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Chapter 21: The Disappearance

The connection was bridged across miles of asphalt and trauma. On one side, Jamal stood in the ruins of the library meeting room, the walls scarred and the air still heavy with the scent of a previous battle; Jamal held his phone to his ear with a trembling hand. On the other, the van cut through the dusk toward Oregon, the engine’s hum a backdrop to Cal’s hollow, vacant stare.

“Are we on a two-way?” 

Jamal asked, his voice tight.

“...Yes.” 

Cal replied, his voice barely a whisper.

Seeing Cal’s state, May reached over and took the phone, her face etched with a mix of frustration and urgent concern. 

“Hey, Jamal, what's up?”

Jamal commanded.

“Call Evelyn. Right now.” 

May’s fingers flew across the screen, adding Evelyn to the line. The ringing tone seemed to stretch for an eternity. 

“I hope they're in an area with good service!”

“Hello?” 

Evelyn’s voice finally crackled through.

The three-way call was established. On their respective screens, the anxious faces of May and Evelyn waited in silence as Jamal delivered the crushing news.

“Noah is missing. And Elara is unresponsive.”

May’s voice cracked through the van.

“WHAT HAPPENED, JAMAL?!” 
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Flashback: The Crimson Web
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“It happened yesterday around 3:30 PM.” 

Jamal began.

The memory surged forward: Jamal, Elara, and Noah were no longer in the safety of the library. In a heartbeat, the world had shifted, warping into the Negative Realm. They were surrounded. Out of the shadows stepped their Umbra: the brutish, hulking Oblivor; the weeping, tragic Lusus; and the slender, terrifyingly eerie Dolor.

Suddenly, the dark space was lit by Bright Crimson Strings of light. They zipped past the group like laser fire, dozens of them crisscrossing the void to form a jagged, glowing web. The three students scrambled to dodge the searing filaments.

“Who's doing this?!” 

Noah screamed.

“I'm not sure!” 

Jamal said back to Noah.

Jamal’s fists ignited, bathed in a fierce golden-amber power. Noah reached for his flute, blowing a sharp note that sent distorted sound waves rippling toward Oblivor and Dolor. Oblivor leapt into the air with surprising grace for his size, dodging the blast and landing a heavy blow aimed at Jamal’s head.

“Long time no see.” 

Oblivor grunted.

Jamal leapt backward, but his movements were cut short. His body became entangled in the Crimson Strings, the light burning against his skin. From the darkness, Lusus’s shadowy mouth began to move, whispering words that felt like lead in the heart.

“...self doubt...”

The strings around Jamal glowed with a blinding intensity. He struggled against the restraints, but a wave of crushing uncertainty washed over him, pinning him in place more effectively than any physical bond.
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The Sacrifice

[image: ]


Oblivor marched toward the trapped Jamal, his arm morphing and hardening into a heavy, jagged baseball bat. Just as he prepared to swing, a shadowy bull with glowing, ethereal horns slammed into his side. Oblivor stumbled back, snarling. It was Elara, her eyes fierce as she fought to protect Jamal.

Oblivor recovered instantly, grabbing the bull by its horns and slamming it into the ground. It dissolved into a heap of gray smoke. Elara rushed forward, her hands ripping through the strings to free Jamal. Oblivor raised his bat-arm to strike her down, but Jamal lunged, shoving Elara out of the path of the blow. He intercepted the attack, meeting the bat with a punch fueled by every ounce of his golden-amber energy.

The bat-arm shattered into a thousand shards of shadow.

“I've got him! You take care of Noah!” 

Elara turned and sprinted toward Noah, dodging a new hail of Crimson Strings. Noah was still playing his flute, desperate to hold the darkness back, but Dolor pushed through the sound waves with an expression of pure rage.

“Your music is so DAMN TERRIBLE!” 

Dolor said in a negative tone. 

“Give up on your classical career! Focus on what you know! Stay in your comfort zone!”

Dolor’s face contorted. Two extra eyes snapped open on its forehead—then two more. All six eyes were open, fixed on Noah with a hypnotic malice.

“ECHO CHAMBER!”
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An invisible, shimmering dome materialized around Noah, sealing him away from the world. His own sound waves hit the interior wall and bounced back, overlapping and distorting. Elara reached the barrier and slammed her hands against the cold, vibrating surface.

“Noah! Are you in there?!”

Inside the Echo Chamber, Noah was drowning in sound. Dolor levitated above him, the creature's voice a constant, invasive whisper.

“...you're not good enough... failure... quit...”

Outside, Elara summoned a shadowy big horn sheep, the construct slamming into the wall with a thunderous impact, but the dome wouldn't break. 

“Why won't you BREAK?!”

Inside the chamber, the voices grew louder, shifting and changing until they perfectly mimicked Noah’s friends and family.

“...your music is going nowhere... you're disappointing us... you're a fraud...”

Noah tried to overpower the voices with a crescendo from his flute, but the sound only fed the cacophony, making the chamber shake. Dolor landed and walked slowly toward Noah.

“Look at me.”

“No! I will not look at you!” 

Noah said, shutting his eyes and covering his ears.

Dolor’s voice became a cold, final whisper. 

“It is time for a fusion. Do you want to die here?”

Noah replies out of fear.

“No!”

Dolor leans in front of Noah in a creepy way.

“Then shake my hand.”

Noah refused, his resolve weakening out of fear he opened his eyes and uncovered his ears to see—Dolor waved his hand. A horrifying vision flooded the chamber: Elara, Caleb, May, and Jamal, all lying dead in horrific, bloody ways.
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“You failed us, Noah.” 

A vision of Elara said, her eyes vacant. 

“You got us all killed including me with your irrational decision making. Why?”

“It's not real... It's all a dream!” Noah screamed.

“It's not a dream, it’s your future.”

Dolor countered. 

“I will give you two choices. One: shake my hand. Two: I release this chamber, I kill everyone out there.”

Noah was paralyzed. He turned and looked out through the shimmering wall and saw the real Elara, still fighting, still trying to save him. He reached out and gripped Dolor’s hand.
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The Return
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The moment their hands met, Dolor went silent. The Umbra was absorbed into Noah’s body in a violent flash of dark light. The Echo Chamber shattered like glass. Suddenly, the ground beneath Noah crumbled away into a dark, bottomless hole, and he disappeared.

Elara stared at the empty space, her breath hitching. 

“Jamal! Noah is GONE!”

Jamal, still locked in combat with Oblivor, looked over in horror. 

“What do you mean, GONE?!”

Lusus attacked again, throwing a fresh wave of crimson strings that tangled around Elara’s limbs. 

“We need to regroup!” 

Jamal yelled. Elara created a thick, choking fog and a swarm of spectral bugs to cut through the strings, retreating to Jamal’s side.

Oblivor’s arm morphed into a giant, spiked mallet. He swung aggressively, the force of the wind whistling past Jamal’s ears. Jamal slammed his fists into the ground, creating a shockwave that cracked the floor of the Negative Realm, but Oblivor leapt over it. Lusus’s strings snapped tight around Elara again, yanking her backward. Oblivor blitzed past Jamal and landed a brutal strike, knocking Elara unconscious and sending her sliding across the dark expanse.

Jamal’s phone rang in his pocket. 

“It's gonna have to wait, he thought.”

Oblivor and Lusus shared a silent nod and melted back into the shadows. The Negative Realm receded like a tide, dropping Jamal and the unconscious Elara back into the library meeting room.

“...and then Noah was gone!” 

Jamal finished, his voice strained.

Elara, now awake and listening to the speakerphone in the van, stirred. 

“Where is Noah, Jamal?”

Jamal replied.

“I don't know,” 

Suddenly, a knock sounded at the library door. Jamal pulled it open. Standing in the doorway was Noah. He looked unharmed, but his expression was cold, serious, and utterly devoid of his usual anxiety. He looked like a different person entirely.

“Noah?! What happened to you?” 

Jamal asked, staring in shock.

Noah looked up, his face a mask of chilling composure. 

“Does it matter?”

Jamal’s shock curdled into deep suspicion. 

“Yeah. It does.”

Noah smiled—a cold, confident expression that didn't reach his eyes. 

“I took care of Dolor. It was easy.”

Elara, seeing him, rushed to his side as she wiped a smear of blood from her lip. Her face was filled with pure relief. Giving him a light hug.

“Noah! Are you okay?”

Noah looked down at her, his expression unreadable. 

“I'm fine.”

Jamal watched them, his eyes narrowed. He turned away and stepped out of the room, pulling his phone back up. The call with May and Ivy was still live.

“We need to have an emergency meeting in the next 24 hours. “But exclude Noah and Elara from the chat.”

Jamal whispered.

“We're a few hours away.” 

Ivy said.

“We have about seven hours to go.” 

May added with an impatient tone.

May agreed to the secret meeting. In the background of the van, Leo’s voice chimed in. 

“So... Elara and Noah are totally a thing, right?”

May rolled her eyes. 

“Leo, keep your eyes on Cal.”

Jamal said, and hung up the phone ending the call.

“See you all in a few hours.” 
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The Mental Prison
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The truth lay hidden in the tunnels of the Negative Realm, moments after Noah had disappeared from the library. He had found himself in a dark, underground passage where a swampy, moss-covered figure blocked his path. It was Augar.

“Wait, Augar.” 

A calm, authoritative voice commanded.

Actoritas stepped out of the darkness, holding his staff with an air of mysterious cool. He gestured toward Noah. 

“This is Dolor's lighter side. Noah.”

Actoritas said in a deep tone.

“Oh. I remember him from our first meeting.” 

Augar said. He continued to speak.

“I was rushing to the battle, but it looks like I am too late.”

Actoritas looked at Noah, his red eyes analytical and cold. 

“It seems that Dolor has completed his objective.”

A look of dawning horror crossed Noah’s face. 

“Objective? What objective?”

Actoritas replied.

“To fuse with his other half,” 

Noah clutched his head in disbelief. 

“That thing... is inside me?!”

Augar chuckled, a dry, raspy sound. 

“That 'thing' IS you. We are the things you reject or hide from yourself and from others. The positive and the negative. It all depends on the complexities of the human mind.”

Actoritas stepped closer. 

“Since Dolor has completed his objective, we do not need to kill you. You are free to leave.”

“Great!” 

Noah said, a wave of relief washing over him.

Actoritas looks at Noah with a serious look. 

“But... there are things you do not know about us, or this place.”

“Okay, but what does that have to do with me?”

Actoritas points at Noah.

“Not with you. With THEM.”

As Noah turned to walk away, a strange, frigid presence bloomed in his mind.

“I got you.” 

Dolor’s voice whispered.

Deep within a dark mental prison, the real Noah sat chained and helpless. Dolor stood over him, triumphant. The Umbar had taken complete control. The “Noah” that walked out of the Negative Realm was merely Dolor wearing a human skin.

He smiled to himself as the world around him receded. 

“Oh. Nox must know that I succeeded.”
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The Gathering
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Monday Afternoon.

Evelyn and Ivy were in Evelyn's apartment, collapsed on the couch in a state of total exhaustion. 

“We... finally made it back...” 

Evelyn groaned.

Ivy carefully placed the stolen African Battle Axe on the coffee table. Its ancient metal seemed to hum with a hidden power. 

“I hope this... can be a tool... to fight these Umbra...”

Within minutes, they were both fast asleep, the powerful artifact resting between them.

Hours later, the van arrived. Cal, May, Leo, Sameer, and the Professor trudged back into the Rec Center. Professor Row looked deeply upset, his shoulders slumped.

“I am sorry. I should have been with you all during that fight,” Row said. “I was researching the ring, but kept getting dead ends.” 

He placed a heavy hand on Cal’s shoulder. Cal was still staring into the distance, his eyes hollow. 

“Hey. Everything will be okay. Sometimes, bad things happen, and there is only so much we can do.”

“Arron was alone.” 

Caleb said, his voice flat and empty. 

“He just wanted some consistent friends in his corner, and he didn't get that. I'm tired. I want some sleep.”

May watched Cal walk away, her heart aching. Her phone buzzed with a text from Jamal: We are meeting over Evelyn's apartment. Here is the address. Everyone.

May looked at Leo and Sameer. 

“Did everyone get that?”

They replied in unison.

“Yes.” 

Sameer sighed, rubbing his eyes. Tired from everything that has happened.

“Let's head over to Evelyn's right away.”
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The Strategy
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The mood was heavy as Jamal, May, Leo, and Sameer stood outside Evelyn’s door. Evelyn opened it, her face pale but welcoming. 

Evelyn: “Hey. Come on in.”

Ivy offered a small, weary smile from the couch. 

“Hey, Leo.”

Leo gave a weak, half-hearted response.

“Hello Ivy.”

The group’s eyes were immediately drawn to the African Axe on the coffee table. 

“You two flew all the way for this?”

Jamal asked. Sameer sat down and took a deep breath. 

“Let's just recap what has happened to everyone.”

Sameer relayed the events at BCU—Bradley Hammond’s speech, the meeting with Arron, the fusion into Azrael, and the horrifying sight of Arron’s lifeless body. Jamal, Evelyn, and Ivy sat in shocked silence.

“All of that... in just a few hours?” 

Evelyn said. May leaned forward, thinking back to the auditorium. 

“Bradley Hammond said we had to balance our Ego, Wants, and Needs... to accept our shadow. I think... I think that's what happened to Noah. He and his Umbra probably combined.”

“In the vision I had, Noah was terrified, “this wasn't a choice he made willingly.”

May’s expression hardened into one of cold determination. 

“Then we need to split them apart.”

The group looked down at the ancient African Axe. It was no longer just a relic; it was their only hope.
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The Sentinel
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Meanwhile, at Elara's dorm, the atmosphere was deceptively peaceful. Elara sat behind the man who looked like Noah, her fingers moving methodically as she braided his hair. Her expression was unreadable, a blank mask of focus. Noah sat perfectly still, his posture rigid and unnatural.

“I'll keep you occupied, Noah, for now.”

[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


Chapter 22: Lovers and Friends

Inside Evelyn's apartment, the group—Jamal, May, Leo, Sameer, Evelyn, and Ivy—is gathered around the African Battle Axe resting on the coffee table. The air is thick with curiosity as Leo leans in, squinting at the weapon's dull surface.

"This axe looks... odd."

Leo replies. 

"What do you mean?"

Sameer said. Leo gently touches the flat side of the blade. It feels cheap, almost synthetic.

"The metal they used. It looks like it can be easily removed."

He uses his fingernail to pick at an edge and manages to peel a small piece back, revealing a different, significantly darker metal underneath. Sameer leans in to look closely at the peeled section.

"The stuff they used on the outside looks cheap. A disguise."

The group, now intrigued, starts carefully peeling away the cheap iron exterior using kitchen tools. Underneath, they reveal the true axe: a stunning black and gold weapon, covered in intricate carvings. An inscription in an ancient African language is visible.

As Evelyn’s eyes scan the blade, a translated message appears over the metal:


"The one who wields this Axe can separate the bond between day and night."


Evelyn is already on her laptop, fingers flying across the keyboard.

"I'm running the carvings and language through an AI analysis. (Reading aloud): 'This axe was formed in the late 18th century by a blacksmith in Western Africa. He claimed to have seen a vision from a lion, black as the night sky with blood-red eyes, which took the form of the Orisha, Ogun.'"

"'The blacksmith placed carvings on the axe. It is said by the Umbra itself that these carvings can separate the bond between a human and their Umbra.'"

Jamal looks at the axe with new reverence, his arms crossed tightly.

"So this is the answer to freeing Noah."

Evelyn continues saying more information.

"It was stolen by Great Britain in the late 19th century and brought to Savannah, Georgia, after World War I. That's all it says."

"We should ask Professor Row about this."

Ivy says. Sameer replies by asking a different question.

"What about Elara?"

Sameer asks with concern.

"She's keeping an eye on Noah. I told her about his recent behavior. She knows she just has to play along for now."

Jamal replied confidently knowing that plan that’s in motion. 
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The Dream of Destruction
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In Caleb's empty room in his apartment, his wrapped katana leans against a wall in the corner. A single, stark panel shows Cal asleep in bed; his body language is stiff and motionless. The panel fades to black.

The sharp CRACK of a gunshot pierces the silence.

Cal's eyes in the dream are wide and emotionless. He is paralyzed, reliving the horrific moment of Arron's death.

"Come on, body... move!"

Actoritas fades into view in the dream, a creepy, knowing look on its shadowy face.

"Caleb. You hold back so much."

Cal, not mobile, looks at Actoritas frozen in fear.

"If I was faster... I could have saved Arron."

Actoritas walks closer, red eyes glowing, raising its heavy staff.

"There was nothing you could do. Even the professor said that."

Actoritas brutally and repeatedly beats the paralyzed Cal with the staff. He then touches Cal's forehead. The dream shifts to the Negative Realm; in the background are roaring flames. The vision becomes distorted: Cal, sword in hand, stands alone over the destroyed, flaming campus of Blackwood University.
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"You desire this, don't you? Destruction. Chaos. Remember who I am, Caleb. I am your darker half. The things you reject. Look at our history. We can wake them all up. We can take this world by force."

"Never! I'm not cruel like you, even if you are my Umbar!"

Finding strength in defiance, Cal focuses and forces himself awake. Actoritas fades away with a hiss. Cal sits bolt upright in bed, gasping for air and drenched in sweat.

"It was... only a dream."

His phone buzzes. A group chat notification: "Meeting at the Professor's classroom. Bring the axe." Cal grabs his wrapped sword and leaves, his face set with a new, hardened resolve.
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The Recording Studio
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At Elara's dorm room, she has just finished braiding Noah's hair. Noah looks at his reflection with a cold, confident smile.

"I look good."

Elara responds out of curiosity.

"What are you doing later on?"

Noah replies in an arrogant manner.

"Going to my room to listen to music."

Noah turns and stares at Elara in a way that makes her skin crawl.

"Why are you staring at me like that?"

"It's nothing. Actually, I'm going to an underground rap battle later. In Portland."

Elara responds in a tone with a slight hint of an attitude. The wind blows behind Elara as leaves off a tree  past her in the background. 

Sfx: Voosh!

"You should not be going anywhere!"

Noah responds in an arrogant tone. Giving off an attitude. 

"You're not my mom or my guardian. Leave me the hell alone. I want to make music for big rappers one day."

Elara lowers her voice a bit.

"I thought you wanted to make classical music?"

Noah responds his arms are crossed.

"That shit is boring. Who listens to that anyway? See you later."

As he walks out, Elara frantically calls Jamal.

"Noah just left! He's going to Portland!"

Jamal in a serious tone replies to Elara on the phone.

"We can't let him leave! Stall him!"

Elara rushes after him. 

"Wait! Don't go! Let's go to the recording studio on campus. It's better than anything in Portland."

Noah replies with a cocky attitude.

"...That's actually a great idea. Smart. You used your brain for once."
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The Conflict
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The group meets Professor Row in his classroom. Evelyn places the Axe of Ogun on his desk. The Professor’s ring, Anulus Inferni, begins pulsing with subtle dark energy, reacting to the ancient carvings of the axe.

Suddenly, the Professor's phone rings. 

"Excuse me. This is important." 

He walks out, leaving the ring on the desk. Leo, unable to resist with curiosity, slips the ring onto his finger.

"Whoa. It looks so cool! Reminds me of the Cursed Ring of the Abyss."

May rolls her eyes, looking at Leo. In a serious manner she says.

"Take it off. Now."

Leo quickly puts it back. All their phones buzz—a text from Elara. Jamal's face hardens. "Let's go. Now."

The Polk building has a gothic style, but the recording studio inside is modern. Noah has headphones on, blasting music so loud the bass creates visible ripples in the air.

Elara walks over and pulls one earphone off. "I am trying to FOCUS over here!"

"Looks boring."

He snatches her tablet and deletes her abstract drawing.

"Why did you DO that?! That was for a class assignment!"

"Calm down. I just think your picture needed more... shadow in it. I'm out of here."

He walks out and comes face-to-face with the entire group. Evelyn holds the axe. Elara blocks him from behind. The world dissolves into the gray, cracked landscape of the Negative Realm.

"Get ready, everyone."

Jamal’s fists ignite with golden-amber power. The Axe of Ogun glows. May’s eyes flash gold—the Veritas Eye. Jamal rushes Noah/Dolor, who dodges with unnatural grace. Elara summons a shadowy wolf; Noah/Dolor catches it mid-air and rips it in half.

“I can't get too close... or I'm done for.”

Jamal lands a glancing blow on the Umbra's shoulder. Noah/Dolor makes a sharp tapping sound with his fingers. SFX: TAP!

A blast of compressed air erupts, sending Jamal flying. The Axe is thrown from his hand. Ivy tries to entangle the Umbra in vines, but a wave of force obliterates them.

"Don't move! We're trapped!"

A wide shot shows the group contained within individual Echo Chambers.
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