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THE
PROLOGE
The Soldiers ran through the trees in search of a beastly figure-
	“Damnit! Why can’t professors assign something easy? Does it always have to be ‘Write a fifty-page book because we’re too lazy to teach you jack shit.’ Man, I hate this stupid assignment.”
	I was really mad. I thought things would never get better. I had a medium build, a middle-class family, and no one to trust. Heck, when this ended, my life was worse. When I got back from wherever they said I was…I think they said “Toticus.” I was homeless, broke, and lost in the middle of a cornfield. Things were bad before Toticus, but I had no idea how messed up things were going to get.
…………………………………………………………………
Subject  - 40,567
Name: #### ######
Age: ##
Area of experience: Writing, Authorship, and extreme physical ability.
Mental state: Stable
Status: Alive
Toticus report  - Sep.21.2034.3:50pm
…………………………………………………………………
Chapter 1: Start for what prize?

	There was an aggressive, bright light in my eyes as I woke up. I was on a bright green turf. A bed was in the corner, while a sink and toilet were in another. In front of the room was a bulletproof glass window with little holes for air. I could see a line in the glass; it was reminiscent of a door.
	 I was tired and dazed as I looked at my surroundings. I went to rub my eyes and noticed a bright orange; it was an orange jumpsuit. I immediately thought that I was in jail. 
	I started to panic, “What did I do? Did I go to a party and drink too much?” A terrible thought came to mind, “DID I KILL SOMEONE?!” Then the distrust I had for the world came back. “What if someone steals my things?” These things whirled around my head as I glanced around in a frantic circle. 
	In my daze, I saw the guard who stopped at my cell’s door; he was wearing some kind of camo shirt with matching pants. I also noticed the giant rifle on his back. He watched me as I frantically looked everywhere. He chuckled at my confusion and got my attention while he unlocked the door.
	The guard, with a stern voice, said, ”YO! Get up and follow me…the boss is waiting…” I got up nervously and followed him. 
	As we walked, I saw many people I didn’t recognize in cells. One was asleep, one was crying in a corner, and others were cursing to themselves about their luck. I couldn’t imagine what they did to get here. We rounded a corner, and the guard led me into what appeared to be an interrogation room. As we entered, I saw another guard sitting in a chair, smiling.

Chapter 2: Interrogation from what nation?

	The air in the interrogation room was thick and cold. Almost like a hospital that smelled faintly of something burned. It wasn’t a comforting place. The guard led me to a metal chair and forced me to sit. I hesitated for a moment, my eyes looking between the two guards who seemed to be enjoying my discomfort. It disgusted me.
	“Sit,” the second guard said, his voice smooth and almost too calm for my liking. There was a smug look on his face, like a happy animal that succeeded at luring their prey into a trap.
	I slowly lowered myself into the chair, feeling the cold metal through my jumpsuit made me shiver. The first guard closed the door behind us with a loud CLANG, with a following hisssss. The second guard leaned forward, folding his hands on the table.
	“What's your name?” he asked, looking me up and down like he was trying to read something in me, like he could see past my scared emotions and into whatever he thought I was hiding inside.
	I swallowed hard. “Uhm... ####. #### ######.”
	“#### ######,” he repeated, his eyes narrowing slightly as he scribbled something on a pad of paper. “That’s what you were called before. But that doesn’t matter now. You’re here for a reason. Do you understand?”
	I nodded slowly, though I was anything but sure. The whole situation felt wrong, like a bad dream I couldn’t wake up from.
	“Good,” the guard said, standing up and walking over to a small table by the wall. He picked up a file (my file, I assumed) and flipped it open. The sound of paper rustling echoed in the silent room.
	“We've got a…task...for you, ######. You're going to be a part of something bigger than anything you've ever imagined. Something that requires people like you.” He stopped, his eyes flicking to me with an almost unsettling intensity. “If you're lucky, you’ll live through it. But that’s not a guarantee.”
	I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. My mind was racing. “Mission? What kind of mission? And what the hell was going on?” I didn’t even remember how I ended up here. Was I being recruited for some sort of secret military operation? And why me?
	The guard seemed to sense my confusion and took a seat again, folding his hands. “It’s simple, really. We need soldiers for a special project. You were chosen because of your... potential.” He paused as if weighing the impact of his words. “We don’t have time for full training. You’re going to be dropped in the middle of a place called Toticus. Ever heard of it?”
	“Toticus?” I muttered; the name unfamiliar but strangely chilling. “No... What is it?”
	“It’s a place beyond your understanding. A place where the rules don’t apply. But we’ve been gathering information on it for a long time. And we need people like you to go in and figure out what's happening. What’s really happening. The government, well, the people in charge…believe Toticus holds something we need. Something important.”
	I blinked at him. “Something important? Like what? What could be so important that you'd send random people like me in to find it?”
	The guard smiled, but it wasn’t a reassuring smile. “That’s for you to find out, ######. You're not going to be alone. You’ll get a partner. But here's the catch, if you don’t succeed... well, you won’t be coming back.”
	I swallowed hard, the weight of his words settling over me like a tsunami. “Why me? What makes me special? I don’t even know how I got here. I’m just some guy who’s in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
	The second guard’s smile didn’t falter. “You may not know how you got here, but you’ve been selected. Whether you like it or not, you’re in this. Now, the question is, are you going to make it out alive?”
	I didn’t answer right away. My head was spinning, and the only thing that kept repeating in my mind was Toticus. “What was it? Where was it? And more importantly, why was I being sent there?”
	The first guard, who had been silent until now, stepped forward and slapped a small device on the table. It was an old-fashioned-looking metal bracelet, with intricate symbols etched along the sides.
	“This is your tracking device,” the guard said, tapping it lightly. “If you lose it or try to run, we’ll know. And trust me, you don’t want to find out what happens then.”
	I stared at it, knowing it would blow up if I ran. “What happens then?”
	“You really don’t want to know,” the guard replied, his tone serious.
	Before I could say anything else, the door opened and another soldier entered the room. He was taller, with short-cropped hair and a hard expression. He didn’t say anything as he walked up to me, pulling a folded map out of his pocket and slapping it on the table like it was important.
	“Here’s the layout of Toticus,” he said, pointing at the map. “It's not like anything you’ve ever seen. There are dangers out there you can’t even begin to imagine.”
	I leaned in to look at this map, and my breath stopped in my throat as I saw the map of the strange place. The terrain was jagged, filled with massive cliffs, forests, and what looked like some kind of abandoned city. The borders of Toticus were marked with warnings: Hazardous Area. Enter at your own risk. Do not engage. A chill ran down my spine.
	The second guard stood up, giving me one last look before he turned to leave. “Get ready, ######. You’ll be deployed in 48 hours. Get some sleep. You’ll need it.”
	As the door clicked shut behind them, I was left alone in the room, staring at the map in front of me. My mind raced with questions I knew no one would answer. “What was this place? Why me? And most importantly, could I survive whatever awaited me in Toticus?”









Chapter 3: File for help

	The room was silent except for the faint hum of lights overhead. The map of Toticus seemed to stare back at me, daring me to step into its unknown. I traced one of the jagged borders with my finger, my skin prickled as if the paper itself carried some unknown knowledge of Toticus.
	Forty-eight hours. That was all the time I had to prepare. But prepare for what?
	The door hissed open again, breaking my thoughts. Another person entered, a woman this time, dressed in a gray uniform instead of camouflage. Her hair was pulled tightly back, and she had eyes that didn’t blink as much as they should. Almost like a robot. Ai perhaps…
	“Stand,” she ordered. No emotion was expressed as she spoke.
	I rose, my knees feeling weak, like they would give out any second.
	She slid a thin folder across the table toward me. “Inside is your briefing. Memorize it. Burn it. This is not something you carry into Toticus. Understood?”
	I opened it slowly. Inside were a few static black-and-white photos of creatures that looked almost human, but not quite. Faces distorted, eyes too large, limbs bent in impossible ways. My stomach flopped as I flipped to the next page, coordinates, strange symbols, and a single phrase written in bold letters:
	“Reality is not fixed in Toticus. Do not trust your senses.”
	I looked up. “What is this? Are these… things…real?”
	She stared at me, expressionless. “You’ll find out soon enough.”
	My fingers shook as I held the folder. “You people keep saying ‘find out.’ Why not just tell me? What am I walking into?”
	The woman tilted her head slightly, as though deciding how much to reveal. “Toticus is not just a place. It’s a convergence. A fracture. We don’t fully understand it. No one does. All we know is that what goes in…changes.”
	A chill ran down my spine. “Changes how?”
	She didn’t answer. Instead, she held up the metal bracelet the first guard had shown me. “Put it on.”
	I glared…
Her eyes narrowed. “Now.”
	With the toughest voice I could muster, I responded. “Not until you tell me how what goes in changes…”
	She glared and gave in. “We don’t know…we think it could be some injection a creature gives. Though no one has seen it. If it gets you, get your bracelet off. If a creature gets to our reality, no one will live.” With her explanation finished, she handed me the bracelet.
	The bracelet felt heavier than it should have, like it was made from more than just metal. It clamped shut around my wrist with a faint click and an almost unnoticeable vibration, like it was alive.
	She stepped closer. “That’s not just a tracker. It’s a tether. It keeps you anchored to this reality, our reality, as long as it’s on. If it breaks or is removed…” She paused. “You won’t be coming back.”
	My mouth was dry. “Coming back from what?”
	Again, she didn’t answer. She simply turned and walked toward the door. “Your partner arrives tomorrow. You’ll meet them at dawn.”
	The door shut behind her, leaving me alone once again with the bright lights and the cursed map. I sat back down, rubbing the bracelet with my thumb. It was warm now, pulsing faintly like a heartbeat.
	Tomorrow, I’d meet my “partner.” Tomorrow, I’d step into Toticus.
	But tonight, I was still here. Still me. Still clinging to the hope that maybe, just maybe, this was all some kind of elaborate nightmare.
	I closed my eyes and tried to sleep, but in the darkness behind my eyelids, I could already see the twisted faces from the photos. Watching. Waiting for someone dumb enough to find their way into their…reality.








Chapter 4: Teller of Deployment

	A sharp buzz shocked me awake. The cell door slid open with a faint creak. Two guards stepped in, both armed and silent.
	“It’s time,” one of them said.
	I stood, my legs shaking but refusing to give them the satisfaction of seeing me hesitate.
	They led me down another corridor, this one colder and darker than before. The walls were lined with doors, each marked with a number. Behind one, I heard muffled screaming. Behind another, laughter, soft, unhinged.
	Finally, we emerged into a vast hangar-like room. The ceiling disappeared into shadows. In the center was a platform with strange machinery surrounding it, like a cross between a teleporter and a guillotine.
	One other person stood near the platform. My “partner.”
	They didn’t look confused and wary like I felt. A tall man with a shaved head and a scar running down his face stared at me with a kind of recognition, like he knew something I didn’t.
	The same woman from last night appeared beside the platform. “Listen carefully,” she said, her voice echoed across the hangar. “Once you’re inside Toticus, we can’t pull you out until your mission is complete. Your trackers will keep you tethered. Stay together. Trust no one, not even each other. The environment will adapt to you. It will use your fears. Your memories. Your weaknesses. Survive, and you’ll be extracted. You’ll be given code names.”
	Her eyes flicked to me. “Your new name is Moonzone.” She looked at my partner. “Your new name is Teller. You both have to get this reality bracelet to a very important asset for us. His name is Midnight. He is our only asset who is staying and living in Toticus.” She looked at me and said, “You may die, and it will be painful.”
I shivered…
	The scarred man smirked at me, like he found this whole thing amusing. “You’re new,” he muttered. “You’ll learn fast.”
	Before I could respond, the platform began to hum, glowing faintly with shifting colors that hurt to look at.
“Step forward,” the woman commanded. “Your mission begins now.”










Chapter 5: Why Weapons?

	Me and Teller entered into Toticus. It wasn’t bad, not much different from our reality. Or so I thought. When we entered, we were met with the inside of a building. Above hanged fluorescent lights dimmed low. The room was cold And damp. Almost a depressing feeling.
	By the time I took in my surroundings, Teller had already grabbed weapons, and was gearing up for our mission. He handed me a pistol holster with the pistol inside. I strapped it on while he gave me a rifle to put on my back and a vest decked out with ammunition.
	I had in my head that this would be easy, so I asked him, “This seems a tad much don’t you think?”
	“If you want to be teared limb from limb, then be my guest. But if you want to live, then keep yourself armed.” Teller said this with an almost scary tone.
	With a shaky voice I said, “Well I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”
	Teller rolled his eyes. “Just listen and be quiet.”
	We suddenly heard a screech in the distance that sounded like a banshee crossed with a little girl throwing a tantrum. Teller looked up with concern in his eyes as he sped up, shoving food, water, and the bracelet in his bag.
	“They know we’re here,” Teller said with an ominous tone. “We got to go NOW!”
	We both rushed out of the building through a small door on the wall. The bright lights of the outside flooded over me as we ran. We ran to find cover in some bushes. They weren’t too big, but big enough to give us cover from whatever was coming.
	In the distance I could see a strange creature running over to the building we were just at. It was humanlike, had a nose and a humanlike torso. The creature’s clothes were a little dirty and had many holes. The weird things about the creature were its stick like arms and legs. The creature had no eyes, only black holes with blood dripping where the eyes should be. It had big ears that twitched every now and then, and was stamping impatiently like a horse around the building.
	Teller motioned for silence by putting his fingers on his lips. I silently sat in the bushes as the creature wandered around. Waiting for people that it thought was in the building. After a while, it gave up and ran off back the way I came.
	The silence after the creature left was heavier than the air itself. I didn’t realize I had been holding my breath until my lungs burned for air. Carefully, I exhaled, the sound echoing against the quiet.
	Teller’s eyes never left the direction the thing had gone. His eye twitched slightly, like he was tired and needed sleep. Finally, he looked at me. 
	“You see that?” he whispered. “That’s just one of them. A scout. If it had found us, ten more would’ve come. Maybe twenty.”
	The thought made my stomach churn. “That, thing, what even was it? A person? Or-”
	“Doesn’t matter,” Teller cut me off, his voice sharp and final. “Don’t think of them as people. Thinking like that will get you killed.” He shifted the rifle on his shoulder and motioned his hand for me to follow.
	We crept through the underbrush, every step carefully planned, every sound echoed in my ears. The forest here wasn’t like our universe. The trees were taller, like a horror novel their bark glowed with lines that pulsed faintly, like a human vein carrying light instead of blood. The ground itself murmured softly, and sometimes I swore I could hear whispers if I stepped too hard.
	After what felt like hours of moving in silence, Teller stopped and crouched low, his knees almost touching the ground. Ahead of us, through a gap in the thick darkness of the trees, was something I couldn’t figure out at first. A wall? Or maybe not a wall, but some kind of…what’s the word, ah yes, a barrier. This barrier shimmered faintly, like heat rising off concrete, winding endlessly in both directions. Behind it, something moved, a lot of things were moving.
	Teller turned to me; whispering he told me, “That’s a nest zone. We go anywhere near it, we’re done.” He reached into his pack and pulled out a small, black device that looked like a compass crossed with a pocket watch. Its needle spun wildly, then locked onto something. It was pointing to the north.
	“That’s where Midnight is,” he said. “Our contact. The one who’s been stuck here too long.”
	“Too long?” I asked, uneasy, but curious.
	Teller looked at me. “You’ll see. The longer you stay in Toticus, the less of yourself you keep. Midnight’s not going to be the same man he was when he came in.”
	That sent a chill down my spine. “And we’re supposed to trust him?”
	Teller smirked. “We don’t have to trust him. We just have to find him and deliver the bracelet.”
	A crack like sound echoed through the forest, like a stick split in half. Teller immediately shoved me down into the dirt. My heart dropped as another sound followed, footsteps. Heavy footsteps, too heavy for any man.
	Through the leaves, I saw it…
	It was nothing like the scout from before. This was bigger. Its head hit the low branches as it moved. The creature’s skin looked stretched, almost see-through; its veins glowed beneath its skin. Its mouth was wide, too wide, filled with jagged, giant teeth. Its arms dragged along the ground, it’s claw-like nails scraping the dirt as it sniffed the environment.
	                                                 It stopped…
	                             …Right in front of our hiding place…
	I froze in fear, every part of me screaming to run, but Teller’s hand came down on my shoulder and he held it hard, like iron. His eyes told me everything I needed to know, DON’T MOVE!
	The creature’s head tilted to the side, and for one long unbearable second, I thought its gaze landed on me.
	Then, to my relief it let out a low, gurgling growl and moved on.
	We stayed still like statues until the sounds of its dragging limbs faded into the distance. Then Teller let go.
	“Lesson one,” he whispered with a serious tone. “In Toticus, fear keeps you alive. Panic gets you killed.”
	I nodded, shaking, my whole-body was shaking. My brain screamed that I wasn’t built for this. That I should’ve been anywhere else, at home, in class, even in a goddamn jail cell, anywhere but here.
	But then I remembered the woman’s words. “Survive, and you’ll be extracted.”
	There was no way out but to complete the mission.
	“Come on,” Teller said, standing up. “Midnight won’t wait forever. And neither will they.”
	I looked one last time at the glowing forest, the glowing wall, and the darkness moving beyond it. And then I followed him deeper into Toticus. 








CHAPTER 6: The world was made for Steel

	We moved for hours, or maybe it just felt that way. Time in Toticus was strange, like it wanted to trick me. The light never seemed to change, and every shadow looked the same. Teller never spoke unless it was to signal a halt or change direction. His silence made the forest louder, every snap of a branch under my foot felt like a gunshot in my ears.
	Finally, we stopped at a clearing where the trees bent out, making a kind of crooked circle thing. Teller dropped his pack with a thud that echoed through the bark of the trees.
	“We’ll rest here,” he muttered.
	I sat against one of the trunks, my body hurting from walking for hours on end. My nerves were fried, metaphorically, or maybe Toticus fried nerves. It isn’t a long shot, if those beasts exist, then who says that Toticus can’t fry nerves. But at least we hadn’t run into another one of those…things. 
	I let out a laugh. “So, this is it? Just endless walking through nightmare woods until we find Midnight?”
	Teller didn’t answer. He just scouted the tree line, his eyelids squinting tight. 
	Without looking at me, he whispered, “We’re not alone.”
	My stomach dropped. I stopped, listening. At first, I heard nothing but the sounds of the forest. Then, footsteps. Slow…Careful…Deliberate…
	From the trees came a man. He wasn’t like the creatures we’d seen. He was human. Or at least, he looked human. His uniform was ragged, torn in places, covered with dirt and something darker. A patch on his chest identified him as military. But the weirdest part wasn’t his uniform. It was his eyes. They were sharp, like some kind of predator, shifting between me and Teller like he was determining the value of his prey.
	“Well, well, well…” the man said, his voice dark but calm. “Fresh blood in Toticus. Didn’t think they were still sending people through.”
	Teller, without a second thought, raised his rifle. “Stay back.”
	The man smirked and lifted his hands just a little, showing no weapon, at least, not in his hands. “Easy, soldier. Name’s Steel. I was part of one of the early deployments. But they… forgot about us.” His eyes moved to the bracelets on our wrists. His smirk got bigger. “Looks like they finally figured out a way to keep people tethered. Clever. Real clever.”
	Something in his tone made my stomach drop. He wasn’t just interested in who we were. He was interested in what we were carrying.
	“What do you want?” I asked, my voice more uneven than I wanted it to be.
	Steel’s gaze moved to mine, and for a moment, in a break of his calm poker face, I swore I saw hunger there, not for food, but for survival, for escape.
	“What I want,” he said calmly, “is that bracelet. You hand it over, and maybe I let you keep breathing.”
	Teller  aimed at Steel with his rifle. “You’re not getting it.”
	Steel chuckled. “I’ve seen men say that before. They didn’t last long. But long enough to break the bracelet.” He took a small step closer, and something moved on his back. A blade, long, sharp, and stained, slid into view from a makeshift holder. “You don’t know what Toticus does to people. But me? I’ve learned. I’ve adapted. I survived where no one else could. And I’ll keep surviving. Even if it means tearing that tether off your rotting helpless corpse.”
	The tension was like a piece of string pulled too tight.
	Teller  readied his rifle. Steel raised his blade. And I realized with a gulp of air. that if this turned into a fight, it wouldn’t be against the creatures of Toticus. It would be man against man.
	And I had no idea which side of that war I’d end up on…













Chapter 7: Was it a cold battle?

	Steel didn’t attack. Instead, he watched us, measuring, waiting. For a long moment all three of us simply breathed the same forest air and stared. The blade at Steel’s hip caught a light and flashed.
	Teller never lowered his rifle. He just kept it there, cold and precise, eyes fixed on Steel’s chest. “Say your part,” he said. “Fast.”
	Steel smiled, no warmth, only amusement. “I’ll make it simple. You want to live? You want to find Midnight? You want to get that bracelet to him? I know a route.” He motioned his head toward the north, toward the direction Teller’s device had been pointing. “It’s less crowded than the obvious trails, less chance of running into a nest zone. I can get you there.” He looked at me. “In return, I travel with you. I help. We split whatever we find. No tricks.”
	Teller’s finger didn’t twitch on the trigger; he watched the man who claimed to have survived here longer than most. I watched Teller’s face twitch like a seismograph during an earthquake. Then, with a small, unapproving shrug, Teller lowered the rifle half an inch.
	“We don’t split anything,” Teller said after an eternity of silence. “You follow orders. You don’t touch the bracelet. You don’t steal. And you don’t turn on us.” Mocking Steel’s words, he then said, “And maybe we’ll let you live.”
	Steel laughed. “Said the man whose commander left him for a containment breach.” The laugh had real emotion. “Fine. For now, I play the obedient soldier…like I always have.” He put the blade back into its holder with a mother’s care. “Move. And try not to sound like a falling tree.”
	So, we moved, three shadows treaded through a crazy forest. Steel led, carefully leading us over roots and through thick bushes like he knew the land by memory. Every so often he’d pause, jerk his head, and sniff the air like an animal. Once, when the ground hummed like bees and the trees seemed to move in closer, it was Steel who put a hand on Teller’s shoulder and steered us off a path that led straight to rotting flesh and a nest of scouts. When we later crouched in a trench and rationed stale protein bars, I caught him watching us with something that was almost…almost, pity.
	“You were one of them,” I said, motioning in the direction of the nest.
	Steel hesitated. “Was. Maybe still am. Depends on what Toticus eats and what it leaves.”
	He told stories in small bits, stories of abandonments and ambushes, of other soldiers who’d gone feral and of brief, violent attacks. He never bragged about anything noble like a knight, only the skill of survival. He taught us tricks, how to move without echoing, how to read the way the light went in the tree’s veins when something watching you blinked. In a weird, terrible way, he was useful.
	By the time the faded city walls that echoed of a past with bustling streets and busy lives,  loomed over us, and the air smelled of gunpowder and rust, I felt the faint, lying comfort of having another set of hands. That comfort was the kind that should be bought in blood later. I didn’t know it then. I only knew Steel kept making small gestures, saving our butts here and there, sharing a stick of jerky, pointing out traps, and I thanked whatever part of me still trusted someone for the feeling of rest and relief.
	Though Teller watched Steel like a man watching a cut he’d been ordered to bandage but didn’t. I watched Teller watch him. The three of us focused on survival.


Chapter 8: It was Midnight

	The city was like a ghost town…like concrete trees grown through the dirt, skyscrapers torn in half, windows like eyes staring down at us. Cars sat in jagged lines, some flipped, and some half burned to ashes. The air carried the smell of smoke that once filled the air, like whatever burned here had never stopped burning.
	Steel walked ahead of us like he belonged there, his blade hanging downward in one hand. Teller stayed behind him with the rifle never more than an inch from raised. I walked between them, the middleman of soldiers waiting for any sign to start fighting.
	“Where are we going?” I asked, impatient and worried that a beast would appear at any moment.
	Steel didn’t turn around to look at me. “Down.” That was all he said.
	He led us through an abandoned intersection, past a bus on its side with claw marks scattered everywhere, and to a stairwell that went into darkness. An old subway. The entrance was buried in rubble, but a gap was carved out just enough for a man to get through.
	Steel went first, his voice echoing down the stairwell. “If Midnight’s still breathing, he’ll be here. He doesn’t leave.”
	Teller checked his compass device thing again. The needle jerked, then settled, pointing straight down. His face twitched. “It’s him.”
	We followed Steel into the dark. The farther we went, the colder it got. The air was thick with rust, copper, and a smell like a storm was waiting underground. The tunnel walls were marked with symbols, circles and jagged lines that reflected when our flashlights hit them.
	Finally, we reached a door. Rusted. Marked with the same symbols, like someone had cut into the metal with a knife again and again until it broke.
	Before Teller could knock, the door swung open. And inside, the subway had been remade into something unnatural. Cables hung from the ceiling like chains, sparking every minute or so. Broken machines were put together into strange buildings. Candles burned in jars, dozens of them, their flames seemed like they would never go out, no matter the situation. And in the center of it all sat a man on some type of throne of concrete and iron.
	He wore black rags like armor. His skin was pale, too pale, and his eyes…god, his eyes. They shone silver, reflecting light that wasn’t there. When he leaned forward, it was like the light leaned with him.
	“Midnight,” Teller said flatly.
	The figure smiled, a weird, creepy smile. “You took your time.”
	Steel moved; his blade partially raised. Midnight’s gaze went to him immediately. His face showed something between amusement and disgust.
	“Still alive, Steel?” Midnight said. “Toticus really does enjoy its broken toys.”
Steel’s hand clenched around his blade. “Takes one to know one.”
	The tension grew between them, but this wasn’t supernatural, this was history. Something personal. Teller noticed too, but he didn’t let it distract him. He pulled the bracelet from the bag and held it out.
	“We brought it,” Teller said. “The tether.”
	Midnight’s eyes locked on to it. For the first time, his face of calm changed to happiness, but only slightly. His face showed a small smile, not a happy smile, but a smile with . He leaned forward on the throne of concrete, elbows on his knees, studying it like it was both weapon and salvation.
	“So, it’s true,” he murmured. “They still think this…thing can keep us safe.” His gaze went up, looking at me with his pale face. “Do you even know what you’re carrying?”
	I hesitated, unsure if answering was safe. Midnight gave the smallest smile, not mean, not kind, just a knowing smile.
	Steel stepped forward; blade gripped in his hand. “Enough riddles old man. You want it or not?”
	Midnight glared. “You’ve been out here too long, Steel. Always charging, always grasping for a lifeline. That’s why you’re still lost.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “And why you’ll die here, too, if you don’t learn to restrain yourself.”
	Steel shivered, but didn’t move closer. Midnight stood up, moving slowly as he did. His presence echoed through the room, like the universe knew he was there. But it’s just the weight of a man who had seen too much and knew more than anyone should.
	He took a singular step toward me, gaze still locked on the bracelet. “The tether will decide who makes it home,” he said. “And who stays behind.”
	My stomach turned. His words weren’t a threat, but a warning. Because Midnight wasn’t a monster. He wasn’t corrupted. He was just a man who’d survived Toticus longer than anyone else. And that made him the most dangerous kind of enemy.
















Chapter 9: Steel Here and Breathing

	The room was silent. Too silent. Midnight stood before us, calm, his eyes never lingering far from the tether in Teller’s hands. I could feel the tension rising, this tether was more than a mission. It was, survival, maybe the only ticket out of Toticus.
	Steel’s hand tightened around the grip of his blade. His eyes went between Midnight and the bracelet, his breathing just a little too heavy. I didn’t notice it at first, too focused on Midnight’s words, but then I saw it. Steel wasn’t listening. He was calculating.
	“You talk too much,” Steel muttered, his tone angry and annoyed. “Like you’re some prophet. But you’re just another man trapped in this hell. No different than the rest of us.”
	Midnight wasn’t fazed. “And yet, here I am. Alive. Stable. While you’ve been running, hiding, and waiting for someone else to bring you the key out of this reality.”
	Steel’s head cocked. “I’m sorry, but you literally just said what you’ve been doing.” But then, his eyes locked on the tether. An unmoved gaze.
	“Enough,” Teller growled, sensing the shift in Steel’s words. His rifle came up, fixed square on Steel.
	And then Steel moved. Faster than I expected, he lunged, blade in hand, aiming not for Midnight, but for Teller’s throat. Teller barely ducked in time, the knife slicing through his gear instead of his flesh. The tether clattered to the floor.
	Steel kicked it across the concrete and snatched it up with a beastly snarl. “I’m done taking orders. This is my way out!”
“Steel, don’t!” I shouted, stepping forward.
	He spun toward me, eyes wild like a tiger, sweat running down his face. “You don’t understand, Moonzone. None of you do! This place eats people alive. But with this…” he held the bracelet up, “…I’m not food. I’m free.”
	Midnight stepped closer; his voice steady. “You think the tether is freedom. It isn’t. It’s a chain. And you’re too blind to see who’s holding the other end.”
	Steel’s grip loosened for a second, just a second, but it was enough for Teller to lunge  forward. The two men collided, slamming into the concrete. The candles flickered, and some went out as they fought, grunting like animals. 
	The tether flew across the ground again, this time toward me. I froze. My heart pounding in my chest. I knew what it meant, whoever held it would decide the next move. Midnight’s eyes flicked to mine, staring through me like a dagger, silently daring me to choose. Teller yelled,  struggling against Steel. Steel’s hand clawed desperately toward me, knuckles scraping the floor as he clawed.
	And there I was. Standing at the middle of it all. The bracelet inches from my boots. The weight of the mission, the survival of the team, hell, maybe the survival of reality, rested on whether I picked it up.
	The subway was the loudest thing in the city, a bowl filled with ash. The city looked over us like judge. The tether glowed in the center of the ruin, its faint glow standing out in the subway.
	Steel moved like a man born to thieves, his breath heavy. He had the bracelet in his fist now, fingers gripping around it. His face was masked with dirt and sweat; an expression half-mad, half-triumphant. For a moment he looked normal, not a survivor, but a man who’d finally found the thing he thought would save him.
	Teller didn’t hesitate. He lunged. He didn’t try to do it quietly; he used the only tool that mattered now, plot armor. With a lunge, he came at Steel with the kind of energy only soldiers made when everything they learned meant the difference between a friend staying alive and a friend being dead.
	They crashed into each other like racecars. Steel tried to hip toss him, but Teller was stronger, his arms bulging, showing his big muscle. They each grabbed at the bracelet. For every pull Steel made in desperation, Teller responded with something stronger, something that had kept him alive in real wars…determination.
	A sound echoed through the city. One of the things from the nest zone had found its way into the subway, drawn by noise and the smell of flesh. It moved with too many limbs and a mouth that was too big for any animal. It was closer than it should’ve been.
	Teller saw it. He saw both threats at once, the thief and the creature, and for a tiny bit of a second, he balanced two impossible choices in the same breath. He made the choice for all of us.
	He spit in Steel’s face, and with a final cry he shoved Steel away so hard the man flew across stone. Then Teller turned, stuck both feet into the ground, and fought the creature head on. Where others might have aimed to wound the creature, Teller aimed to kill. He pushed himself into the thing with a bowie knife in hand and a soldier’s confidence, shoving the weapon through whatever pulsing heart that allowed the creature to move. The beast collapsed like an argument cut off by fireworks. Its blood poured out of the beast, an oily substance that steamed in the cold air.
	But it didn’t go smoothly. As the creature fell, it hit Teller’s legs and pushed him toward the void where the subway crumbled. He was hanging off the edge. Steel, dazed, crawled back to his feet, the bracelet sliding away on the stone. Midnight watched, calculating. I wish I could’ve moved. 
	Teller didn’t curse or plead. He laughed, triumphant. He looked at me, his eyes bright and unafraid. “Go!”
	Teller pulled up a little, hand reaching not for the rifle but for the bracelet, and in that moment, that selfless soldier, shoved it toward me, the two halves clattering and catching the light like a promise and a threat. His other hand grabbed the creature’s dying body, refusing to let it get back up.
	Steel lunged for the bracelet. I saw the need in his eyes, and the way his body tensed. Teller struggled, muscles bulging, and with the last of his strength he pushed Steel away from the bracelet. The effort cost him everything. His arms gave out like string snapping because it was carrying something too heavy; his arms gave out and he fell.
	For a moment the world slowed down, Teller’s face, a smile, being snatched away by the darkness that wanted him. There was no time for sound, only the soldier that had given itself for a man with no particular special ability.
	“Finish it,” Teller yelled to me. His face fading into the darkness.
	I remember every second of that day. I could’ve helped him. I could’ve tried to yank him back and risk both of us falling. But I stood there. The only thing left was to finish the mission, obey the orders given. Steel had betrayed us, and Teller had paid his life because of it.
	I moved because Teller needed no more words. The pistol in my hand felt small and  heavy. I didn’t aim for Steel’s chest, not a good enough punishment. I aimed for the face, the eyes, the lie that cost Teller his life.
	With tears in my eyes I said, “This is for Teller.”
	Two shots rang out. Steel’s body convulsed; like an animal betrayed by its own plan. He fell, the bracelet falling out of his hands and spinning to rest at my boots, glowing faintly.
	Teller slid into the shadow with dignity and pride of a man who knew what he’d done and would do it again. I saw that he landed partway, one hand still reaching toward me. His blood pooled, a dark red against the stone. He smiled at me, and it was not his triumphant smile. It was a smile of a man who finally gave in to death. Teller was brotherhood built into a single man.
	I could see his raspy breath as he said his final words, “You did what had to be done.” Then his hand fell limp. The life left him like he closed a book, ending his story, with a final heroic end.
	For a long time, I stood there, pistol in hand, Steel’s warm blood underfoot, the tether in me. Midnight stepped forward; his face unreadable.
	I bent down and picked up the bracelet, its glow a small, terrible reminder. Teller’s pack lay where he’d last set it down. Midnight looked at Teller, then stepped back and bowed his head, not in ritual, but in the recognition of a life paid in the only currency this place accepted.
	“You gave Steel his ticket,” Midnight said to me, eyes looking at Steel’s lifeless body.
	I looked at Teller one more time, at the man who had paid his life for the chance that we might leave Toticus. I wanted to hate the world. I wanted revenge, or peace, or a hundred different endings, just not this one. Instead, I felt empty.
	I had given Steel his end. Teller had sacrificed himself and paid with blood. The tether glowed in my hand. Midnight’s eyes met mine. Toticus asked of those who stayed, even if it meant death.
	“We move,” Midnight said. His voice dull. “Toticus will take it’s prize, but we keep moving.”
	I put the bracelet into the backpack. The city loomed over us. We left Teller where he fell. We didn’t have the luxury of mourning. The world beyond the subway already had changed. Walking away felt like leaving part of myself behind. I knew, stupidly and sadly, that I would carry that thought forever, Teller’s last words, Steel’s greedy grin blasted off by lead, and the tether’s quiet glow in the dark.















Chapter 10: Extracted…

	The city smelled like smoke. Teller’s body lay where the world had thrown him, a soldier finally at rest. The bracelet glowed in my palm. Midnight moved slowly.
	“We need to move,” Midnight said then. “They’ll pull us out, if we’re where they expect us. If the signal reaches the wrong hands, it’s over.” He stood; eyes went to the compass-thing Teller had left. The needle still pointed in the right direction.
	I put Teller’s backpack over my shoulder. My breaths were heavy, heart pounding not from fear now but from the loss.
	Midnight tapped the bracelet. “Keep hold of it,” he said. “They’ll want it intact. Don’t let it cause anything else.”
	We moved through the city slower, taking paths Steel had shown us. The world outside the subway was a ruin of streets and dead stores. Things seemed watch us from windows. The compass didn’t lie, it sent us north, then east, toward the valley where Toticus dipped into a forest.
	A hum started to get louder. Midnight smiled. “Extraction,” he said.
	The sky above opened like a portal. At first it was nothing but a blob. A platform, no, a helicopter, glided low, barley missing the tops of ruined streetlights, rotors slicing the air. It was a government helicopter. They lowered ladders. Voices shouted. Two soldiers leaned out from helicopter, rifles ready, faces showing no expression.
	“You Moonzone?” one called.
	“Moonzone,” I answered, my voice steadier than I felt. Midnight handed the bracelet to a technician who looked at it like an artifact, respect and fear braided together in his eyes.
	“No one touches that,” Midnight warned the technician. “Not without authorization.”
	The technician nodded. Soon the helicopter rose. As we rose, Toticus was big below, a ruined city, a forest, and shimmering barriers like lights on the landscape. I looked down and felt relief. Steel’s body was left far behind us. Eventually they pulled us into the helicopter.
	Midnight sat by me and said, “You did what you had to. That won’t make this easy. But it’s the truth.”
	I nodded as the helicopter rose faster, flying past Toticus. Then, impossibly, the land began to blur, realities folding at the seams.
	Halfway up, the technician came back, face showing no expression. “Command wants a statement,” he said. “Decontamination, then debrief. You and Midnight will be separated. Standard procedure.”
	Midnight huffed, but he said nothing. The technician’s gaze lingered on Midnight then shifted to me. “You did a good thing getting him out,” he said. “You probably saved his life.”
	Maybe…Maybe. The helicopter was quiet; the lights flashed. I sat in a seat, exhausted in a way that made my head ache. Midnight sat across from me, still full of questions he hadn’t asked.
	The bracelet, locked in its case, glowed like a lantern. For the first time since they put it on my wrist, it felt less like salvation and more like a chain.
	When we touched down at the extraction point, an unknown facility made with concrete and too many bright lights. Soldiers crowded around the helicopter. They moved like they practiced it a million times. They asked Midnight’s name and mine, then took us in different directions.
	Midnight’s gaze met mine across the landing zone. No promises. No lies. Just a nod.
	“You keep it safe,” he said, one last instruction that felt like an order and an appeal.
	“I will,” I answered.
	They led me down some stairs and into a room with white lights and a recorder, no not the instrument, but something that records things. I thought of Steel’s face when I ended him, a violent, desperate, human to the last breath, and of Teller’s grin, even in ruin. I thought of Midnight, calmest man I knew, and of the bracelet humming in its case like a captive star.
	Extraction had worked. We were out. The mission was not over. Whoever had sent us wanted answers. Midnight wanted something I couldn’t name yet. And Toticus, hungry, clever, patient, hadn't finished killing those dumb enough to wander into its grasp.
	They took the bracelet away for analysis. They asked me questions I couldn’t answer without sounding like a madman. They told me I’d been brave. They offered coffee and a bed. They wrote reports that would be filed under complicated classification levels I couldn’t comprehend.
	I lay awake on an uncomfortable mattress, staring at the ceiling panels, and thought about the glowing metal bracelet waiting in a lab somewhere. Extraction had pried us from Toticus’ grasp, but it had not let go without taking a souvenir. It had only brought me pain, but it brought the government what they wanted, even if it cost an innocent man’s life.
	Outside the facility, the world moved on, traffic moved, the comforts of a reality that didn’t rearrange itself around your fear was a dream. Inside me, the city of broken windows and candles still lit. 
	Midnight’s voice echoed in my head, “The tether will decide who makes it home. And who stays behind.”
	I fell asleep, knowing the hidden knowledge of Toticus. How Teller had stayed behind, in the only way that mattered. Steel had taken his ticket, and rode it to hell. And I, Moonzone, newly alive, and aware, had a bracelet. Hidden in my pocket during extraction, I had stolen a bracelet from the government, the government that sent innocent people like me…like Teller, into a world where reality is bent to kill.
	This would be my proof of Toticus, this would be my proof to make sure no one would ever go through what I did. Ever. Again.
	When I woke up, I wasn’t in a government facility. I was in a cornfield. In the middle of nowhere.









THE END…
Unless……...





















THE EPILOUGE…

	I woke up in a cornfield. Not a big one like the cornfield mazes people do in the fall. A small humble cornfield. The sun glared into my eyes through the stalks of corn. I rubbed my eyes.
	A shadow appeared above me. “Eh…well whater you doin in ma corn?
	I grunted. “Wha…were am I. Where’d the facility go?”
	I noticed that the shadow was a man, though I couldn’t make out much because the sunlight.
	“Listen,” the man said. “I don know what this facility thing is, but it ain round these parts. It’s just countryside for miles round; I may not be a rich farmer, but I ain messin with an armed man.”
	I looked to my side, “Armed?” Then I saw my pistol on my belt. “Oh shit, sorry, I don’t mean any harm. I’m lost. You wouldn’t mind giving poor man a meal and a ride? I’ll fill you in on my situation later.”
	The farmer thought for a moment. “Well as long as you don try to kill me, I don mind given you a meal an a ride.” He helped me up. So tell me what happened. I won judge. An I’m kinda curious bout that glowin thing in your pocket.”
	“Oh, they didn’t see it. Well, let me fill you in. I thought about making a book on it too. Maybe make some money. So, to start…”


There was an aggressive, bright light in my eyes…













THE END…Maybe
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Following the character Tio, Blue is a work of art!
Tio is just an average middleschooler. Though little does he know, that this was about to change. During an earthquake Tio finds a blue rock. He keeps it, not knowing what he did will cause his whole life to change. Now he has to fight a man with a chainsaw, and face a mental challenge like no other: He has to escape the government! Follow Tio as he faces all of these in T.D Stick’s first ever story!
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