-pink skin? Little ears?”

“No, not all of them have the same skin and hair colour. Also, some of them have big ears, well, maybe not as big as your-” Jack caught his tongue as he let the last part slipped out, fearing he committed a social faux pas.

Dimal’s ears wiggled up and down. “Why thanks!” She replied, sounding sincerely pleased.

Jack gawked as her moving ears.

“Ya okay?” she asked.

“Are you... an alien?” he dared to ask.

“Alien?” She frowned. “Ya mean like a foreigner?”

“I...” Jack regretted asking the question.

“Relax mate, ya haven’t soured me. No, this land’s my home. If anything, ya the alien here,” She laughed. “Where ya from anyway?”

Jack blinked. “Ireland.”

“Never heard of that place.”

“What about Earth?”

Dimal shook her head, swinging her ponytail. “Nope, sorry. Is that the settlement ya from?”

“It’s the world’s name! My world. My...” He froze.

The blue girl frowned. “But this world’s called Rilo.”

“I’m on an alien world,” Jack uttered quietly, staring into space. The thought was too much to process. He’d been taken from Earth, from home, and dropped on a world who-knows-how-far-away. What about my family?

Dimal interrupted his thinking, “Ya from another planet? Woah. That must’ve taken some serious magic.”

Jack eyed her. “Magic? Did you say magic?”

“Yeah. Though I’m no expert on the subject.”

His jaw fell. Magic? Of course it’s magic! What else could it be!? The possibility it may in fact be extremely advanced alien technology crossed his mind too, but unless someone was going to break it down and explain it all, it might as well be magic. “Magic exists?”

“Yeah,” She confirmed like it was obvious. “What, ain’t got no magic on Earth?”

“No,” Jack answered. He was being dragged through the ringer of weirdness; first appearing on an alien world, then meeting an alien elf, and now learning that magic exists; all within a few minutes. His brain felt like it was going to implode.

“Oof, must be right boring there eh!” Dimal smirked, but quickly stopped. “Ya alright?”

“Just give me a moment,” He requested. Jack’s mind was stuck on the topic of magic and aliens, two things which only existed in fiction. Surely this was a dream? Yet his senses weren’t lying, it was real.

Dimal tilted her head and ears. “Jack, how much do ya know about this ‘quest’?”

Jack shrugged, “Nothing really. The voice only told me I should go to Liktu.”

“And that’s my job.”

“What?”

“I was put here to welcome whoever the Guild sent,” She nodded to him. “Oh! Gotta let them know ya here! They’ll send us a lift!”

Jack tried to ask what she meant, but Dimal was too busy fishing out a round bronze-coloured pendant from under her vest. She held it up and with a click, a lid popped open. Jack was too confused to get close and see what was going on her side.

She talked into the pendant like it was a phone. “The Universalist’s here!”

Jack heard faint sounds of chatter from the pendant.

Dimal spoke again, “He’s a fella named Jack, says he’s a ‘human’,” She listened to the response, “Yeah... Yeah... Alright... Yeah... That’s fine, we’ll manage. Yeah, I’ll tell ‘em,” She closed the pendant and addressed Jack, “Told the folks back in Liktu that ya finally here, they’re sending a wagon to pick us up, but we need to get outta here first.”

“Here?” he asked.

“Slomwood.”

“Slomwood?”

Dimal clapped her hands and spoke like an over-happy teacher, “Right, quick lesson about this land. This region’s called Porftel, it’s got a lotta forests and stuff, Slomwood’s one of ‘em. Quite a nice place actually. Course ya can’t drive through these woods, so we’ll have to walk out. There’ll be a carriage waiting for us out there, it’ll take us the rest of the way to Liktu.”

“I thought you said this land was your home?”

“Wha?” She giggled. “Nah, mate. I was speaking broadly. My home’s in Liktu, which I haven’t been back to in a while. Sooo...” With a spin of her arms, Dimal gestured to the edge of the clearing.

Jack thought on his options. Not knowing what else to do or where to go, he decided to place his bets on her. “All right, take me to Liktu.”

“Great!” Dimal chimed, spinning on the spot and marching into the dense forest.

He followed. Every step she took over the wild lands was graceful, while Jack needed to put effort to avoid tripping on roots, sticks, stones, and blobby blue things that made hissing noises.

Once Jack caught-up, Dimal asked, “By the way, what did ya mean earlier by the word ‘elf’?”

Although embarrassed, he told the truth, “Ah, you see back home we have stories about folks called elves. They have pointy ears.”

“Huh?” She noted, “Just so ya know, my kind are called ‘aluu’.”

“Aluu?” Jack rolled the odd word in his mouth.

They ventured further into the thick forest, where the ground varied in its unevenness. Dimal gained a lead over Jack again, but sat down on a rock, either wanting to take a break or giving him a chance to catch up. “Ya haven’t told me about what Earth and humans are like. Jack didn’t answer until he found his own rock to rest on, despite not actually feeling tired. “Earth? It’s... okay. Humans are... trickier,” The aluu girl looked at him expectantly. He decided it would be smart to list-off things from his world and see if she reacted. “We have cars,” he began, “television, the internet, football, schools, banks, rockets, guns, anime, video games, electricity,” He noticed her long ears twitch slightly at the last word. “Do you have any of that?”

“Haven’t heard of those things, ‘cept electricity,” She answered, “We use that to power our homes and machines.”

“Really?”

“Yep, draw the power from gems.”

“Gems?”

“Magic gems to be precise. Also, mages are supposed to be able to shoot electricity from their hands,” Dimal plucked at one of her ears. “Though it’s more like lightning, but they’re basically the same, ya know.”

Jack frowned. “No, I don’t know how magic works here.”

“Ah, right. My bad.”

He sighed, still not used to the notion of magic existing. “Let’s keep going.”

“Ya not tired?”

“No,” Jack wasn’t exhausted, or even slightly sweaty for that matter. Strange. He sniffed himself, but didn’t smell any body odour. “Huh...”

“Ya alright, Jack?” Dimal asked.

He shook his head and refocused. “Yeah, I’m fine. Come on,” The two hopped off their rocks and continued journeying through the woods.

Along the route were strange flora. These included a curling tree with pink bark and blue leaves, a large flower twisted into a helix similar to a strand of DNA, and a yellow-barked tree with cube-shaped pine cones. Every plant gave off an aroma that sent tingles through Jack’s senses.

Critters scurried through the undergrowth. He caught a glimpse of what looked like the bizarre fusion of a rabbit and a crab, dashing out from a spiral log and clucking.

“Don’t worry, those little fellas won’t bite ya head off,” Dimal reassured, before adding, “Still might take off some fingers though.”

He replied with a ‘Not funny’ expression.

Something flew overhead. It looked to be the size of a crow, but was pink, fluffy, and had four wings. “What’s that?” Jack asked.

“A pyag,” Dimal said.

“A what?”

“A pyag.”

“Is that like a bird or something?”

“Bird?” Dimal said like she never heard the word before.

“You don’t have birds here?”

She scratched her chin, “Don’t think so.”

“What about other animals, what species live here?”

“We’ve got iuffs, feleches, dorehs, tusses, grums, cafus, quelps, muys, retths, yorots, a bunch of different types of bimuas, ruws, darqins, and those ruddy wurrs.”

Jack responded with a gormless look.

“Ya don’t have those on Earth?”

“No,” He thought of something, “Actually, I’m gonna name some animals from Earth and you tell me if you’ve heard of them, all right?”

Dimal nodded.

“Dogs, cats, fish, birds, cows, horses, pigs, monkeys, apes, turtles, mice.”

Dimal gave Jack her own gormless look.

“I guess that’s a no then. Damn it,” He cursed, “Pardon my French.”

She raised an ear. “Pardon your what?”

“Just an old saying on Earth.”

“But what’s ‘French’?”

“It’s another language on- wait!”

“What is it, Jack?”

“What language are you speaking?”

Dimal squinted and answered slowly, “Hoyute. Ya speaking it too, pretty fluently I gotta say.”

“What? I’m speaking English,” Silence hung in the air between the two, during which Jack had another idea. “Hold on a moment, let me test something. I’m gonna say something in a different language and you’re gonna tell me what you hear.”

“Okay, shoot.”

“Céad míle fáilte,” Jack said. The phrase was Irish for ‘a hundred thousand welcomes’.

Dimal replied with a light shrug. “A hundred thousand welcomes?”

“What!?” Jack yelped, “How did you-”

“Ya were still speaking Hoyute.”

“I... I’ll try another one,” He picked a different language this time, “Merci beaucoup,” This was the French for ‘thank you very much’, the only bit of French from school that stuck to him.

“Thank you very much?” She said back.

Jack scratched his head. Somehow, she was able to understand what he was saying, and vice versa. During a few more tests, he noticed how the movements of Dimal’s lips didn’t quite match up with the words she spoke, reminding him of foreign movies dubbed over in English, where the voices and lips were out of sync. It was a lot stranger to see it happen in person. This was definitely the work of magic.

However, Jack felt too flummoxed to ask any more questions about the weird stuff in this world. “Can we keep going?” 

They resumed walking. Jack wondered how much furthered they had to go, when Dimal stopped and latched a hand onto his shoulder. He was about to question the meaning of this until seeing her face. She pressed a finger to her lips, her ears stood up like an alert animal. Jack kept his mouth shut, frantically scanning their surroundings. He couldn’t see anything, but heard something nearby.
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Chapter 3 – Woodland Beast
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In a flash, the huntress drew her bow and notched an arrow, aiming at a dense thicket of rustling bushes. Jack’s body went rigid as he looked over Dimal’s shoulder. He felt this kind of fear before. When he was a kid, Jack feared a monster might come crawling out of the hedges of his backyard, yet none ever did. Now however, something was definitely lurking in the bushes.

Dimal shot her arrow. It tore through the air and into the thicket. A loud, beastly cry rang from the bushes. A dark, four-legged creature sprang from the undergrowth, an arrow lodged in one of its thighs. It appeared to be a wolf at first glance, but when it stopped and growled, its true form was clear. The beast looked like a wolf, but one which evolved from a reptile instead of a mammal, with black scales instead of fur. The animal had sharp claws and yellowed eyes. Those eyes focused hungrily on the two of them.

“Wurr!” Dimal yelled, quickly readying and firing another arrow, but the reptilian-wolf scrambled wildly, dodging the projectile. “Stay close to me, it’ll try and separate us!”

Jack stood closely behind her, unknowingly shaking. For the first time ever, he truly felt the fear of death. Fight or flight? His subconscious asked him, yet he was too frightened to notice.

The thing Dimal called ‘wurr’ dashed madly around both of them, stopping momentarily as if baiting the huntress into firing a shot. Dimal kept her sights trained on the beast, rotating where she stood, with Jack shuffling to stay behind her like some sort of comedy act.

Fearing that breaking her concentration would lead to both their ends, he didn’t dare say a word, but his subconscious questioned him again, Fight or flight? He didn’t answer. The only choice was to let Dimal take care of this, she was obviously more trained than him. Jack didn’t know how to fight or use a weapon. Why would he? It was a mostly civilised world back home.

Home.

Jack wanted to be home, with his family, not stuck on another world being preyed upon by some stupid, hungry, scaly mutt. He looked at the wurr, cursing it, then at the ground and saw a stone. He swiftly picked it up, Dimal didn’t seem to notice.

Fight or flight? His subconscious asked once again. Jack answered, Fight.

He hurled the stone at the wurr. His movements were sloppy, the rock was unlikely to hit the beast, but it didn’t need to. The stone landed near the wurr with a thump. The dumb beast gawked in the direction of the noise, probably wondering if a little forest critter had wandered on to the scene and would serve as easier prey. As the wurr was distracted, an arrow went through its brain.

As the projectile pierced the beast’s skull, a burning pulse erupted deep within Jack and a powerful surge coursed through him, shaking his body and mind. Once the shivering epiphany passed, he felt better than ever before, though not greatly. His body felt tighter, his joints less stiff, his senses sharper and his clothes seemed lighter.

His mind was clearer; the mental equivalent of a small town previously struggling with traffic, but now a new bypass allowed for a better flow of vehicles. Random little irrelevant and distracting thoughts shuffled away, while once lost memories were rediscovered. “Wow!” As Jack spoke, he heard how firmer his voice suddenly sounded. His lips and jaw moved with less wasteful articulation.

The wurr collapsed, dead. Dimal looked over her shoulder with a raised brow. “Nice one lad!”

Jack smiled; the feeling was oddly refreshed after facing a life-or-death situation.

She looked away only to glance back.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing, just thought ya looked different. Never mind,” The huntress fastened the bow to her back and strolled to the wurr’s carcass.

Did my body actually change? Jack gazed down at his arms, flexing and feeling his muscles. Is this some kind of magic? He wasn’t sure whether to be worried or get excited.

“Got a rogue fella,” Dimal said, kneeling over the dead creature.

“A what?” Jack called, preferring not to go near dead animals. The smell of the very few he stumbled across back on Earth cemented this preference.

“A rogue wurr,” she replied, poking the creature’s cadaver with a stick, “An adult male. Probably got run out from his pack. Mustn’t have eaten in a while, might be why it tried attacking us. They don’t usually hunt people, well, not until recently.”

“What do you mean?”

The huntress glanced at him with grave eyes. She stood up, looked at the beams of sunlight shining through the branches and leaves. “We’ll walk ‘n’ talk,” She began striding.

Jack followed, gesturing to the wurr’s corpse. “What about that thing?” 

“Forest can have it, we’ve enough wurr meat and pelts. Besides, he ain’t got much meat to offer.”

After some walking, the wurr’s remains were out of sight and mind. Yet it gave Jack a new hindsight; the rest of life’s mundane woes – bullying, bad weather, slow internet, and so on – now seemed trivial.

Although the forest floor was as messy as before, Jack found it easier to keep up with Dimal. When they were shoulder to shoulder, he queried, “So what did you mean about those animals not hunting people until now?”

“First ya need to know about Highfringe,” Dimal replied, her tone was playfully sassy at worst, “And going by that look on ya face, it’s clear ya don’t. Highfringe’s a forest near Liktu. A big forest. The soil there is rich, but not like gold or jewels rich.”

“Fertile, you mean?” Jack guessed.

She clicked her fingers and pointed at him, “Yeah, that’s the word! So, because of the fertile soil, the trees and plants there grow thick and fast, which led to a whole lot of plant-eating animals flocking there. Then the meat-eating beasts flocked in after them. Highfringe is a grand source of fruit, herbs, wood, meat, pelts, and other stuff. It’s why Liktu even exists.”

“Other stuff?”

Dimal gazed up at the forest canopy. “Long ago, a majestic city once stood there, until it was destroyed during the God War.”

Jack’s eyes widened. “God War? What’s that?”

“Ah come on lad, I haven’t even finished telling ya about Highfringe,” 

“Sorry. You were saying?”

“Right, where was I... ah yes. There’s a legend that the reason Highfringe is so lush is because the souls of all the people who lived in the city were absorbed by the land.”

“That’s morbid,” Jack said.

“Don’t worry, that legend isn’t important.”

“Then why mention it?”

She shrugged. “Adds flavour. Anyways, a forest grew over the city’s ruins, hiding treasures which survived the destruction, all waiting to be discovered.”

“Do people loot those places?”

“Oh yeah, it’s a proper profession,” Dimal explained, “So Highfringe is great and all, unless ya an utter fool, ‘cause then ya’ll be dinner for some beast. Only those with a full-wit should venture into those woods, which many of Liktu’s hunters and gatherers thankfully have,” She placed a hand on her chest, broadened her shoulders and smirked, “especially myself,” Her prideful pose quickly melted, “But things changed about twenty-two days and nights ago. A local couple went missing. Me and a bunch of others rallied to find them, yet even after hours of searching, we couldn’t. However, we found strange markings on the trees.”

“What kind of marks?” Jack asked.

“Just messy symbols, no idea what they meant. Course, this was just the start. We returned during the night to search the area again. We found... animals hanging from trees, all broken and bloody. It was like the old stories of how warlords hung up the bodies of enemies to send a message,” The huntress sighed. “The search was called off. The worst was presumed for the missing. Yet things got worse from there. People going into Highfringe got caught in crude traps. Basic stuff at first, like shallow pits, but then deeper ones with spikes started appearing. A poor fella almost lost his foot because of those.”

An unpleasant, sour feeling stung Jack. He didn’t want to hear anymore, but forced himself to listen. 

“Some thought a gang set up a hideout in the woods, which has happened before. A group of about five adventurers specialised in hunting outlaws went into Highfringe, but only one returned, half-mad, raving about a ‘monster’ in the woods.”

Jack hid a gulp. Aliens, magic, and now monsters!? His idea of normal was dust. All he could do now was delve deeper. “Is there really a monster?”

Dimal shook her head. “We’re not sure. That surviving adventurer was barely able to give a description. Said it was big, pale, and lurked in the shadows.”

Jack imagined something akin to the uncanny humanoid monsters used in generic online horror stories.

“Some folks still think it’s the work of bandits trying scare people out of the forest, so they could plunder the ruins for themselves.”

“Which do you think it is?” Jack asked.

The huntress stared off into the trees. “Something has disturbed Highfringe. When I was there, the whole place was too quiet. Even a gang of violent thugs couldn't repulse the forest’s wildlife in such a way,” She jerked her head back, “That wurr we ran into? Just one of many fleeing Highfringe.”

“So... it’s a monster?”

“Yeah,” 

Jack wasn’t sure what to say for a moment. If everything the huntress said was true, this creature sounded intelligent. He heard about some animals using basic tools, yet never anything about setting up pit-traps. One glance to the blue girl reminded him this was an alien world, with magic to boot. Anything was possible. “Okay, then... what’s your village doing about this?”

“Well, the council’s put up a big bounty. That’s bringing in adventurers and hunters, but they’re turning up nothin’. Our local shaman called the God Guild for help. He said they’d send an ‘outside specialist’,” She smiled at him, “And here ya are.”

Jack pointed to himself. “Me!?”

“Yeah. What’s the bother?”

“Because I’m not a fighter or a hunter! You saw it back there! You did the work!”

“If it wasn’t for ya, I wouldn’t have hit that wurr,” Jack raised a finger to protest but Dimal continued, “And besides, I tried tracking whatever’s troubling those woods, but got nowhere. This thing is a unique problem and the shaman said ya’d have an ‘unique perspective’.”

Jack almost gagged on his words. “Can’t you send... I dunno, send the army into the woods or something?”

The huntress’s ears slanted. “The army? It’s a wild animal problem, likely a dangerous one yeah, but not on par with a war. Besides...” She glanced at something far away before shaking her head, “Some of the local militia already tried, but they’re not exactly trained to deal with beasts, especially not ones stalking Highfringe.”

“Are there other villages? Have you tried asking them for help?”

“Course! They rely on Highfringe as much as we do, but even with their support, we still can’t catch this thing.”

All of Porftel can’t stop one animal or mad man? Jack wondered whether this creature was extremely dangerous or if the locals were merely inept.

“Come on, keep going, we’re almost outta here,” Dimal ushered.

Flora thinned as they reached Slomwood’s edge. The trees gave way to a landscape that froze Jack in awe. Far away was an enormous mountain range. His family had been to Carrauntoohil, the highest mountain in Ireland, just over a thousand metres high. These mountains were far larger. Five of them stood side-by-side, covered in rocky terrain, with snow at their peaks. The mountain in the middle seemed to be the tallest. The range resembled a crude, colossal crown.

Pulling his gaze away from the mountains, Jack studied the rest of the landscape. Wild alien trees and plants were sprinkled across hills and plains. It wasn’t a sea of green, everything came in a variety of odd colours, such as blue, red, purple, black, and white.

In the distance, he spotted a dense cluster of buildings. Civilisation! It was too far to make out details, but there was definitely life within the settlement.

Dimal stepped up beside him, pointing to the community. “That’s Liktu. And those mountains are called the Stone Crown. Highfringe is at the base,” A huge forest carpeted the mountains’ base, like a massive quilted blanket knitted by a crazed artist, covering a vast area.

“Wait, wait, wait!” Jack pressed a finger to his forehead.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m trying to understand where everything is. Do you have a map?”

“Oh,” The huntress took out a tube of paper from a pocket, unfolding it to reveal a finely illustrated map, “Behold: Porftel!” It depicted a land flanked by a wall of high hills in the west, a sea of trees in the south, a coastline along the north and east. Villages, forests, and landmarks dotted the region; labelled with alien symbols.

Jack pointed to a line of symbols, “Is that... Hoyute?”

“Yeah.”

“What does it say?”

Dimal’s ear slanted, “Wha? Ya can speak our language but not read it?”

Moving his arms aimlessly, Jack could only reply, “I didn’t choose my linguistic powers!”

The huntress frowned, “Honestly, ya need to have a chat with the God Guild, sending ya in like this!”

“Don’t suppose you can translate for me, please?”

“Sure I can,” She rested a finger on a settlement in the map’s centre, “Here’s Liktu,” her finger glided south to a cluster of trees, “and we’re here, at Slomwood.”

Jack waved a finger over the forest and mountains north of Liktu, “And that’s Highfringe and the Stone Crown?”

“Yep.”

Noticing a peninsula behind the Stone Crown, and surrounded by steep cliffs, Jack asked, “What’s this place?” Unlike the rest of the map, the peninsula lacked illustrated details, like trees or lakes, leaving it barren.

“Madman’s Land,” Dimal replied, “Anyone who tries to reach it are mad. Even if ya boat’s not slammed into rocks by waves, the cliffs are impossible to climb.”

“What's there?”

“No clue. Probably just trees and overgrown fields.”

“Okay, and these places?” Jack circled a ring around several settlements in the west of Porftel, all connected by a web of roads. If the size of the illustrations were anything to go by, these communities were noticeably smaller than Liktu.”

“Those are the villages I mentioned,” She tapped and named each one, “Hujlu, Monvi, Carpi, and Galya.”

“And these?” Jack motioned to the east of Porftel, where only a few settlements lay, with less roads between them.

“They’re Fyuth, Narrow Bay, and Yoik,” Dimal inhaled a deep breath and jabbed a settlement in the southeast corner, the only one the same size as Liktu, “And that’s Rogur.”

“You don’t seem to like them?”

Dimal rolled up the map, “They don’t like us folks from this side of Porftel.”

“Why?”

“We’ve got an unpleasant history,” A pressure emanated from the huntress’s black and gold eyes, like warning signs around a minefield. “Will explain it to ya later, right now we gotta get to Liktu,” She slid the map back into her pocket, “Our lift should be ‘round here somewhere,” Dimal walked along the forest’s edge; Jack followed.
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Chapter 4 – Wagon Ride
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They walked along Slomwood’s edge until finding their ride. It was a strange vehicle resembling a pickup truck with a wagon attached to it, both were basic yet alien in design. At the back of the wagon waited a man wearing odd-looking dungarees. He looked like a human-plant hybrid, with grass-green skin and what seemed like vines dangling from the top of his head. His face was flat with no nose, nostrils, or ears. His eyes were unblinking black beads.

Dimal greeted the plant-man, “Hey Tole, this is my new friend, Jack,” She gestured to him. “He’s the Universalist.”

A bit of bashfulness tingled Jack.

“Hello Jack,” Tole said with a spongy voice, “Never met anyone like you before. Do your kin live off the continent?”

Jack scratched the back of his neck. “Actually, I’m from another planet.”

“Oh my,” the plant-man uttered, “like the gods?”

“What?”

“I’ll explain during the ride,” Dimal interjected, then addressed Tole, “Sorry, Jack’s new here.”

“No bother,” Tole said, “but Yaster wants me to get him to Liktu as soon as possible. Everyone’s excited.”

Jack gulped.

“Not a problem,” Dimal assured, patting him on the shoulder and gesturing to the wagon, “Just hop in and get comfy.”

“You have vehicles here?” Jack questioned.

“Sure,” She pointed to the truck Tole was plodding towards, “Don’t humans?”

“Yeah, but...” he wondered why he was getting worked up over this. Perhaps part of him expected this fantasy world to be in a medieval state in terms of technology. He then wondered why he assumed that. Was it because of how so many fantasy worlds in media were depicted in medieval-like conditions? “Never mind.”

Dimal leaped into the wagon and helped Jack get on-board. The interior was luxurious, unlike the bare-boned and uncomfortable looking ones seen in American westerns. The benches were cushioned and wide enough for about five people to sit on each side. The woodwork had a varnished finish. The roof was high enough to allow someone to walk around without having to hunch over. While the interior showed signs of frequent use, it also seemed regularly cleaned and maintained. Jack took a seat, quietly joyful at how comfortable it was.

Dimal moved to the front, opened a flap and called out, “Ya can go now,” She hurried back and sat opposite him.

There wasn’t any rumble or roar of an engine, but the truck began moving, pulling the wagon along. The ride was bumpy, but bearable. Jack gripped the back of the bench to keep steady.

Dimal leaned forward and spoke, “I forgot to mention, Yaster is our village’s Alderman. Grand bloke.”

“Alderman?” Jack asked.

“A settlement’s leader. They hold meetings and make important decisions.”

“Is he like you or Tole?” 

“What?”

“You know, you’re an aluu and Tole’s a... uh, what is he?”

“Oh, I get ya. Tole’s kind are known as the gou, but Yaster ain’t aluu or gou, he’s an urumo. Why’d ya want to know?”

“Back on Earth, there are only humans.”

Dimal chuckled, “The more I hear about Earth, the more boring it sounds.”

Jack’s memory clicked, “Oh yeah, that ‘god war’ you mentioned earlier, you forgot to tell me about it.”

Her ears twitched upwards, “Ya forgot to remind me.”

He pouted.

“Anyhow, I only know the basics of what happened.”

“I still wanna know.”

The huntress took a deep breath. “Things went like this: First there was Rilo, with all our ancestors living in tribes. Life was pretty rough, until the gods showed up.”

“From where?”

“The moon. It was their home before coming to our world.”

“With spaceships?”

She blinked, “Ya know about those?”

“We have them on Earth, but I don’t think they’re as advanced as the ones these ‘gods’ used,” Jack refused to believe the beings Dimal was talking about were actual gods, but rather an advanced race of aliens.

“Anyways,” she went on, “they took our ancestors under their wings, taught ‘em a bunch of skills like medicine, fighting, smithing, and so on. However, the catch was that the gods got to rule over them. This lasted for about a millennium, until some folks got sick of the gods and wanted to rule themselves. A lot of the gods wouldn’t budge, but others among ‘em agreed with our ancestors. However, some people stayed loyal to the ruling deities.”

“So it wasn’t simply mortals versus gods?”

“Yep. An almighty civil war erupted across the whole world, the God War. It ended in untold death and devastation. Most survivors were reduced to tribes, just like their ancestors were before the gods came. It’s been about a hundred years now since then. I’d say Rilo’s healed up pretty well, don’t you think?”

“I suppose,” Jack looked out the back of the wagon. The lush land showed not a trace of a gigantic conflict, except for perhaps the overgrown ruins of a building in a field. I guess this world isn’t in a post-apocalyptic state, but rather a... post-post-apocalyptic one? He quite liked the term ‘post-post-apocalyptic’. A question came to mind, “What about the gods? In fact, what’s the deal with this God Guild?”

“Ah, ya see there were a good few gods who weren’t up for fighting, so they remained neutral. Plenty of them survived and went on to form the God Guild.”

“What do they do?”

“Help people.”

Jack raised a hand. “Hold on. If they help people, why was I brought here!?”

“Like I said before: ya have an outside perspective.”

“And I told you I don’t know how to deal with animals, let alone monsters! Never owned a pet!” Jack cupped his face and groaned. Why? He thought. Just why?

“Mate...” The huntress said.

He looked up to see her giving a reassuring smile. “What is it?” he asked with some bitterness, though not aimed at her.

“I’ve been there.”

“Where?”

“Feeling lost and powerless in an unfamiliar place.”

Jack didn’t say anything.

“Wanna know how I became a hunter?”

He stared at her for moment, “Okay.”

“Was only a kid when I started training,” She began, “Struggled a lot at first, threw a few tantrums. Wasn’t angry at my tutors, they were a great bunch of lads, but I was mad at myself for not being good enough. Almost got eaten during my first trip into the wilds.”

“You serious?”

“Very. Had nightmares for weeks, of wurrs prowling around my bed,” She leaned forward. “But I didn’t surrender to the fear. Spent every day and night, across seasons, honing my skills. Now? I can cull whole packs of wurrs. Maybe I’m not the best hunter, but I’m a pretty bloody good one.”

“Then why aren’t you hunting this monster or whatever it is?”

“Because it ain’t like any beast I’ve hunted.”

“And I’ve never hunted anything at all.”

Dimal tilted her head. “Ya don’t have to face it alone. The whole village will be behind ya and I’ll be at ya side!” 

“That’s... good to know,” He sank into his seat.

Dimal looked down at her boots, tapping the tips together, “So... what’s ya favourite colour?”

Jack blinked a few times, “What?”

“Ya favourite colour? What is it?”

“Blue,” he answered. It felt a bit juvenile to have a favourite colour, but he found blue to be a serene pigment.

“Neat,” Dimal complimented, “Mine’s gold. Maybe it’s also because of my eyes too,” She squished her cheeks upwards, “Folks do say they’re pretty!”

Jack unknowingly nodded.

She giggled as her ears wiggled, “If ya love blue, then I must be easy on the eyes!”

He blushed, breaking off eye contact. Though Jack mentally acknowledged Dimal was indeed cute, openly saying it would be weird. They were two different species after all, not to mention the possible age difference.

Feeling awkward, Jack tried thinking of something to distract from it, but failed and sighed. He muttered under his breath, “Someone my age shouldn’t be doing this nonsense.”

“What nonsense?” Dimal asked.

He looked at her big ears, guessing they weren’t just for show. “It’s just... kids- I mean, teens my age are supposed to go to school, not alien worlds. And...” Jack gestured fruitlessly, giving up on whatever he was trying to say.

“How old are you?” Dimal enquired.

Jack hesitated, “Fifteen.”

The huntress’s eyes widened, “Wow! Ya older than most folks in Porftel!”

“Eh? I’m still in my teens!?” he protested, refusing to accept lifespans in this world were so short.

“Teens? Ya mean between being a kid and an adult?”

“Yes!”

Her brow furrowed, “Do humans age slowly or something, ‘cause I’m a teen too and I’m only six?”

His jaw dropped, not believing the madness he was hearing. “You... You can’t be six!?” Trying to find an explanation, he asked, “What’s your exact age, in days?”

Dimal looked at Jack as if he was nuts, then gazed into space, mumbling, “Well there’s four hundred days and nights in a year...”

“What?” He interrupted, “What do you mean there’s four hundred days in a year!?”

She stared at him before letting out, “Ohhhhh I see now! Time must work differently on Earth!”

His expression went blank as the realisation reached him, “Of course. How does time work here?”

“Well, we measure time in seconds,” Dimal began, putting a hand to her chest, “One heartbeat, one second. A hundred seconds is a minute. A hundred minutes is an hour. A day and night are both ten hours. Each season has a hundred days and a hundred nights, a year is made up of the four seasons, so there’s four hundred days and nights in a year.”

Jack spent a minute – a familiar, sixty-second Earth minute – processing the information, “So, a day is twenty hours?”

“What? Nah, it’s ten. Weren’t ya listening?”

“But you said days and nights are both ten hours, that means-”

“Day and night aren’t one thing,” Dimal clarified, “Is it different on Earth?”

Jack spent several Earth minutes explaining how time worked back on his own world, leading to a discussion between him and Dimal about the differences in time between their worlds, which revealed Rilo didn’t have measurements in the form of weeks or months. Their year count was reset after the God War ended. Therefore, the current date was the 51st Day of Autumn, of the year 110, post-war.

“Oof, this is all so confusing,” The huntress huffed once they finished exchanging information, “Earth time is so messy. Every four years ya get an extra day? That’s mad.”

“Well a Rilo year seems too drawn out,” Jack countered.

Dimal shook her head and looked like she was about to reply, but instead gazed out the back of the wagon, “Huh, seems we’re making good progress. Guess time flows when ya talking.”

“Don’t you mean flies?” Jack questioned.

“Never heard anyone say anything about time ‘flying’.”

He frowned, before realising his mistake, “Oh, that’s because it’s a saying from Earth. Guess you don’t have them here either.”

“Earth sayings?”

“Yeah, I know a bunch of them. Like... ‘Kill two birds with one stone.’”

Dimal gave an unsure look.

“It means to solve two problems with one solution.”

“Ohhh, that’s interesting. Got any others?”

“Hmmm... Ah yes! ‘When the booze goes in, the truth comes out.’ You get it?”

“Booze? Ya mean alcohol?”

“So you have that here too huh?”

“Stuff’s awful. Never could understand why some folk drink it.”

“Me neither. I’ll never touch it, not even a drop.”

“Good man. Keep yaself healthy.”

Jack smirked. He suddenly noticed how the ride was less bumpy and glanced out the back. The wagon was now travelling down a wide gravel path. “Are we on a road?”

“We are,” Dimal noticed, studying the land they past, “Should be in Liktu soon. Guess time really did fly.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5 – Liktu

[image: ]


The wagon-hauling truck slowed as it drove under a stone archway resembling two trees touching at the branches. On the arch was a slate imprinted with more alien words.

“What’s that sign say?” Jack asked.

“Says ‘Leaving Liktu’,” Dimal replied, “Course, ya supposed to read it when ya going out, not in, so the opposite is true; Welcome to Liktu, Jack!”

The road was flanked by buildings, some made from wood, some from stone, and some from unknown materials. A few buildings were bungalows while others were three floors high. The one universal aspect between all of them was their strange architecture, different from any building Jack had seen on Earth. Such features included triangular and hexagonal windows, walls covered with metal plates, and roofs supporting miniature fields of flowers.

If the buildings didn’t enforce the fact, he was on an alien planet, the people certainly did. Folks walked on the paths beside the road, not paying much mind to the wagon or its passengers. Some were aluus or gous, like Dimal and Tole. Yet while all the gou people had green skin, the aluu were more varied, with one having orange skin and blue hair while another had purple skin and red hair.

“Uh, Dimal,” Jack motioned to the people on streets, who were neither aluu nor gou, “Who are...?”

“Ah,” The huntress angled her head, “Who do ya wanna know about first?”

He pointed to a green lizard man, which some would consider rude, but given the context it was forgivable.

“Their kind are called the ciza,” Dimal explained.

Next, he gestured to a tall woman who seemed to have stone skin and crystal hair.

“She’s an urumo.”

“Her hair’s made of crystals.”

Dimal shook her head, “Nah-nah, crests only look that way.”

“Crests?”

“Those are what urumo’s have instead of hair.”

“Okay...” He noted, then eyed a short, furred, mouse-like fellow with a long snout and big floppy ears, “And what is he?”

“That fella’s a moluy.”

“And them?” Jack signalled to an insect person with a segmented body, two pairs of arms, and two big black polished ovals for eyes.

“She’s a ruvho,” Dimal held up six fingers, “Aluu. Gou. Urumo. Moluy. Ciza. Ruvho. Those are the six kinds of folks who live in these parts.”

“Are there more?”

Dimal swayed her head, “Should be, but none of them have come to these parts. All we know of the outside world, or at least what it used to be, are what’s in books.”

“Has anyone checked, travelled to explore the world I mean?”

“Most folks are focused on living here in Porftel. The few who leave usually don’t get far or never came back.”

“Maybe they didn’t return because they found an amazing place.”

The huntress tilted her head, “Maybe. Or maybe something ate ‘em.”

Before Jack could ask more questions, their ride came to a stop. 

“We’re here,” Dimal said and hopped off the
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