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Chapter 1: The Tear
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The Dojo Center

Inside the Blackwood University kendo dojo, silence hangs heavily in the air. The room is wide and still, as if holding its breath. Cal stands alone at the center; eyes narrowed in intense focus as he breathes in. His hands grip the shinai perfectly—controlled, anchored, unwavering—and as he breathes out, his stance remains flawless.

In a blur of precision, Cal unleashes a perfect strike on the practice dummy. SWISH. The bamboo blade cuts the air, followed instantly by another strike—WHAP—the sound echoing sharply through the dojo. He steps back, breathing steady, posture immaculate.

Form... perfect. Speed... perfect. Control... perfect.

He wipes sweat from his brow, yet there is no satisfaction on his face—only relentless analysis.

It needs to be more precise.

His phone buzzes.

“Uh oh, it’s time for me to go!”
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Cal exits the Blackwood recreation center into a sunny, mild Oregon day. The warmth contrasts sharply with the cold discipline he leaves behind. He checks his class schedule on his phone when a notification suddenly pops up from YoungChat, flashing brightly across the screen:

Get 50% off our “Reflecting of one’s mind.”

“Ugh, no thanks.”

He walks casually across campus, though his thoughts drift elsewhere. Slipping his phone into his pocket and continued walking across campus. 

“Should I get that book to help me reflect on my own thoughts and feelings?”

Gothic stone halls rise beside sleek modern buildings, the old and the new blending seamlessly together. Cal slows his pace, taking it all in.

“This campus is surely something...”

He overlooks students walking and seeing mountains in the distance. 

“I wonder what will happen this semester?"

As he passes a window, his reflection flickers—stretching unnaturally for just a split second.

Flicker. 

Cal blinks. Everything is normal again. He chooses to ignore it.

A voice calls from behind.

“Caleb, what’s good bro. Are you headed to class?”

Cal turns to see Jamal Washington a few feet away. His expression softens into a small smile.

“Jamal.”

He daps him up.

“Thought you had film study.”

Jamal steps forward, water bottle in hand.

“Got out early. How was Kendo training today?”[image: ]

They walk together across the main quad, framed by ivy-covered gothic halls and sleek modern buildings beneath a sunny Northwest sky.

“Seriously, man. You were in there for two hours. I timed you.” Cal: “Practice. It’s the only way to improve. Also, my class doesn’t start until 1:30pm.”

Jamal laughs from behind him.

“There’s improving, and then there’s... whatever it is you do. It’s like you’re trying to win the championship and get a Nobel Prize in Kendo at the same time.” 

Jamal’s expression shifts, softening into sincerity.

“I’m just saying, don’t forget to take a break. It’s okay to not be perfect 24/7. I even miss shots at practice.”[image: ]

Cal stiffens slightly, Jamal’s words landing deeper than he wants to admit.

“Says the guy who spent the entire summer in the gym. How’s the new coach?” 

Jamal shrugs, his gaze drifting away for a moment.

“If only you knew...  He’s... intense. Always pushing. Wants us to play with more ‘aggression.”

He exhales sharply.

“He can be an asshole but I gotta push through it, you know.”

A forced grin crosses his face, but it falters at the edges.

“I just smile, nod, and make sure I don’t give him any reason to yell. It’s easier that way. Keep it cool. Always.”
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The fork in the road

They reach a fork in the campus path—one bright and paved, the other a narrow gravel trail that disappears into a darker patch of trees.

“C’mon, let’s take the shortcut. I’m starving.”

Cal stares into the dim grove.

“I don’t know... that path is—”

Jamal is already heading down.

“It’s fine! We’ve taken it several times. Don’t tell me Caleb Jensen is scared of a few trees.”

Cal sighs and follows. The moment they step inside, the atmosphere shifts—quiet, heavy.

[image: ]

Campus sounds vanish completely. Only their footsteps remain.

Crunch... Crunch... Crunch.

Jamal looks around, unease creeping into his voice.

“Man. Why is everything so creepy looking? Also why is it dark all of a sudden?”

Cal freezes mid-step.

“This is a bad feeling that the world around us has gotten dark! Jamal... Do you see that?”

Ahead of them, the air itself warps. The living campus is gone—replaced by dead trees and scattered stone slabs.

[image: ]

Reality begins to tear open, silently stretching as if being peeled apart. Dark grey, muted colors swirl within the rupture. Jamal’s eyes widened.

“What... what IS that?”

From behind a dead tree, something reaches out—a hand of fractured, razor-sharp stone.

SHHHLCK.
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The Shadow
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A towering figure steps through the tear—humanoid, cracked like obsidian shards held together by force. A twisted, broken mockery of Caleb’s form. Its smooth surface reflects Caleb’s horrified expression in a warped distortion.

This is Caleb’s Shadow.
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Cal and Jamal stand frozen.

“Get back...”

The Shadow tilts its blank head toward Cal. Its whisper slithers through the air, crawling under the skin.

“Fraud... Hate...”

Its footsteps grind like stone against stone.

“Failure... Not... perfect...”

Cal trembles—not only with fear, but with recognition.

This thing knows me.

[image: ]

The Shadow suddenly lunges with terrifying speed, claws aimed straight for Cal’s chest.

SHRAAAAA.

“CAL!”

Time slows. Cal runs—instinctively, desperately.

Pointless.

Impossible to outpace.

A burst of force erupts. The Shadow’s strike misses by inches. Cal stares down in shock at the faintly glowing lines etched into the ground beneath him, power radiating outward—impossible, overwhelming.

[image: ]

A new power is awakened

The Shadow is hurled backward; its stone-like body cracking further before snapping upright once more. Its red eyes turned toward a new target.

Jamal. 

Jamal’s body tightens, his fists taking on a faint amber hue. His muscles thicken as a low growl rises from deep within his chest. He plants his feet, radiating raw, impossible strength as the Shadow charges toward him.
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Chapter 2: Experience 
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As Jamal's power erupts fully for the first time. His pupils dilate, and a dense, physical aura radiates violently from his fists. The ground beneath him cracks under the pressure, like he's become a force of nature acting on instinct, not skill. Cal lies on the ground behind him, staring upward in shock as the Shadow lunges forward.

Jamal starts yelling and being defensive. 

"GET AWAY FROM HIM!"

The Shadow's obsidian-like claws swipe inches from Jamal, but Jamal surges upward with unnatural speed, raising his forearm to block as a thunderous impact erupts—KRA-KOOM! The shockwave blasts outward. The Shadow, halted mid-strike, cracks along its arm from the sheer force of Jamal's block. Jamal's face is tight with confusion and rage, his expression wild and instinctive.

“What... what is this power?!”

Jamal shoves the Shadow back with feral strength, sending the unknown creature tumbling through the air—SHOVE! It claws into the earth to stop itself, lifting its head again toward Cal. Jamal charges, still not understanding his own strength, and throws a reckless but devastating punch.

"I SAID BACK OFF!"

His fist slams into the Shadow's torso. Instead of breaking apart, the surface ripples like dark water before cracking violently with a sharp KRACK!

The Shadow is knocked away again but shows no sign of pain. It straightens, calmly reassessing the situation. It stops engaging Jamal entirely. Instead, it turns its smooth head, ignoring Jamal's presence, and locks onto Cal, who is struggling to get up. Two piercing, soulless red eyes slowly fade into existence on its previously blank face, glowing with cold analysis.

SFX: vmmm...

The Shadow lifts one fractured, obsidian hand and points directly at Cal.

"You need to see the truth." 

“Wake Up”

Its body dissolves into darkness, fading away—fssshhhhhh...—until nothing remains but the floating red eyes. They linger a moment longer, staring into Cal's wide, terrified gaze before disappearing. Silence rushes in as if the world resets around them and they return to the path not far from the cafeteria. 
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Jamal's amber aura sputters out, leaving him suddenly drained as he collapses to his knees, panting.

"huff... huff... What... was that..."

Cal runs to him and helps him up, both exhausted and trembling. They stare at the torn ground where the creature vanished, the only proof anything happened at all. Jamal stares at his hands—normal now—bewildered.

"Cal... my body... I felt... Did you see what I did? Did you feel that thing you did?"

Cal looks around, realizing they've been snapped back into the real world.

"I... I don't know. But it looks like we're back in the real world."

They lock eyes in the quiet, overgrown path—two people trying to understand something impossible. Cal makes a quick decision, voice low but firm.

"Let's go. Back the way we came. Now."

Their feet scramble against the gravel as they hurry down the path. Breaking out of the treeline, they return to the bright, perfectly normal main campus. Students laugh, walk, check their phones—completely unaware of the nightmare nearby. Cal and Jamal collapse against the wall of a gothic academic building, breathing hard. To everyone else, they look like two athletes who pushed themselves too far.

Across campus, a community bulletin board bursts with flyers. One stands out: BLACKWOOD CARES – ANNUAL COMMUNITY FOOD DRIVE & BAKE SALE! 

Three students walk nearby carrying boxes labeled "Bake Sale Donations" and "Sign-Up Sheets"—May Reyes, Sameer Ali, and Leo Jones. May leads with her clipboard, Sameer follows with a warm smile, and Leo trails behind glued to his phone.

May checks her clipboard.

"Okay, checklist. Sameer, do you have the cash box and allergy info cards?"

Sameer gives a reply, quick showing his honesty. 

"Right here. And I triple-checked the ingredient lists. We're all clear."

May continues marking things off.

"Good. Leo, did you send the reminder to the volunteer group chat? Traffic's bad near the east gate."

Leo is scrolling on his phone partially listening to May’s demands.

"Sent five minutes ago. With a map link."

Sameer tilts his head, concerned.

"You're tense, May. We've done this tons of times. It'll be great."

May sighs.

"I'll relax when freshmen stop folding tables wrong."

Sameer looks at May with a bit of slight confusion.

“Umm I am actually a Junior, May.” 

Leo smirks.

"I could make an app for that. TableSetter Pro."

May rolls her eyes, barely suppressing a smile.

"Just make sure your hotspot works this time. I'm not using my data
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