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​Foreword
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Ahoy there, friends, family, one and all! And welcome to the Everlast! We have quite the journey ahead of us. I hope you enjoy the world I have created, as it was made to be enjoyed. But before we dive in, I should set a few things straight!

First off, this book features anthropomorphic animal characters, meaning animals with human qualities. That does not mean it is designed for a specific group of people. This book is for everyone to read and enjoy, from the youngest to the oldest, and from the tallest to the smallest. (So, by all means, feel free to tell your friends about this book! It helps me out more than you know. And if you didn't like it? Uh, well... try and forget the book’s title and my name. What?! I’ve got a show to run here! It costs a lot to take care of dragons and wolves!?)

I intentionally made this book as simple as possible in terms of writing, ensuring that anyone with almost any level of reading comprehension could enjoy it! So whether this is your first time reading or you're a veteran looking for something a little simpler, I hope you'll enjoy it!

Secondly, I have structured this book's chapters to be short enough to finish in a small amount of time. So, if you only have time for one chapter, you can read it, then set the book down and pick it back up whenever you want. At the same time, if you're excited and can't put the book down, feel free to read as far as you want! (While taking breaks, of course!)

And remember, if there's a word you don't know, I urge you to look it up! It will help you grow your vocabulary, and who knows, maybe you'll learn a new word you can impress your friends with!

And that’s all the notes I have! Remember that this book is my first work, so there may be a minor hiccup or two. But that's to be expected. This work has taken me many years of using my imagination to create. (This is your daily reminder to never stop using your imagination and never stop creating cool stuff! If I could do it without any previous training, so can you!) So, from the bottom of my heart, I hope you enjoy it!

And let me provide you with my humble welcome into my world: the world of the Everlast. 

(Warden says hello as well! Who is she? Well, good news! I’ve got over 400 pages ahead explaining that! So go on now, have fun!)

Cheers! ~ Addington Small
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​Chapter One
Beginnings
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Long ago, during the medieval ages, dragons lived in the realm of men. But they were unlike the dragons you may have heard of before. They walked on two feet and used their claws the same way a man would use his hands. And the strangest thing about them? They could speak. Yes, you heard that correctly; the dragons spoke! They spoke plain as day, just like you and me would.

But while the dragons may have lived in the same world as men, they did not live side by side; the dragons lived in the deep woods, while men lived in cities and castles. The dragons watched the humans from the woods but never ventured close. That all changed on one fateful day that would alter history forever: The day a star fell to Earth.

One night, a perfectly normal night like any other, a star descended from the heavens. No one knew where it came from or why it was here, but still, the star of Ephraim came. It crashed from the sky, landing directly in the dragon’s woods.

The dragons saw the great heavenly object crash into their woods, sending destruction in all directions. But when the smoke cleared, the destroyed land began to grow back twice as strong, with twice as much foliage. It was almost like the star had blessed the lands, feeling bad that it had ever been used to hurt them and those who lived on them.

The dragons were cautious and afraid, but slowly emerged from hiding and approached the star. Finally, they reached out and touched it. And when they did, the dragons felt a new energy surge through them. The star had granted them a mighty blessing, a power known as The Light. Amazed, the dragons discovered this power could be used to create objects out of conjured golden threads; Anything from weapons to silverware was possible! It was incredible! It was their miracle, theirs to cherish and protect, and theirs to keep secret. But like all secrets, they reveal themselves to others with time...

The dragons kept their secret for many years, staying hidden from man for a long time. But soon, the humans got curious, wanting to know what that glow deep in the woods was. The humans amassed a large army of explorers and marched deep into the woods. While there, and almost by accident, the humans met the dragons for the first time.

At first, both parties were cautious; either side could mean danger. But what perplexed the humans the most was that the dragons had clothes, armor, and weapons that looked just like theirs. So, you should have seen their surprise when the dragons spoke to them in the human’s own language.

The humans were stunned! How could this be?! How was it that the dragons acted like men? And what was more, these dragons seemed to be able to wield a strange power that allowed them to weave the very beams of light in their claws like a weaver’s thread. And the humans, wanting to learn more about this power and the dragons that used it, decided to befriend the dragons. In truth, humans only wanted to know about the dragon’s Light to keep it for themselves, but they never said a word about it to the dragons.

The dragons, being innocent, accepted man’s proposal of peace. From merging two worlds, an age of peace fell upon the kingdoms. The dragons now lived among men, conversing with and acting like them. They fought together, died together, and lived as one. The dragons used their strength to construct great castles for men and even used their flight to transport them over great distances.

But the dragons were all deceived. For little known to the dragons and some humans, the leaders of man plotted the dragons’ destruction. As man and dragon lived together, they began to trust each other more. Soon, the dragons trusted the humans so much that they decided to show men their greatest secret, the source of their precious Light, the star of Ephraim.

The great kings of men were enamored by the power of The Light and the ability to weave almost anything out of it. The ability to create weapons for an army, materialize shields to keep a whole battalion safe, and weave armor out of thin air was the kind of power that could make anyone the ruler of not just another kingdom, but the ruler of all of them.

The kings of men asked the dragons if they could learn this power, but the dragons saw man’s greed and refused to let them understand such a power for themselves. This enraged the kings of men, and they began plotting a way to take The Light from the dragons. They planned to turn the people against the dragons by causing turmoil and unrest, making both sides distrust each other.

It was slow at first, with minor thievery with dragon claws along the wall here and murder by fire over there. Slowly but surely, the people began to hate the dragons, who had done nothing but try to help them. The dragons protested, but nothing could be done. Gradually, the people saw them not as equals but as animals. Soon, the kings of men had enough. They banished the dragons from their towns and ordered the dragons’ total annihilation.

The dragons were chased away and hunted down. Those who brought back a dragon’s head on a spike were considered heroes. Dragons were portrayed as four-legged monsters, beasts that wanted to lock men’s daughters away in towers and sleep on their treasure piles. The people hated them, blindly believing whatever the kings of men told them.

No dragon was safe. Though they were stronger, the humans were in great numbers and far more resourceful. Even the woods they once hid in were being burned to the ground as the humans made their way deeper into the forests, trying to find the star of Ephraim. Eventually, they found it, and after a fierce battle, they claimed it for themselves. At long last, the star belonged to man! But when the humans reached out and touched the star, the power was so immense that they were turned to dust the second their fingers made contact. Humans were unworthy to claim the star’s power; no one was strong enough. From the greatest to the smallest, no one could wield its power.

The kings of men began to grow angry, so they brought the best minds together. They would devise a machine, the most advanced ever created for the time. No man has ever made anything like it since. It was made of the strongest stone, metal, glass, and wood, and it supposedly could extract and store the star’s power. 

If humans had stopped to think for a moment, they would have realized that no machine of man could store the power of such a star, not until the far future. But it was only the eleventh century, and man’s understanding of machinery was not yet as potent as it would be in the years to come.

The thought of humans destroying the star that blessed them enraged the dragons. So they arranged a council of their greatest warriors to reclaim their star and destroy humanity’s infernal machine. They were known as the Wardens Council. They consisted of three males and three females. The Wardens council had two twins in command of them, a male and a female, and they were fierce fighters, inseparable to the end. No one had ever fought with their fury and power before.

The Warden’s council set out to reclaim their star and destroy the infernal machine of man before it was too late. After a long march and a more prolonged fight, the six of them made their way to the machine. But it was too late; the machine (larger than any castle ever built) had siphoned all the star’s power, every last drop of Light. And just as the dragons had suspected, the machine could not hold the amount of energy it was attempting to store and began to melt down in a fiery blaze. The entire world may have been consumed with its power if the machine had exploded, but the dragons refused to let their home world burn.

The men of Earth began to flee in every direction, terrified for their lives, but not the dragons. The dragons refused to run, but they were running out of options. In a risky and terrifying move, the youngest of the Warden’s Council, the younger twin, decided to sacrifice herself by taking all the star’s power onto herself and then flying into the sky. If she flew far enough, she could get the explosion far away from everyone else and save this world.

The rest of the Warden’s council begged her not to, but her older brother begged the most. No one could take on that kind of power and live! It had never been done! But the younger twin was determined to save this world and her friends.

The younger twin grabbed the core of the machine with her claws, absorbing all its Light. She screamed in pain, her eyes glowing a bright white, but still, through the searing pain, she took on the star’s power. Her friends ran for cover, trying to shield themselves from the growing light and increasing heat. Then, a bright explosion of color engulfed the area. When the other dragons peeked from behind their cover, they saw the land around them begin to flower and blossom; what remained of the machine was soon covered in foliage and flowers, looking like it was never there, and the burned-out star became faded and dull, transforming into a large rock which, as if by magic, quickly became covered in grass and moss. And there, floating a few feet off the ground, was the younger twin.

The younger twin was not dead; in fact, she was precisely the opposite. She was glowing, looking like a heavenly being. Her scales, which were white before, now shone with divine radiance. Her blue eyes glowed with the power of a thousand stars. She looked more like a god than a dragon. The star seemed to bestow one final blessing, rewarding the younger twin for sacrificing herself for her friends.

The Warden’s Council was dumbfounded; the younger twin had absorbed the star’s power, and she had essentially become the living conduit of The Light. The entire Warden’s Council congratulated the younger twin. Her older brother was very pleased because now, at long last, they had a way to wipe out the humans for good! Now, they could get revenge for all the hurt the humans had done to them! It was the dragon's turn to burn their homes, to drive them out, and put their heads on spikes!

But the younger twin refused. Not all humans were evil; some had shown them kindness and killing them all for the sins of a few would be wrong. But her brother would not have it, and he became jealous of his sister’s power. The younger twin suspected her brother’s jealousy, but she thought nothing of it. She thought he would come to his senses soon, but she was wrong.

Over time, the younger twin began to try out her powers, discovering abilities such as teleportation, telekinesis, the ability to fly without the use of her wings, and many more she would come to discover with each passing day. Her brother was always in her ear, telling her to destroy humanity and claim the Earth for the dragons. But every time, she refused, and it began to drive the two apart.

The rest of the dragons and man continued to fight; much blood was spilled, and the younger twin was being pushed to decide: would she stop the bloodshed of her people by killing all humans, or would she abide by her principles and do nothing? Soon, she would have to make a choice. But her brother, jealous of her power, began seeking a way to gain a new power for himself.

The brother ventured deeper into the Earth than anyone had ever been, and there, deep within the flames of the Earth, he found what he was looking for: a star long buried and ancient, long since burned out. But it still had power in it—a power not born of light and life but of shadow and death. The power sought to consume the brother, but he conquered it, becoming the conduit for a dark, evil force known simply as The Darkness. The power slowly consumed him, changing him from a caring soul into a twisted, cruel monster.

When the brother returned to the surface, he convinced many of his fellow dragons to follow him in his quest to conquer the humans. He could do it with ease with the power of death and shadow. He would hurt the humans because of what the humans did to them. He would make them suffer, and he would make them bleed. Many followed the brother. They gave up their Light in exchange for a dark power, and they began to march upon the human cities with their powers.

The younger sister was outraged and heartbroken when she learned what her brother was doing. She and the remaining Warden’s Council members rushed to stop the brother, but it was too late; when they arrived, he had burned a human city to dust. It was a large city with around three thousand inhabitants, and all of them were now burning corpses, men, women, and children alike.

The sister was appalled; she could not believe her brother had done this! Her brother saw her coming, greeted her, and told her this was the power they were looking for. Now, they could take this world for themselves! And in a move no one expected, the brother wanted her to join him. Together, they would be dark and light, ruling over Earth as equals. No one could stop them. And no humans would hurt a dragon ever again.

But the sister refused. Her brother had stepped out of line, and now he had the blood of innocent children on his claws. The Warden’s Council and the sister prepared their weapons and ordered the brother and his forces to stand down, which the brother smugly refused.

The fight that ensued was long and bloody, causing widespread destruction that practically shook the Earth. But in the end, the sister and the Warden’s Council stood triumphant. They banished the brother and those who served him to a world far from Earth, a place where he would be trapped for the rest of his days, a dark place where he could never hurt them, or humans, ever again.

But even though the sister had saved them, the humans only began to hate the dragons more; those who had been on the fence about dragons were now all against them, and no human allies were left in Earthrealm. So, the dragons devised one final plan: to leave Earth behind for good for the sake of both humans and dragons.

The Warden’s Council created a device using The Light, a magical box called the Mundi Viator Arca. With this box, they could easily travel to new worlds through light portals. The sister empowered it with The Light, and soon, the dragons gathered together to leave Earthrealm for good. The dragons decided to travel to a world like Earthrealm—a fledgling universe inhabited by human-like creatures known by the same name as their Earthrealm counterparts; The wolves.

[image: ]

The dragons, what was left of them anyway, all gathered and activated the Mundi Viator Arca and completely left Earthrealm behind for good. They took everything with them; every dragon was gone, every bone left behind was turned into dust and faded away, and every piece of hide the humans made into rugs became cloth until there was no trace that the dragons ever existed. The only thing that remained of them was the memory that the humans still had.

When the dragons arrived in their new world, they were surprised to find it was much like Earthrealm. It had green grass, rolling plains, tall mountains, dry deserts, mighty seas, and many other likenesses. The animals were different, and the flora was odd. But the people who lived here were the strangest, for they were not people at all! They were wolves, not wolves that walk on four legs like you are used to, but wolves that were just like dragons. They used their paws the way a man would use his hand, and they walked upright on two legs just like a man would.

The wolves were cautious of these new arrivals, but the dragons swore they meant no harm. Somehow, the wolves spoke the same language as the dragons, and they could understand each other. The wolves knew that these strangers were scared, hurt, and broken. Instead of hunting them down or chasing them away, the wolves showed empathy to the dragons, feeding them, clothing them, and even tending to their wounds.

Over time, the dragons and the wolves became one. They never saw each other as greater than the other. The two species shared information, working towards a better world. The dragons brought the ideas of man, such as castles, horse riding (Not that the wolves had horses, but they had some things like them), manners, cooking, and most importantly, the worship of the Lord Jesus Christ. In return, the wolves taught the dragons about their world and how to use the land, farm, and hunt.

The two grew close, and the future of their world looked promising. They named the new world the Dimension Everlasting, or the Everlast for short. The sister, treated like a god by the people, decided it was her role to keep this new world safe from those seeking to destroy it. She became known as the Warden of Worlds, the protector of the Everlast.

Years passed, and the dragons taught the wolves The Light; together, they progressed into a golden age, while man plummeted into a dark age for the next hundred years. But all was not well. For once again, evil had somehow found its way into this new world. Some of the brother’s followers had come to the new world with the other dragons, and now they lived in this new realm, plotting a way to bring their master to this new paradise, where he could finish his work and wipe out the humans for good.

The Warden became afraid, for if the brother returned, it would be the end of them all. She knew his followers would use the Mundi Viator Arca to get here and bring him to this world. So, to prevent the spread of evil, the sister ordered the Wardens council to destroy the Mundi Viator Arca into pieces, and each of them would take a piece for themselves to keep. This way, no evil force could claim the box and use it to bring destruction or a whole army to this world or any other world. No one should have that kind of power.

The wardens’ council obeyed and broke the box into pieces. Each one took a piece and hid it. The followers of the shadow were not discouraged by this; they became known as the Serpent’s Claw and pledged themselves to The Darkness. And so they kept to the shadows, waiting until the right moment to strike, no matter how many years it should be.

Back on Earthrealm, the humans were bewildered. What had become of their enemy, the dragons? They searched, but after many years, no trace of the dragons was ever found. Several hundred years passed for man, and eventually, dragons faded into legend—nothing but a bedtime story or a work of fantasy.

But the dragons were still in the Everlast, a world man would never even know existed. It was a beautiful world where the forces of The Darkness and The Light were growing to a boiling point, and eventually, one would overtake the other.
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​Chapter Two
John
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Years had passed in the human world of Earthrealm. Not one soul alive remembered the dragons or the long wars they had fought. The name dragon fell into the pages of fantasy rather than history, and the world went on as if nothing had ever happened. The people never even thought much about the existence of dragons, nor did they care.

John Stevens was one of these people. He was an average human, with average height, average brown hair, average clothes with popular designs, and average demeanor. He was nothing special to look at, and he knew it.

John once lived in the country with his parents. Together, they operated a small farm, providing for themselves and their community. They had a good life, and John grew up fast, and soon it would be his time to go out and explore the world on his own. But one day, a terrible accident happened, and his parents passed away.

John’s parents had left behind a large debt. To pay it off, he had to sell the farm and everything on it. He soon left the country and moved to the city. There, he got a few jobs, most in the delivery field. His jobs ranged from package delivery to pizza delivery. The jobs helped support him while he looked for a career. With the money he got, he could pay the rent on his apartment and barely afford food, but it was enough to scrape by.

He was always fighting to survive, and every day, he prayed that he would receive some kind of breakthrough, and fast because, at this rate, he might not make it through the week.

After a long day of delivering goods for his package company, John was exhausted. He rode his bike down the lane and arrived at his large apartment complex. It was a quaint place, five stories tall, and the cheapest he could afford. He got off his bike and parked it, chaining it to the nearby railing, and briskly walked to his mailbox. He groggily took his keys out of his pockets and opened his mailbox. As usual, there was nothing special inside. There was the typical commercial, the letter from the old folks home who thought he was someone else, and a coupon for some store down the street.

He sighed, taking the few pieces of mail he had and stuffing them into his coat pocket; it was another night like any other. But when he grabbed the mail, something was new in the back of the mailbox. He wondered how he could have missed it before.

“What’s this?” John said to himself as he reached for the strange object in his mailbox.

When John pulled it out, he found the object was a leather-bound parcel. What an odd thing to see in a mailbox.

“Well, what do you know?” John whistled. “Something new! Wonder who it’s from?”

But when he checked for a return address, there was none. The only thing on the small parcel was his name, not even his address, just his name. He was puzzled. Was this a prank? Some kind of joke?

As luck would have it, Bob, the mailman, was walking past the mailbox, trying to go up to his apartment. Bob lived in the same apartment as John, only a few numbers away from his, to be precise. John stopped him to see if he knew anything about the strange parcel.

“Hey, Bob!” John called out. “Do you know who this is from?” he asked, holding out the package.

Bob, tired and mad that his neighbor had stopped him at this ungodly hour, pushed his glasses closer to his face and looked it over.

“Hmm,” Bob said. “I don’t really know. I deliver a lot of mail, and I don’t keep track of it all!” He groaned. The conversation was clearly annoying him. “This certain parcel doesn’t ring a bell. It’s most likely spam or junk. Look, man, just toss it out or open it at your own risk. I don’t care.” Bob took a deep yawn. “I’m going to go to sleep. Thanks for keeping me up,” he added with a sarcastic tone.

Bob went up the stairs to his apartment and disappeared for the night, leaving John bewildered and confused. John looked over the parcel again; maybe Bob was right; it might be spam or dangerous. It may be safest to just throw the thing away. But John could not deny his curiosity; something like this never happened. And if this thing could be dangerous, at least he would have an adventure of some kind. Anything to add some spice to his bland life.

John collected his mail and the strange parcel and excitedly walked up the stairs to his apartment. As he unlocked his door, his mind began to race with the possibilities of what the package could be! Maybe it was a job offer, maybe a secret government recruiting agency! Or perhaps he had a secret admirer who was asking him out on a date. Considering just how plain John was, the last possibility seemed the least likely to happen, but that didn’t stop him from dreaming!

John opened his door and excitedly rushed into his apartment. Now, his apartment was typical and pretty small. He had a few posters of his favorite things taped to the walls, but otherwise it was pretty sparsely decorated, save for a small couch and TV he still hadn't paid off. Everything was in one room, save for a bathroom and a broom closet, but his kitchen, living room, and bedroom were all in one cramped space.

John jumped onto his loaned couch, excitedly removed the leather binding from the parcel, and began unwrapping it. It seemed so old, like something a king would send to his armies. When he opened the parcel and found the item inside, his curiosity was quelled. Inside was a beautiful necklace that looked like it was made of pure gold and white pearls. The necklace’s pendant design was a dragon’s claw and a wolf’s paw wrapped around a sword. It was beautiful, and it looked costly.

[image: ]

John reverently held the necklace in his hands, blown away by what he saw. Why did someone give this to him!? Perhaps the sender meant to send it to some other John Stevens? Yes, that had to be it. He searched the bottom of the parcel; perhaps there was a letter explaining why he had received it, but there was none. He didn’t know what to do now, but he suddenly had a thought. This necklace looked like it was made of gold. Perhaps he could sell it in the morning and use the money to pay off his debts. That’s it! This was the breakthrough he was looking for!”

“Well, looks like things are going my way!” John said happily. “In the morning, I’ll sell this and finally have peace of mind!”

He never considered that he might have been given this necklace for a reason; he was too busy scheming about how much money he would make from it!

He placed the necklace on his nightstand, always keeping a close eye on it, practically coveting it. How thankful he was that he opened that package! He promptly got himself ready for the night, brushing his teeth and slipping into his pajamas. When he was all done, he jumped into his sparsely decorated bed, slipping his hands under his head and staring at the ceiling.

“I’m rich!” John proclaimed proudly. “My troubles are all behind me!”

Little did he know how wrong his statement was. If anything, everything was going to be uphill from here, but the thought never crossed his mind. He then turned out his lights and closed his eyes, happily drifting off to sleep, thinking of what glorious riches the necklace would bring him in the morning.
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​Chapter Three
Between Worlds
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John slept soundly in his bed, dreaming of faraway lands that only existed in his head. If he had been awake, he would have seen that the necklace, still sitting undisturbed on his nightstand, had begun to glow a radiant yellow.

But he did not notice; he was too busy sleeping. Soon, the necklace began to glow even brighter, shaking and vibrating rapidly, until it fell off the nightstand. It was only once the necklace fell to the ground that John awoke with a start.

"I’m awake!” John exclaimed as he sat up in his bed, expecting to hear the sound of his alarm.

But there was nothing there. His alarm showed that it was still the middle of the night, yet he could hear an odd vibrating noise. He looked at the nightstand and felt his heart sink in his chest, realizing that the necklace was no longer there.

Frantically, he jumped out of bed and looked for his necklace. But that annoying vibrating noise was still there. As he looked down at the floor to see what was causing the noise, he was hit by a bright yellow light that nearly blinded him.

“Ahh!” John exclaimed as he shielded his eyes. “What on earth...”

He rubbed his eyes and groggily looked for what had just blinded him. He was dumbfounded to see the necklace he had worried over so much on the ground, shining brightly and shaking around.

“The... necklace?!” John exclaimed as he picked it up, trying to shield his eyes from the bright light. “W-what's happening to it?!”

Before John could hope for an answer to his question, sudden loud whooshing noises began to fill the room, like a mighty hurricane or tornado. If the neighbors heard, they would be very cross with him! He needed some way to keep it quiet! Even if he could find a way to stop the whooshing, the blinding light would surely wake the neighbors up instead!

The necklace began to feel hot to the touch, so hot that John yelped and dropped it. But the necklace did not touch the ground. Instead, it began to float in the air, spinning faster and faster, causing a vortex to appear in the middle of his room!

"I-Is that a black hole!?” John exclaimed as he stared down the vortex that was beginning to form. “No! This can’t be happening! I have to be dreaming!”

But while part of John thought he was dreaming, the other part of him began to realize that maybe this was real. Frantically, John rushed to his apartment door and tried to open it, but no matter how hard he pushed, it would not budge.

“Come on!” John exclaimed as he pushed against the door with all of his might. “Open!”

But no matter how hard he pushed or begged, the door would not open. The vortex in the center of the room grew until it was large enough for a man to walk through. Then it started to form a vacuum, sucking everything in the room towards it slowly.

John felt the pull, but he ignored it and kept trying to force the door open, but nothing was working! Soon, the pull became so intense that John felt himself pulled toward the vortex. He held onto the door handle for dear life, trying to be kept from being sucked into this strange portal.

“Come on!” he exclaimed as he held tightly to the door. “Hold on!” At this moment, he wished he had done more arm workouts.

But no matter how tight he held, he could feel the pull of the vortex getting stronger; some of his things and even appliances began to get sucked into the portal’s maw. Despite how hard he tried to hold on, John could feel his grip get slick, and soon, he could hold on no longer. He felt his grip give way, and John was sucked into the vortex.

John screamed, feeling himself get sucked through the portal like he was going through a straw. He figured the moment he entered the vortex, he would be ripped to shreds and killed, his body spit across the entire world, but nothing happened. Why wasn’t he dead? He tried to open his eyes and see what had happened, but everything was so bright and loud that he could not see what was happening.

Suddenly, the noises and the bright lights instantly just stopped. Cautiously, John opened his eyes, expecting to be met with a view of the afterlife. He wasn't entirely disappointed. Instead of the River Styx, he was met with a grandiose and spacious view. He appeared to be in a vast, spacious void; the sky above him and the space around him were a canopy of stars, and he seemed to be standing on a purple rock floating through space. Yet despite being in what appeared to be space, John could breathe. And the air that filled his lungs felt almost therapeutic, calming his nerves slightly with every breath.

Regardless of the calming air, John was absolutely petrified! Was he dead? Was this void some kind of afterlife? What had just happened? The view was incredible and almost serene. But good view or not, what was this place?

Most of all, how would he get back home?! He surveyed his surroundings. Directly behind him was another portal, just like the one that had brought him here. Could this one bring him back home? Or would it take him further away?

But before John could decide, he realized something was missing: where was the necklace! He needed that if he was going to make money! Maybe it was taken, but there seemed to be no life in this starry void. There was only one way to determine whether that was true.

“Hello!?” John called out into the void, hoping that someone or something would answer. “Is anyone there?! Anyone at all?!”

But no answer came; there was only silence. The void made no response or sound except for a dull chime and an odd ringing. John began to look around, but there was nothing in this spacious void but stars and galaxies. Even the rock he was standing on was barren and lifeless. Before John could continue his observations, a voice suddenly rang out from the darkness, answering him.

“At last,” the voice called out from the vastness of space. It was feminine and sweet, pleasing to the ear, like a soft purr. “Welcome, John Stevens of Earthrealm. I was beginning to fear you would never arrive.”

John turned around as fast as he could, trying to see where the voice was coming from. But as he looked around, all he could see were stars and endless galaxies.

He mustered his courage, trying to sound confident, but he was not very good at it. “Who's there?!" John said to the voice. “S-show yourself!” he managed to get out.

“Certainly,” the voice replied calmly.

John watched in awe as some of the stars began to form a constellation in the shape of a dragon, then, suddenly, the constellation materialized into a dragon woman who floated before him.

The dragon woman was unlike any dragon he had ever seen before. She had a human-like body but still had dragon wings, claws, and a tail. Her scales were pure white, her eyes looked like they were made of stars, and her wings looked like they were made of galaxies. And she was stunningly beautiful; from her voice to her long white hair, she was absolutely breathtaking.
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“Be not afraid,” the dragon woman said. “I am the Warden of Worlds, and you are in my domain—the void between worlds.” She gave a slight head bow. “Welcome.”

John was at a loss for words; he could not even bring himself to move. All he could do was stare at this heavenly being in awe. Despite being told not to be afraid, he was utterly terrified!

“A-are you an angel?” John asked the dragon woman shakily, trying his best to mask the fear in his voice. “Does this mean I’m dead?”

The being, who was apparently named the Warden of Worlds, seemed so serene. The Warden floated before John and watched him closely as if she were thinking carefully about every letter she would say before she spoke.

“I am not an angel,” the Warden replied. “I am a world guardian. It is my job to protect my home world. So no, you are not dead. It is not your appointed time to die yet.”

“Then what are you?!” John asked. “You don’t look like the dragons in the stories!”

The Warden floated a little closer to John. She could fly without using her wings, which sat idly on her back.

“I take it your stories described dragons as four-legged dumb beasts who slept on treasure and locked princesses away?” the Warden replied in her calm demeanor. “Or perhaps the stories described us as demons, the very children of the devil himself?”

John tried to find the words to say; he was still terrified of this heavenly being, no matter how beautiful she was.

“Yes, actually,” John said timidly. “I take it the stories weren’t true then?”

“Indeed, they were not,” the Warden replied with a solemn shake of her head. “But considering we took away all traces of our existence when we departed, it would make sense that the misconceptions about our existence still stand today.”

John, still very confused about all this, began to get impatient. He needed to get back home. Perhaps that portal behind him would be his ticket out of here, but he couldn’t leave without that necklace; he needed it. It was his ticket to success.

“You wish to leave so soon?” the Warden said with a puzzled look on her face. “But you have only just arrived.”

“How does she know I want to leave?” John thought to himself while he began to sweat. “She must be trying to keep me here so she can eat me or worse! I have to get out of here!”

As if the Warden knew what John was thinking, she floated down to where he was, towering over him by several feet. Then, slowly, she held out her claw. In it sat the necklace John coveted.

“You were looking for this, were you not?” the Warden asked as she offered the necklace to him. “You may end up needing it in the future.”

John formulated a clever plan. The moment he grabbed the necklace, he would run into the portal behind him, return home, and put this whole thing behind him. Except this time, he would lock the necklace away in a safe so it could not bring him back here!

Slowly, John reached out and took the necklace from the Warden’s claws; the Warden offered no resistance, allowing John to take the necklace.

“Thank you...” John said shakily as he slowly stepped backward to the portal that swirled behind him. “But I’m afraid I have to run!” Without warning, he began to sprint towards the portal, running with all his might. “It’s been fun, but you’re not eating me!”

The Warden watched John dash for the portal, but she did not try to stop him; she only seemed concerned.

“Wait!” The Warden cried, trying to stop John. “Not that one! Stop!”

But John, thinking the Warden was only trying to stop him from becoming her dinner, ignored her pleas and kept running. John put the necklace around his neck and began to chuckle to himself. He had outsmarted a dragon! How clever he was! How devious!

But the Warden only warned him; she did not try to stop him. How strange! It was almost like she wanted John to enter the portal, but the thought never crossed his mind. He didn’t care; all that mattered was getting into that portal. Then with a huge leap, John dived into the portal with all his might, leaping through headfirst.

The Warden watched John dive into the swirling portal and let out a sigh. “Humans are always diving headfirst into things,” she said calmly. “I hope he knows what he is getting into. Because now I can no longer guide him.”

The portal John was in was the same as the last, with bright flashing lights and loud whooshing noises. Any moment now, he would be back in his room with his prize.
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​Chapter Four
“Welcome, Skyborn”

[image: ]


J ohn kept falling through the portal for what felt like an eternity, it was too bright to see and too loud to hear. Why wasn’t he back home yet? That portal should have dropped him off by now!! Then again, until a few minutes ago, he didn’t even think portals were real, so who was he to say how they worked?

Suddenly, the bright noises and light stopped, and John felt a strange sensation like he was being pulled down to Earth by gravity. And then it hit John: He was falling.

John began to panic. He opened his eyes and saw a grassy field beneath him. It turned out that John was somehow about thirty feet in the air and falling rapidly. Before he had time to react or even grasp what was going on, he felt himself slam into what felt like a soft grass pile.

“Oof!” John exclaimed as he rested his weary body on the soft ground. “Where am I?” He asked, his eyes still closed and his body feeling like fire. “H-how am I not dead?!”

Still dazed, John groggily rose to his feet and slowly blinked open his eyes. When he did, he was met with a view he did not expect, for he was standing not in his small apartment but in a grassy field, with the sun shining brightly overhead.

Confused, John looked around the field. In front of him was a quiet river flowing as far as his eyes could see. Startled, John turned around, and behind him was what looked like a farm, complete with a barn and a large field. But the architecture looked medieval. And far off in the distance were colossal mountain ranges, bigger than any in John’s hometown.

“W-what?!” John exclaimed. “That portal must have taken me to another part of the planet!”

But after looking at the sky, the mountain ranges, and the farm that looked like it had jumped from the pages of a medieval picture book, everything wasn't lining up. The view made John question if he was even on Earth anymore. He even wondered if perhaps he was sent back in time?

“How did this happen?!” John thought to himself. “Wait, the space lizard! This was her fault! One of her obvious tricks!”

“Uh–Miss Warden?” John called out to the blue skies overhead as if he were expecting the Warden to hear him somehow. “If this is one of your jokes, it’s not funny!” When no answer came, John began to panic. “Please! I’m not joking! Send me ba–”

However, John could not finish his plea because he felt strange, as if something wasn’t right. His teeth felt funny and larger, as if they had been moved to places they shouldn't have been. He felt something moving near his lower back, and he could smell things he couldn’t before, a product of this peculiar place, perhaps? No, this was something else. And he felt stronger, faster, like he could run for miles and never tire. John couldn’t quite understand why he felt these things until he looked down at his feet and saw a dreadful sight.

“What the...?!” John yelled confusedly, expecting to see his slippers or his bare feet, but he was greeted with something else entirely. “What!?” he cried in terror. “What is this? Are these... Paws?!?”

And his feet were indeed just that. His once human feet were nowhere to be found; in their place were fluffy grey canine paws with claws.

Suddenly, John felt a pang of terror creep down his spine. His senses began returning after that fall, and he felt things he couldn’t before. In utter fear, John turned around and saw a big, fluffy, gray tail sticking out of his lower back! When he lifted his hands to his mouth to scream, he saw that his hands were the same as his feet with some slight variation: Large wolf paws!

John couldn’t believe his eyes! When he moved his tongue around his mouth cavity, he could feel he no longer had a human mouth; instead, he had a sizable canine maw with sharp teeth and a large tongue. Even his face had changed shape! His face had extended into a large canine muzzle with a wet nose on the tip. His teeth even poked out of his mouth slightly, exposing themselves to the air.

Panicking, John rushed to the nearby river, stumbling awkwardly as he went, and gazed into it desperately, hoping that this was all just a nightmare. However, his reflection confirmed his fear. For there was no human reflection staring back at him; instead, there in the reflection was the face of a wolf; the reflection was his own.

John’s mouth was now filled with sharp canine teeth, his ears and eyes were huge, and he was covered in gray and white fur from head to toe. His eyes were now a blazing yellow, his muscles more defined, and his mouth had elongated into a canine snout. His hair, once dark brown, was now snowy white and much longer; now, it resembled a lion’s mane more than it did human hair!

Even John’s clothes, once human pajamas, had also been transformed! His clothes had been turned into a medieval undershirt and trousers! John was now a wolf, but not in the way you would think; no, he was a human-like wolf, walking on two feet and with a human-like body, something he didn’t even think was possible! Somehow, he had been transformed into an anthropomorphic wolf man.
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John ran his fingers down his new furred body in pure disbelief. He felt his new muscle mass and snout—he felt like the pet dog he had when he was ten! Wait, the necklace! Where was it?! John felt a tiny pang of relief when he felt the object still hanging around his neck. It didn’t seem to transform like the rest of his objects. But the necklace didn’t matter right now. He had to find a way to cope with his new reality first.

“What the heck?!” poor John exclaimed, trying to come to terms with his new body. At least his voice stayed the same. “W-what am I?!”

John was scared and confused. What would happen if people saw him like this? He would surely be hunted for sport and mounted on a wall! He needed a place to hide. Maybe the woods would work? But there didn’t seem to be any woods out here, just farmland! Which wasn’t good. The farmers would surely kill him if they saw him. Being a former farmer himself, John knew the farmhands would not take kindly to a large wolfman on their property.

While John plotted how to survive, he heard a strange voice call out to him.

“Welcome, Skyborn!” the voice said. “You look like you had quite the fall!” The voice was kind. “It’s been a while since one of you came through here.”

“It must be one of the farmers!” John thought to himself as he began to panic. “Maybe I should explain myself instead of running. If he can understand me anyway.”

John turned around as fast as he could, expecting to see a farmer armed with a weapon or worse. Instead, he only saw another wolf standing a few feet behind him, one just like himself but with a few key differences. This wolf’s fur was dark brown, and he wore an outfit that resembled that of a villager from a 13th-century medieval village. He also wore a straw hat with two holes for his large canine ears.

John figured this farmer was someone like himself, and the Warden had also cursed him to be a wolf. Without a word, he ran up and frantically grabbed the wolf man by the shoulders, his claws slightly ripping into the wolf’s furry flesh.

“Did that lizard curse you, too?!” John cried while shaking the wolf farmer violently. “Where on Earth are we?!”

The farmer’s ears went back, and he looked confused. With a sheepish grin, the farmer gently took John’s paws off his shoulders, which was quite challenging considering how hard he was gripping him. But once the farmer removed his grip, he attempted to calm him down.

“Uh, no, Mr. Skyborn. I don’t even know what a lizard is!” the wolf farmer said calmly. “And Earth? Do you mean Earthrealm? Sorry to disappoint you, but this isn’t Earthrealm!”

“Skyborn? What the heck is a Skyborn!?” John asked, still confused and scared. “And what do you mean I am not on Earth? This has to be Earth! It has mountains and grass!” He shakily pointed to the nearby mountains and grass, frantically trying to make sense of where he was.

The farmer just smiled at him, concerned for this stranger from the heavens. “Well, I’ve never had to explain this before. But this isn’t Earthrealm.” The kind farmer explained, his ears returning to their normal position. “You’re in the Dimension Everlasting! Or just the Everlast for short.”

“Yes, but you called me a Skyborn!” John said in a panicked tone. “What is that?!” he asked.

Roger had never had to explain this before, and he only knew this information from the stories his father had told him. “Well, anybody from Earthrealm that finds their way here is called a Skyborn since most of you fall from the sky when you show up,” he explained, pointing to the necklace around John’s neck. “And all of you that show up have one of those fancy amulets. I have only ever seen one from a distance before. And it was a long time ago. But when I saw you plummet out of the clouds, I knew you had to be a Skyborn, even without seeing that necklace of yours!”

John felt his heart nearly stop; there were others like him trapped here!? “So you are telling me there are others like me?!” he asked. “How did they get back home?!”

The farmer put his paw to his chin. “I’m afraid I wouldn’t know much about that,” he replied calmly. “I know these amulets run on The Light, but you would need someone who knows more about these things than I. I'm just a simple farmer, after all.”

John made a sad whine, one too dog-like for his tastes, and he slowly put his hands, or rather, his paws, on the back of his head. He began to pace back and forth, trying desperately to calm himself. His mind was in turmoil while his body was trying to cope with this unexpected reality. Everything was different, from his body to his senses.

"Okay, John," John said aloud to himself. "You're a wolf now. But this is normal! Totally normal..." Despite his failed efforts to calm down, he was on the verge of hyperventilating, and his breath was quick and shallow. This new reality was a lot to take in, but in his defense, it's not every day you wake up as a wolf!

The kind farmer became concerned for this lost soul and gently grabbed John by the shoulders, steadying him. “Hey, look at me,” the farmer coaxed while looking John in the eyes. “Breathe in, deep breaths. It’s gonna be okay, alright? Look at me! You are not stuck here; there is a way back home.”

John nodded his head slowly, taking a deep breath. The air was fragrant, and his new wolf nose picked up many different smells.

“Okay,” he exhaled shakily. “Okay, I can get back home; this isn’t permanent...”

“That’s it,” the farmer smiled warmly. “It’s going to be okay, right?”

“Okay,” John said, his eyes closed in a nod. “Alright, I’m calmer now...”

John was still shaken, but he was already beginning to cope with his new body and predicament.

The farmer outstretched his paw and offered John a handshake. “I’m Roger, by the way. Roger Slabhand. Why don’t you tell me your name?”

Still a bit shaken up, he reluctantly shook Roger’s paw. “I’m John Stevens,” he said, his voice still a bit shaky. He was slowly calming down.

John knew that his necklace was the key he needed to return home. If it got him here, it likely could get him out. He reached down to where it lay around his neck and grasped it in his paws, feeling the cold metal against his new soft paw pads. It was such an odd feeling having pads on his hands. As he observed the necklace, he saw it was now dull. When he first used it, the necklace glowed with ethereal light.

John tried to piece everything together and think rationally. Thankfully, his mind didn't seem to be affected by the transformation; he still felt like himself. "Well, if this thing got me here, I think it can get me out." He said as he released his paws from the necklace. He looked up at Roger. "You said these things run on something called The Light, right? Well, it doesn't look like it's very bright right now. I think it needs a recharge... Ah! But how?!"

Roger had no idea what recharging meant, but he didn’t care to ask. He turned and pointed over the horizon to where the mountains were. “Well, this is something very much outside my area of expertise. But fortunately, I know some wolves who may be able to help!” He said, trying to assist in any way he could. “Over those mountains is the city of Dunkirk, the capital city of the Midlands. It’s where the Council of Dunkirk meets to discuss the matters of our little kingdom.” Roger paused and nodded at John’s amulet. “If anyone knows how to use your amulet, it would be the king and his court.”

John looked out to where Roger was pointing. The mountains seemed very far away, and this sounded like a long journey. And John did not have time for a long trip; he needed to return home right now!

“That looks like a long way to walk,” John observed dreadfully. “Are you sure there isn’t any faster way to get me back home? Or even someone closer to our location?” John looked around him, realizing he did not know where he was exactly. “Wherever here is...”

“I’m afraid not,” Roger replied with a shake of his head. “I can take you out there if you want; it will be faster than walking. As a matter of fact, I was about to bring my wares to market in time for my anniversary! I was going to leave tomorrow, but if you would like, we can leave tonight. If we stay on the path, we should arrive by morning. So, in all, it should be a day’s journey.”

John felt his chest sink. A whole day?! That was too long! But the more he thought, the more he realized he had little choice. He was a stranger in a new world, in a new body, and he needed all the help he could get. Besides, he could miss a day of work! Right?

“Alright,” John agreed with a reluctant sigh. “I guess I’ll go with you, it’s not like I have a choice. But we need to go fast! I gotta get back home and get to work. I have bills to pay!” Just thinking about this uncomfortable fact made his blood boil.

Roger looked puzzled. “I don’t know what bills are, but if you need to go fast, I can help! It would be my honor to help a Skyborn!” he paused and looked at John’s clothing; “I’ll get the wagon ready. In the meantime, you can rummage through my clothing trunk. See if you can’t find something more suitable for the road.” Roger pointed to the barn a small way off from where they were. “Meet me over there when you are dressed.”

John reluctantly accepted Rogers’ offer, deciding that he might as well dress the part. He was still baffled; this whole world seemed like Earth, but if wolves inhabited the medieval period instead of men. This was all so odd. Hopefully, John’s boss wouldn’t mind if he missed a day; he could say he was too sick to get out of bed. Yeah, that was it. He never missed a day, so surely they could cut him slack!

While Roger prepared the wagon, John wandered off to Roger’s dwelling place, a quiet hut much larger than his apartment. The inside was furnished and homey, with just enough space for about two wolves. John checked the rooms until he found the clothing chest Roger had told him to find. He began rummaging through the trunk until he found some clothes that caught his fancy. It was a green medieval tunic and trousers with a leather belt. It looked like something someone in the movies would wear, and it looked snug.

John took the green tunic and began dressing. At first, it was difficult; he had never dressed in this kind of clothing before. And now he had a tail to worry about, which infuriated him.

John put the clothes on backward on his first try and inside out on his second try. But after many attempts, he finally put on the tunic and trousers correctly. It was a perfect fit. Then, he slipped some odd-looking boots over his now alien feet. When he had finished, he looked at himself in the mirror and let out a cold shudder.

The figure John saw in the mirror was so wolfish, so foreign. He was not used to seeing this view; it was like he was watching the world through a wolf’s eyes, and it scared him. At least the body wasn’t hideously ugly.

John sighed as he spun in his new green outfit, watching his tail twirl and his fur ruffle in the mirror’s reflection. “Is this really me?” John asked himself hopelessly. “It’s like watching a video, but it’s real. Or at least I think it’s real.” He walked forward and placed one of his large paws on the mirror, his reflection reaching out to touch his paw. “It’s only temporary,” he assured himself. “This will all be over soon.”

He closed his eyes and swallowed hard. His new body was a lot to take in, but after taking a few more deep breaths, he cleared his head and stepped away from the mirror, unable to look at himself anymore.

John walked out of the hut. Roger was waiting for him on a wagon loaded with hay-like wheat. It surely wasn’t any produce from Earth, that was for sure.

As he approached the wagon, John called out to Roger, “How do I look?” He was trying his best to stay positive or happy in any capacity.

Roger smiled and nodded his head. "You look ready to meet the king," he said. "And who knows, maybe you'll catch the eye of the ladies of court!" he added with a joking wink. "Now come on, let's get you onboard." Roger hoisted John aboard the cart and sat him right beside himself.

John looked at the strange thing pulling the cart. It wasn’t a horse, but it was close enough. It was such an odd cryptid. The creature had a brown coat of downy fluff and horns like a pronghorn. It had the body of a horse and the head of a sheep. Roger caught John glaring at the strange animal and decided to clue him in on what it was.

“Never seen an ecus before?” Roger asked.

John shook his head. "No," he replied. "But it looks a lot like the horses from my home." He tilted his head at a slight angle. “That is, if the horses back home had horns.”

“Well, as you will find out, many things in this world are like Earth’s, with a few key differences.” Roger grabbed the reins of the ecus. “Now, let’s get moving, shall we?” He whipped the reins. “Yah!”

Roger and John set out. The countryside was beautiful; it had many other farms and fields, and the other farmers were busy preparing for the evening. John looked up and saw the sun starting to sink beyond the horizon. It looked like it was about to become nighttime in this world soon. And despite being in a new body, he still felt tired.

“You look tired,” Roger said, noticing John begin to drift off.

“I’m fine!” John protested. But he yawned, his canine mouth opening to its full gape, showing he wasn’t as awake as he said. “Okay, fine,” he admitted. “I am tired.”

Roger nodded to the back of the wagon. “Make yourself comfortable back there,” he said kindly. “By the time you awake, we should be in the city.”

John silently complied and crawled to the back of the wagon, making himself as comfortable as he could while sprawled atop the hay-like wheat. He still couldn’t believe this was happening; it didn’t feel real! He told himself this weird nightmare would end once he got to the city, but deep down, he hoped he would wake up before then.

As he lay down in the back of the wagon, he watched the blue sky overhead turn orange, and, eventually, the sun sank over the horizon, leaving the sky draped in a blanket of stars. Without the light pollution like on his home planet, he could see the entire night sky in all its majesty. It was gorgeous, yet he was reminded of the Warden when he looked at the stars. He could almost swear he could see her eyes in the galaxy clusters, which made him quickly lose interest in stargazing.

John slowly turned over to avoid looking at the obnoxious stars. He tried to make himself comfortable, but it was rather tricky with the bumpy ride, his new, fluffy body, and erratic tail. As John tried to sleep, he wondered if he would ever return home. He felt the amulet around his neck, his ticket out of debt turned into his ticket home; if only he had never opened that parcel! Then this would never have happened. Was he ever going to get back home? Or was this his life now? As John thought of these things, he drifted off to sleep in the back of Roger’s wagon, lulled by his thoughts and the bumping of the wagon wheels.
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