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CHAPTER ONE







THE STORM RAGED outside, and an electric spark from the open fuse box zapped my hand. “Sonuffabitch!” I hissed, shaking off the pain. I cursed under my breath as another spark zapped my hand. Despite everything else I’d already survived, this damn house was going to be the death of me.


Lightning flashed, illuminating the dark attic for brief moments. Involuntarily, I tensed, my mind going back to that fateful mission where everything had gone so wrong.


Although I grew up as a bookworm gamer nerd, I had somehow found myself a U.S. Marine—completing spec ops missions with Force Recon. Enemy forces had compromised our team and we were ambushed while gathering intel in a remote village. I won’t go into the gruesome details, but it was a monumental cluster fuck.


The memories of that fateful mission haunted me, a dark cloud looming over my mind as I wrestled with the wires in the attic. The sound of gunfire, the chaos, the loss of brothers-in-arms—it was all still too fresh. I shook my head, trying to push those images away. “Focus, Alex,” I told myself. “You've got to get this electricity back on.”


I moved the flashlight closer to the fuse box, trying to get a better look at the tangled mess of wires. I’d bought the run-down Victorian just a few months before. It had a lot of charm—but also came with a lot of problems. Tonight, it was the electricity. A fuse had blown, and the whole house was plunged into darkness. Perfect timing, as always.


“Come on, work with me here,” I muttered, twisting the wires carefully. My fingers were still tingling from the last shock.


As I fiddled with the fuse, my mind wandered. This wasn’t exactly where I’d pictured that I’d be after high school. I’d been a bit of a nerdy bookworm gaming guy, but life had taken some unexpected turns. 


I wished that I had some of my old military tools to use as my hands deftly moved through the wires. Another bolt of lightning struck nearby, the roar of thunder shaking me to my core. In an instant, I was back in that fateful day in the village. The chaos, the sounds of gunfire, the screams... It was a memory I tried to bury deep down, but it always found a way to resurface when I least expected it.


We had been pinned down—outnumbered and outgunned. The enemy seemed to come at us from all sides, their shots ringing out like the call of the devil. I remembered the sensation of dirt kicking up around me as bullets whizzed past, the instinctive urge to flee despite knowing that that was sure death.


One by one, my squadmates fell, each loss hitting me like a physical blow. We fought with everything we had, but it wasn't enough. Then came the moment when everything went black.


I woke up in a hospital bed, surrounded by unfamiliar faces and beeping machines. The wounds I sustained were severe, both physically and mentally. The nightmares haunted me every time I closed my eyes, a relentless reel of death and destruction playing on an endless loop.


The military doctors deemed me unfit for active duty, citing PTSD as the main reason. They discharged me with a pat on the back and a "good luck" that felt more like a dismissal than genuine concern. And just like that, my life as a Marine was over.


“Dammit!” I swore, trying to refocus on the fuse box. On top of everything else, my flashlight chose that moment to blink out. I shook it once… twice… three times… then slammed it hard against the ground. It flickered back on again. 


The rain picked that moment to intensify—the heavy rainstorm suddenly transitioning into a blistering downpour that seemed to shake the old Victorian house down to its very foundation. I shuddered, my mind going back to another night.


I’d been in the car with my parents, heading to the restaurant where we’d planned to celebrate my 18th birthday. That night had been raining like this. And then, the semi had come out of nowhere.


Losing both my parents in that car accident had thrown me off course. It had happened about three months before graduation. That same car accident kept me in the hospital for nearly 8 weeks. 


Actually graduating from high school had been a bit dicey. But, somehow I managed to squeak a “pass” grade in my final required class at the very last minute… Literally! An hour before graduation’s start time, I hadn’t been sure whether I’d be walking or not.


But as I crouched in that dark attic tonight, trying to fix the electricity issue, I realized that peace was still an elusive dream. The storm outside raged on, mirroring the turmoil within me.


The house had been part of the estate of an elderly single gentleman who had recently passed away. He had lived there by himself for decades. The neighbors had all considered him to be a bit eccentric. He mostly stayed inside for days at a time. But when he came out, he always seemed a little worse for the wear—almost as if he had done battle with… something. 


At the time, I had just left the Marines and was trying to decide what to do with my life. And, passing through town on a little sightseeing trip to nowhere, I happened across the For Sale sign. Well, it caught my eye, the estate was anxious to sell, and with my zero-down VA home loan, it was kind of a no-brainer.


The musty, cramped attic was a treasure trove of forgotten relics and hidden gems. Boxes stacked on top of boxes, each one filled with dusty old furniture and forgotten mementos from the previous owner. As I made my way through the clutter, secrets and mysteries revealed themselves with every box I opened. 


Tonight, though, I just wanted to get the damn lights back on. 


I groaned as the wires slipped from my grip, my frustration mounting. The storm outside showed no sign of relenting, each crash of thunder and flash of lightning echoing my inner turmoil. I couldn't shake the memories of that day in the village, the weight of loss and failure heavy on my shoulders.


With a deep breath, I refocused on the task at hand. 


I was just about to give up and call an electrician when something caught my eye. A soft green glow was coming from the corner of the attic. I turned, squinting in the dim light. It was coming from an old mirror, its frame ornately carved and covered in dust. Set into the top of the frame was a large emerald, glowing eerily in the darkness.


“What the hell?” I muttered, standing up and moving closer.


As I cautiously approached, the temperature in the old attic seemed to dramatically plummet. The air grew colder and thinner, causing my ears to pop as if the atmospheric pressure had suddenly dropped. The once stuffy and stagnant room now felt eerily crisp and empty, sending shivers down my spine. It was as if all the warmth and life had been sucked out of the space, leaving only a chilling sense of abandonment behind.


The mirror towered over me at an impressive six feet tall, its frame intricately carved with Gothic symbols and designs. It looked like it belonged in a cathedral, its imposing presence casting a dark shadow in the dimly lit attic. The glass itself was slightly warped, reflecting the dusty boxes and furniture scattered around the room.


There was a musky smell emanating from the old wood of the mirror's frame, like an old abandoned church. It mingled with the scent of musty books and aged fabric from the boxes in the attic. As I ran my fingers along the frame, I could feel the rough texture of the carved wood, each groove and corner telling a story of its own. The surface was cool to the touch, almost as if it were absorbing the coldness of the attic.


The emerald at the top was unlike anything I’d ever seen, pulsing with a soft, green light. I reached out, curiosity getting the better of me. As soon as my fingers brushed the emerald, a shock ran through my body, far more intense than the one from the fuse box, sparks dancing across its surface, like miniature bolts of lightning. 


A metallic tang filled my nostrils, akin to the scent of a thunderstorm brewing. It was mixed with the musty smell of the attic, creating an overwhelming and almost suffocating aroma. The shock sent a jolt through my body, causing my muscles to tense and a tingling sensation to spread throughout my limbs. It was almost as if my body had become a conductor for some strange power that the emerald contained.


I tried to pull my hand back, but it was impossible. The power in the emerald had a rigid hold on me. The green light grew brighter, enveloping me. 


The room started to spin, the dusty attic disappearing in a blur of swirling colors. As if caught in a vortex, I felt myself being pulled towards the old mirror, its intricate frame seeming to pulse with an unshakeable energy. The vibrant green light emanating from its surface grew brighter and brighter, until it was all-consuming and forced me to squeeze my eyes shut against its blinding intensity. 


Panic set in. “What the—”


Before I could finish, everything went dark.


As I slowly regained consciousness, my senses were overwhelmed by the cold, musty air and the hard surface beneath me. My head throbbed violently, and my limbs felt like lead weights. My eyes fluttered open, struggling against the blinding brightness of the torches that lined the rough, uneven stone walls of the chamber. 


It was not familiar to me—this was not my attic. Instead, I found myself in a vast underground cave or cavern, surrounded by towering stone columns that seemed to hold up the high ceiling. The room had no visible windows or doors, adding to its mysterious and isolated atmosphere. The only light source came from the flickering torches, casting ominous shadows along the cavern floor. Every breath I took filled my lungs with a damp chill, and a sense of unease washed over me as I realized I was completely alone in this vast chamber


The cool air carried the smell of damp earth and the musty scent of old stone. There was also a distinct aroma of something ancient and indescribable, like the lingering essence of a long-forgotten civilization.


I sat up slowly, trying to make sense of what had just happened. I got to my feet, my legs unsteady. “Okay, Alex, get a grip,” I muttered to myself. “Take a deep breath and figure out what the hell’s going on!”


The mirror… the emerald… the green light... they were all gone. And none of it made any sense. I looked around, my heart racing. The high ceilings and walls were lined with strange, glowing symbols. 


In the center of the room was a pedestal, and on it sat a book. It was strangely out of place in the grand subterranean setting. It was a smallish thing, bound in rough calfskin and held closed with a tattered leather thong. It was a size that reminded me of the Moleskine sketchbook that I used to carry to jot down strategy ideas to use in my next Dungeons and Dragons session.


As I approached the pedestal, the symbols on the walls seemed to shift and move, like they were alive. The book on the pedestal drew me in, the tail of the leather thong fluttering as if caught in a breeze. I reached out, hesitating for just a moment before touching it.


The instant my fingers made contact with the little tome, the symbols on the walls flared to life, glowing brightly. The ground shook, and I stumbled back, my heart pounding. The book opened on its own, pages turning rapidly until they stopped on a blank one.


Words began to write themselves across the page. 


“Well, well, well, look who decided to show up. The chosen one has arrived, fashionably late as always,” the words flowed. 


Though I didn’t hear a sound, I could detect a distinct sarcastic tone in the writing. “What?” I asked rhetorically, raising an eyebrow.


“Yes, you, chosen one. Try not to let it go to your head.” 


I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms, already annoyed by this mysterious book.


"Oh come on, don't act so surprised. It's not like you have a lot of options here." The sarcastic tone made it clear that this was not going to be an ordinary day.


"You have been summoned for the adventure of a lifetime. The notorious Eternal Dungeon awaits, but don't worry, you'll be back in time for tea... maybe. The illustrious Eternal Dungeon is waiting for your arrival. No pressure or anything."


The words sent a chill down my spine. “Summoned? Eternal Dungeon? What the hell is this place?” 


The writing persisted, brushing off my inquiries. "Oh, so sorry to interrupt your busy day. But hey, your epic adventure starts right this moment! Lucky you, Alex Hunt."


I furrowed my brows, trying to process the cryptic messages appearing on the pages of the sentient book. The condescending tone grated on my already frayed nerves. "Adventure? Eternal Dungeon? I didn't sign up for this," I muttered to myself, rubbing my temples as if that would somehow make sense of the situation. It felt like I had been plunged into a world straight out of one of those fantasy games I used to play with my friends back in high school.


The book seemed to sense my hesitation as more words materialized on its pages. "Oh, but you did, Alex Hunt. By touching the emerald in the mirror, you've bound yourself to this fate. You are the key to unlocking the mysteries of the Eternal Dungeon, and saving the captive realms."


I shook my head, trying to process everything. This was insane. How did I go from working on a fuse box in my attic to standing in a mysterious chamber being taunted by a sentient book? 


The book seemed to sense my skepticism as new words appeared on its pages. "Yes, the Eternal Dungeon awaits, full of challenges, mysteries, and treasures beyond your wildest dreams," it mocked.


I scoffed, trying to maintain my composure despite the overwhelming strangeness of the situation. "Oh, fantastic. An epic adventure in some mysterious dungeon. Just what I needed," I muttered sarcastically. I’d already had all the adventure I’d needed in the Corps.


With my less-than-stellar high school transcript, college wasn’t a realistic option for me. Then, one day, the Marine recruiter in the same strip mall as the Neighborhood Walmart where I shopped, managed to sway me. Before I knew it, I was sweating my ass off at boot camp. 


Boot camp was tough, but I surprised myself at how well I adapted. Maybe all that time spent reading books about epic battles and adventures had prepared me for this. After boot camp, I was sent to Camp Pendleton for combat training. It was there that something unexpected happened.


During a routine physical fitness test, one of the instructors took notice of me. He recommended me for special operations training – specifically the Reconnaissance Battalion.


I couldn’t believe it. Me? In special operations? It seemed like such a drastic change from my previous life as a bookworm gamer. But I pushed aside my doubts and gave everything I had during training.


To my surprise, I excelled in every aspect – from physical fitness to marksmanship to tactics. I did especially well in hand-to-hand combat and learned to fight unarmed, with bladed weapons, and with staffs. The military lifestyle suited me more than I ever could have imagined.


Before long, I found myself deployed overseas on various missions with my Recon team. We were tasked with gathering intelligence and conducting reconnaissance in hostile areas before larger operations were carried out. We were usually in places that never made the evening news—seeing things that shocked me. 


It was dangerous work, but exhilarating at the same time. As strange as it may seem, being in those intense situations felt almost natural to me. The rush of adrenaline and camaraderie with my fellow Marines made it all worth it.


The book seemed to sense my skepticism as it continued to write on its pages. "No need for the attitude, Hunt. You're here for a reason, whether you like it or not. So, shall we get this show on the road?"


I sighed, running a hand through my hair in frustration. Glancing around the chamber, I realized that arguing with a sentient book in a strange place was probably not the best use of my time. "Fine. Let's get this over with. What do I need to do?"


The book's pages flipped rapidly as if it was rifling through information before settling on a page. "Excellent choice! Now, just follow my instructions and try not to die. That would be very inconvenient for both of us."


Before I could respond, the chamber started to dissolve around me. I felt my heart racing in my chest. Fear and confusion bubbled up inside of me, threatening to overwhelm my senses. My mind was a whirlwind of confusion and fear.


Before I could even process what was happening, I found myself plummeting through the void. The air rushed past me as my body tumbled uncontrollably. Panic set in, flinging me squarely back into my PTSD reflex, and I frantically looked around for something – anything – to grab onto.


But there was nothing. Just endless darkness.


I squeezed my eyes shut and focused on steadying my ragged breaths, praying that this was all just a bizarre dream that would soon fade away. But the biting chill of the air against my skin and the sensation of falling told me otherwise, forcing me to accept that this was indeed real. 


Suddenly, a blinding light burst into view in the distance, steadily growing larger and more intense with each passing second. As it drew nearer, I could make out the distinct shape of a swirling portal – a kaleidoscope of vibrant colors and crackling with otherworldly energy. My heart raced as I steeled myself for whatever lay beyond its mesmerizing surface. 


Bracing myself for impact, I shut my eyes tightly as I flew through the portal. Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the sensation stopped. When I opened my eyes again, I found myself standing on solid ground. I shook my head to steady myself, breathing deeply to push my panic to the background of my thoughts.


As I took in my new surroundings, I couldn't help but feel a sense of awe and wonder. Despite the circumstances that had brought me here, there was something undeniably beautiful about this place.


The stars above were unlike anything I had ever seen before. They seemed to shine with their own inner light, bright and vibrant against the dark canvas of the sky. I could make out constellations that were unfamiliar to me, and it was both thrilling and disorienting.


The grass felt soft under my feet, almost like walking on a plush carpet. The air smelled fresh and clean, with a hint of some unknown fragrance that made me feel alive and awake. It felt so surreal – like something out of a fantasy novel or a dream. But deep down, I knew that this was all too real.


I felt a sudden urge to run – to explore this new world that I had stumbled upon. But a nagging voice in the back of my mind reminded me that I was not here by choice. There was a task at hand, and it was time to find out what it was.


I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. “Okay, Alex. New world, new rules. Let’s figure this out.”


I looked around and saw the crazy book that had started this all hovering in the air in front of me. I tapped an empty page, trying to get its attention. 


“You still here with me?” I asked.


The book's pages rustled as new words formed slowly in its familiar snarky handwriting. "Of course, Hunt. I'm not one to miss out on the fun," it replied, the sarcasm evident even in its written words. "Now, if you're quite done marveling at the scenery, we have a dungeon to conquer, remember?"


“Yeah… right,” I answered. Then a thought occurred to me. “Do you have a name?” I asked.


The book seemed to hesitate for a moment before responding, its pages flipping as it contemplated my question. Finally, in its usual cryptic manner, it replied, "Names hold power, Hunt. Call me what you will, but remember, I am more than just a book."


I sighed at its enigmatic response. To my mind, that meant No. “Alright then, Mr. Mysterious Book. Lead the way," I said with a wry grin, accepting the challenge ahead. “But I’ll call you ‘Book’ for short.”


Book seemed to emit an almost imperceptible chuckle as if amused by my attempt at humor. Its pages shimmered for a moment before words began to form once more. "Very well, Hunt. Follow my instructions, and try not to get yourself killed," it said, the sarcasm evident in its tone.


“So, what now?” I asked.


“Just follow the path,” Book wrote on its pages.


Taking one last look around the serene landscape, I noticed a winding path leading into a dense forest ahead. The trees loomed tall and majestic, their leaves whispering in the gentle breeze. But as I took my first steps towards the inviting shadows of the woods, a sense of foreboding washed over me. Little did I know that this journey would lead me down a treacherous and perilous path, full of unknown dangers and unexpected twists.








CHAPTER TWO





THE AIR WAS thick with the scent of pine and damp earth as I stepped onto the outskirts of an enormous forest, leaving the familiar behind. The transition from the open field to the dense, enchanted forest was almost seamless, as if the world itself was urging me forward. The trees here were ancient, towering giants with bark that seemed to shimmer with a magical glow. The veins carrying life-giving sap through the trunks and branches pulsed gently, casting an ethereal light that guided my path.


I felt a mix of excitement and determination, each step taking me further away from the life I knew. Yet, there was also a hint of anxiety gnawing at me. What was I getting myself into? Book, open and hovering in front of me, seemed to sense my unease. As I walked, more words were written across the page, revealing more about the dungeon and the journey ahead.


“Listen up, buttercup,” Book snarked in its elegant script. “The Eternal Dungeon is no walk in the park. It'll push your limits, test your grit, and make you question what's really important to you. If you're not up for a challenge, I suggest you turn back now before your delicate heart gives out.” It paused, as if waiting for a response. When I gave none, it continued with a sarcastic tone, “Oh good, you're still here. This should be entertaining.”


Great, more cryptic warnings. But I pressed on, driven by a strange sense of purpose that was slowly taking root in my chest. 


The air was crisp and fresh, carrying the musky scent of earth and pine. But underlying it all was a hint of something darker and more mysterious, a sense of danger and unknown lurking in the shadows. As I breathed in the crisp forest air, I tasted the hint of dampness and earth. But there was also a faint metallic tang, as if the forest itself was laced with magic and secrets.


The rustling of leaves accompanied the melodic chirping of birds, their colorful feathers hidden among the foliage. The occasional scurry of woodland creatures disturbed the underbrush. It was both comforting and unsettling.


After what felt like hours of walking, Book’s writing changed, directing me toward a hill that loomed in the distance. The hill stood tall and proud, its peak shrouded in a haze of mist. The trees seemed to lean towards it as if paying homage to a great king. The change in Book's writing was visible—the letters now sharper and more purposeful—leading me toward my destination.


At the top of the hill, partially obscured by thick vines and underbrush, I could see the dark entrance to a cave. With a dramatic flourish, the Book declared, "And now for your first true test, little adventurer."


I took a deep breath and began the climb. The path was steep and rocky, but the glowing bulbs on the trees offered some light. My heart pounded in my chest, a mix of exertion and anticipation. Finally, I reached the cave entrance. 


I paused a moment, suddenly gripped by the desire to question my own sanity. Is this real, or am I only imagining it? Am I perhaps actually lying on the floor of my attic, suffering from the after-effects of an electric shock? 


But even as I asked myself the questions, I realized that I already knew the answers. Everything I’d experienced had been far too real to be a dream or hallucination. I was intensely aware of every aspect of my body, from the stitch in my side that came from the vigorous climb to the mild ache in my calves. 


I forced myself to agree with my conclusion that all this was real and might be accompanied by real danger.


So, with a resigned and fortifying sigh, I stepped across the threshold and into the cave.


The air inside was cool and damp, the scent of moss and stone mingling with the ever-present pine. But there was something slightly… off. It seemed as if there was a bit of a tingle or buzz in the air. I’d never experienced it before and wasn’t quite sure how to describe it. But there was more to this cave than met the eye.


As I stepped further into the cave, I was taken aback by its immense size. The ceiling soared high above me, not rough cave walls, but rather crafted with elegant arches. Along the walls stood majestic statues of wolves, carved from stone but looking almost lifelike in the dim light. Their eyes sparkled like diamonds, giving off an eerie yet enchanting glow. 


These were expertly carved, their features almost lifelike. Each one was frozen in a different pose as if caught in a moment of fierce grace and power. The features of their fur and muscles were rendered perfectly, and the sharp angles of their snarling faces seemed almost lifelike. Their stone eyes glinted in the dim light, almost seeming to follow my every move. 


The dim light cast shadows that seemed to dance across their stony bodies, giving the illusion of movement.


The only sound was the echo of my own footsteps and the occasional drip of water from the damp ceiling. But I could have sworn I heard a faint growl coming from one of the statues.


At the center of the cave stood a statue of a woman, seemingly carved from marble. It stood tall and imposing, her serene and commanding expression frozen in stone. Her eyes seemed to follow my every move, piercing and unblinking in the dim light of the cave. The intricate details of her face and dress were expertly carved, almost lifelike in their precision.


"Well, this is creepy," I muttered, stepping closer to the woman's statue. Book had fallen silent, leaving me to figure out my next move. Yet, something was captivating about the woman made of marble. It was so stunning and life-like. 


As I drew nearer to the woman's statue, a strange sensation washed over me, like a soft whisper in the back of my mind. It was as if the marble itself hummed with some unseen energy, reaching out to me in ways that I couldn't comprehend. Her marble eyes seemed to soften slightly, a glimmer of recognition dancing within their stony gaze.


I cautiously approached the statue, a sudden chill running down my spine. The air seemed to thicken, charged with an unknown energy that made my skin prickle with unease. With each step I took closer to the woman’s statue, the eyes of the wolf statues seemed to brighten as they followed my movements with increasing intensity.


My hand reached out, hesitating just inches from the woman's outstretched stone hand. My fingertips grazed hers, lingering just a bit longer than I had intended.


All at once, a tremor ran through the cave. I glanced around, seeing that the wolves' statues had begun to come to life. A shiver of fear crept up my spine as their stone bodies started to move with an eerie fluidity, muscles rippling beneath their carved fur.


The wolves' eyes glowed with an otherworldly light as they turned their snarling faces toward me, a threatening chorus of growls filling the chamber. Panic surged within me, but I forced myself to stand my ground, heart pounding in my chest.


As the first stone wolf statue burst to life and charged toward me, I dove to the right, narrowly
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