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        * * *

      

      
        
        High above the Atlantic, on an island carved from volcanic fire, there is a forest where time folds inward, ring within ring, like the heartwood of an ancient tree.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        These trees have witnessed the rise of empires, the wreckage of ships and the quiet prayers of the lost. Amid the swirling mist there wanders an eternal spirit - a guardian of Gaia, a keeper of ancient wisdom and divine destinies.
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        * * *

      

      The spirit that dwells in this book came to me in a dream the night after learning my mother had been diagnosed with cancer.

      

      This ancient dream spirit wasn’t a fleeting image of the grim reaper, it was something deeper and more life affirming: a truth echoing beyond time. It arrived with a thunderous realization: life is finite, don’t take it for granted.

      

      And yet I had taken it for granted. Throughout my life, my mother had more or less been in good health. Certainly, not until now had I really imagined my life without her presence.

      I had not acknowledged this privilege. News like this jolts you into the awareness of loss, revealing how love and meaning live alongside the spectre of death. A macabre lesson built into everything material: all we cherish, we must be prepared to lose.

      And yet perhaps knowing life will end makes it more precious.

      

      And with this macabre dream spirit came visions of an island paradise, forgotten and remembered across millennia, where the veil between worlds has always hung mysteriously thin.

      

      The ancient Greeks wrote about Memento Mori, a meditation on existence: remember you will die.

      

      What I didn’t know then was that these same philosophers wrote of a place where heroes might escape this mortal fate, a paradise at the world’s edge called the Fortunate Isles, or Isles of the Blessed.

      

      Nearly three millennia ago, Hesiod described islands “at the ends of earth” where “heroes live untouched by sorrow” and “the grain-giving earth bears honey-sweet fruit flourishing thrice a year.”

      Only later did I realize he was describing the very island that my parents had visited so often and fallen in love with: Madeira.

      

      Memento Mori and the myth of the Fortunate Isles exist in perfect counterbalance, like life and death themselves, reminding us we are mortal beings who nonetheless dream of eternity.

      

      While Plato urged contemplation of death as essential philosophical practice, his contemporaries whispered of islands where death’s grip loosened, where the blessed might dwell beyond ordinary existence.

      

      We recognize that everyone we love, including ourselves, will someday vanish. But what if certain places exist where time moves differently, where the veil thins, where ancient wisdom lives in the very soil and air?

      Life happens in this moment, with omens everywhere of its impermanence. Without pausing to listen, we miss the signs, the dreams, the sacred whispers from just beyond waking, sometimes from lands that history itself has forgotten.

      

      What fascinates me is how Madeira was “discovered” by Portuguese sailors in 1419, yet evidence suggests this paradise had been visited, inhabited, and mysteriously abandoned centuries earlier. Mouse bones dating from 900-1030 AD tell of Viking-era visitors. Plutarch’s accounts from Roman times describe these islands with suspicious accuracy. The classical world knew Madeira as one of their mythical Fortunate Isles, then somehow people collectively forgot it, only to rediscover it again in the 1400s.

      

      These chronicles emerge from that space between sleep and myth, between memory and imagination, between historical record and inexplicable gaps where wonder flourishes. They exist in the silence of those forgotten centuries when Madeira stood empty yet remembered in myths, waiting to be found again.

      

      They root themselves in Madeira’s rich soil because my parents have spent over twenty-five years there, drawn to it in ways I now understand. They were called to one of the Fortunate Isles, just as countless souls have been across millennia, from Hesiod’s heroes to Roman sailors to mysterious medieval visitors who left only bones marking their passage.

      Beyond modern Funchal’s tourism lies a mystical, healing land, a volcanic island adrift in the Atlantic, where mists embrace laurel forests and time’s breeze feels like a mother’s gentle touch upon one’s brow.

      

      No wonder the ancients believed it might be where mortality’s grip loosened, where blessed heroes dwelled in eternal peace.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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        * * *

      

      In a monastery’s forgotten chambers outside Funchal, where the boundaries between worlds grow thin, you unearth what powerful men have sacrificed both blood and sanity to obscure - fragments of parchment speaking of Madeira’s true nature.

      The official histories are but veils draped across doorways better left sealed.

      The documents enclosed henceforth follow no chronological succession, for time itself bends around certain truths. These chronicles form a labyrinth of forbidden knowledge, each fragment a shattered mirror reflecting part of a whole too vast for mortal comprehension. You must approach them as one would a cipher whose key exists in the spaces between what is written.

      You managed to preserve what fragments you could before the remainder were claimed by those who serve powers they themselves cannot comprehend.

      Is it human avarice that drives this conspiracy of silence, or are mortal agents merely vessels for influences that predate civilization?

      

      The book in your hands chronicles the various secret documents that reveal the unofficial history of Madeira - the stories whispered by the wind through ancient laurel trees - telling of a different Madeira altogether. An island where reality itself bends like light through volcanic crystal, where time pools in certain valleys and races up certain peaks, where the veil between worlds grows gossamer-thin in hidden caverns beneath the mountains.

      It is not just your voice speaking of this island; it is a chorus echoing through the centuries. It is the memory of waves that have caressed these shores since before humanity stood upright. It is the dream of forests that have witnessed civilizations rise and fall while the island remained steadfast in its solitude. It is the collective consciousness of all who have touched this land and been transformed by its mysteries.

      

      Three million years ago, Madeira burst forth from the ocean floor; not merely through volcanic activity as geologists claim - but as an act of conscious manifestation, a deliberate emergence of land from sea, of form from chaos. The island grew with

      intention, creating within its topography a perfect mandala of energy lines that would, millennia later, be sensed by the perceptive souls who found their way there.The wanderers came first - nomadic spirits from across the great waters who recognized in Madeira a power spot, a nexus where healing energies converged. They established hidden communities in valleys unreachable except by those who knew the secret paths.

      Pirates followed, drawn in by the island’s strategic position as well as by rumors of treasures beyond gold and silver. Some came seeking plunder but stayed to be transformed.

      In certain hidden bays, where peculiar acoustics caused the waves to sound like whispered conversations, these hard men would experience visions that shattered their previous understanding of reality.

      Many abandoned their predatory ways to join the island’s secret societies of knowledge-seekers.

      The island we now call Madeira has never been merely land and trees and water. It is a living consciousness, an entity with whom you can communicate if you approach it with the right combination of reverence and wonder.

      Those who learn its language discover that the island can teach them to perceive the universe as a vast, interconnected web of meaning and possibility.

      This, then, is not merely the story of Madeira before the Portuguese; it is the story of Madeira beside, beneath, and beyond the island that appears on maps and in travel brochures. It is the story of possibilities that exist in multiple dimensions, perpendicular to conventional history, flying alongside the arrow of time like a quantum shadow.

      

      The truth, like Madeira itself, remains patiently waiting to be discovered - through exploration of its wonderful physical geography and well as through the cultivation of new portals of awareness that allow us to see what has always been there.

      Hidden in plain sight - you’ll unearth a magical realm coexisting with the mundane, separated only by the unreliable threshold of our own perception.
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            The Ancestral Tree of the Bimbache
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        * * *

      

      The fog lay heavy upon the high plateau of Fanal; the vast forest awakening in the ashen breath of dawn. The gnarled branches of the Ocotea foetens poked through the mist like sentinels of another age.

      

      Miguel Santos walked slowly among them, his steps unsteady yet driven by something deeper than will.

      

      In his mind he heard his father’s voice telling him facts about the forest. The Portuguese named these trees Til, but the English and Scottish merchants who came to Madeira in the 1700s called them Stinkwood trees because of the bitter, pungent odor released when their bark is cut…

      Miguel was always captivated by the shape of these trees because they seemed so human. As a boy he imagined they were wizards and witches frozen in time: their trunks writhing in grotesque shapes, as if time itself was twisting them into testimony.

      

      A tiny movement caught his eye, a flash of gold against the gray mist.

      A Firecrest bird, no larger than his thumb, with its distinctive flame-colored crest, perched on a low branch nearby.

      

      Miguel gasped, his voice soft in the hush of the forest. “Have you come to guide me, little one?”

      

      The tiny bird regarded him with still intensity.

      

      He stepped toward it.

      The bird shifted without crossing the space between branches.

      Miguel heard its song echo from behind him.

      Miguel went still.

      

      His mother had warned him about this. Years ago, before the tumor took coherence from her speech, before the tremor made her hands useless for the intricate wood carvings she loved to make.

      “When they move like that,” his mother said, voice low, “you’re on the right path. They’re letting you know you’re close.”

      

      Miguel exhaled and felt the warmth of her spirit.

      His shoulders loosened without his noticing.

      

      As a child, he’d always had a way with birds. The Firecrests particularly had always followed him but he never considered it unusual.

      

      He extended his hand very slowly, palm upward.

      

      The Firecrest tilted its head, crest flaring brighter for a moment, then dimmed. It flew directly to his hand and landed softly into his palm and it held his gaze longer than any wild thing should.

      His mother had loved them too. She had names for all of them.

      “They watch the threshold,”  she would say, her eyes lit up.

      “They let me know when it’s calling.”

      

      Miguel lowered his hand and the Firecrest launched up into the canopy.

      

      He reached into his coat and withdrew a gold pocket watch compass.

      He turned it in his palm before opening it, feeling its weight — his fingers lingering over the faint engravings on the casing.

      

      He remembered it against her chest, rising and falling with her breath. He remembered cuddling with her and hearing the rhythm of its ticking.

      

      The hinge resisted slightly, then yielded with a soft metallic sigh.

      

      The needle trembled, then stilled.

      

      Inside the lid rested her folded slip of paper.

      

      He unfolded it.

      

      A curved slope. A break in elevation. A small circle, carefully placed.

      

      She had knelt in the soil years ago, the tip of a fallen twig scratching the same shape into damp earth.

      

      “It’s not the story people think,” she said. “It’s geometry. Structure. Seven keystones.”

      

      “Keystones of what?”

      

      “Of alignment.”

      

      She tapped the ground between them.

      

      “This mountain was the crown. When the plains fell, this remained.”

      

      He remembered the stillness in her voice. It wasn’t fanaticism. Not romance. Certainty born of gnosis.

      

      Now his thumb caught on something beneath the paper.

      He lifted it carefully.

      

      Etched faintly into the inner brass, almost erased by time, lay seven small points arranged around one.

      

      Seven marks. Seven points arrange themselves easily. Patterns emerge from chaos without design. Islands rise through volcanic pressure. Catastrophe is not intention.

      

      The thought came steady and rational.

      Yet his pulse quickened.

      

      He had to brace the compass against his knee to steady his hands.

      He stared at the marking longer than he meant to.

      

      At the edge of the clearing, a crimson shadow shifted between the trunks. A pillar of dark red hovering in the fog.

      

      Miguel’s breath caught. He allowed his face to show a faint smile.

      It was The Guardian.

      A good omen.

      He had only seen it a few times, when his mother brought him here and knelt beside the Ancestral Tree, tracing patterns in the soil with her walking stick.

      He remembered the last time he saw The Guardian was the night she died, it hovered at the foot of her bed while moonlight carved the room into silver and shadow.

      

      In this moment, in the forest it did not move toward him.

      It simply watched him — patient, observing, impossibly still.

      A wind picked up and the leaves rustled. The Firecrest fluttered and moved toward the clearing.

      By the time Miguel glanced back the mist had thickened and the Guardian was gone.

      

      Miguel followed the Firecrest deeper into the forest.

      The undergrowth was getting thicker. It was darker and cooler now.

      His foot snagged a root and he tumbled backward into a bed of moss and fern. The earth received him with a muted thud. Breath left him in a sharp burst. He lay staring upward into the canopy where mist drifted like currents beneath an unseen sea.

      

      He remembered her voice close to his ear.

      “Imagine standing at the summit,” she whispered. “Watching the horizon sink.”

      

      He brushed himself off and rose slowly to his feet.

      

      The clearing opened before him. And then he saw it.

      It couldn’t be…

      

      The Ancestral Tree lay fallen.

      Its vast arch had collapsed inward.

      Bark split.

      Heart exposed.

      

      He approached and placed his palm against the exposed wood.

      Cold.

      

      His fingers moved across moss-dark surface.

      

      They slipped into absence.

      

      He brushed the moss aside.

      The portal opened through the trunk. Smooth at its rim. The surrounding wood firm, untouched by decay.

      

      His mother had knelt here, decades ago, pressing both palms against this same trunk when it still stood.

      

      Miguel had been small enough then to hide behind his mother’s shoulder, watching as she closed her eyes and went silent for so long that Miguel grew frightened.

      

      “What are you listening for?” he’d whispered.

      

      His mother opened her eyes but did not remove her hands.

      

      “Their messages” she said.

      

      “Whose messages?”

      

      His mother smiled.

      

      “Our ancestors”

      

      Miguel never heard the voices like she did.

      

      Now, staring into the perfect darkness, Miguel wondered why.

      She had never ventured into the portal but she could hear the voices.

      That was enough for her.

      

      Cold air rose from within, carrying the scent of stone long sealed from light, dry and warm, as though remembering sun, beneath the damp forest overlay.

      

      The Firecrest descended to the rim.

      It regarded him with that same unblinking intensity, crest pulsing faint gold against the gray.

      Then it sang.

      

      Not the scattered trills he’d heard in the branches, but a single sustained note that seemed to come from within the tree itself, resonating through the hollow darkness below.

      

      The note held, then fractured into silence.

      

      The Firecrest hopped forward and vanished into the opening.

      

      Miguel placed his hand against the edge.

      

      The compass trembled in his hand.

      The needle no longer aligned north.

      It pointed toward the opening.

      He heard her voice again.

      “Some of us can hear the voices and that’s enough. But some of us have to go there and live the lives to bring the wisdom back.”

      

      Miguel gripped the earth, dark mud smudging up between his white knuckles.

      

      His arms trembled as he held his own weight and lowered himself into the darkness.

      Soil and roots and fog.

      The forest above him sighed.

      

      Below him an echo of eternity beckoned.
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        * * *

      

      They called me Amazigh, though that was not my name from birth.

      In my tongue, Amizagh means “liberated,” which I most certainly was when my tribe set me adrift on a boat of reeds and animal skins, with water for three days and bread for two.

      
      However, this was not the definition of liberated that I was used to; Amizagh means one who is liberated from the usual constraints of logical thought, liberated from the hive mind and the ordinary concerns of working men.

      
      The council of elders had deliberated for two days and nights before pronouncing judgment:

      
      I had failed to interpret the signs that preceded the great trembling of earth, the subsequent drought that withered our crops, and the strange afflictions that had blighted the people of the tribe. I had failed to interpret the signs that caused the decay of the ochre soil beneath the argan trees, the withering of the rain-thistle and wild silphium, and the rumblings that drove the macaques shrieking from the ravines.

      
      As shaman to this tribe, the last initiate of the Iguzen: the ritual language of a living bond between the human and more-than-human world. Iguzen was more than a clan mark or philosophy; it was a totemic lineage bound to the spirits of sacred animals, herbs, gemstones, or celestial activities, passed down through generations as both spiritual compass and ecological memory.

      
      A shaman’s Iguzen was believed to reside in the blood barrier surrounding the pineal gland. It dictated their dreams, affinities, taboos, and medicine. I was the one meant to listen where others spoke, to see what lies behind the veil.

      
      The lineage of my Iguzen had been cultivated over centuries with the Golden Eagle, whose cry often illustrated my dreams with visions of the future. The Barbary Lion often prowled beside me in trance, showing me visions of future conflict, its roars hot with warning. The sacred macaques chattered their omens to me when I guided them to the fruits, leaves, seeds and insects abundant among the outer grasslands of the High Atlas Juniper Steppe.

      
      As shaman to the tribe, guardian of thresholds, I had gradually lost my ability to interpret the flight of the golden eagle and the Barbary Lion that was my usual companion.

      
      For moons beyond counting, sleep had abandoned me. Night after night, I would lie awake watching the cold stars wheel overhead, my mind racing with fragmented thoughts that led nowhere.

      
      When sleep did come, it was shallow and without dreams, a mere dimming of consciousness rather than the deep journey into vision that a shaman requires.

      It began as quiet disobedience, the kind that hides in the seams of the night. My body would lie still, ready for sleep but the mind remained a lantern swinging in a wayward wind. Night time became a stubborn mule, refusing to budge. A strange hum grew in my skull, not sound exactly but a trembling awareness, as if the mind were anchored to a primordial beast being held captive in another time. Frustration came in waves, the hot coil of it in my chest, the slow burn behind my forehead, the sudden urge to tear the night in two. Without true sleep, my connection to the Iguzen withered like rain-thistle in drought. As keeper of the village’s memories, as interpreter of its dreams, such failures were unforgivable.

      
      And so I had been banished from the tribe until I could reconnect the cord to my Iguzen.

      
      The currents carried me westward. The salt spray stung my lips as I lay flat on the raft staring at the horizon, a perfect blade slicing sky from sea, yet the two seemed to want to bleed into each other in a slow endless dance. Clouds drifted in slow herds, their bellies often lit gold with sunglow. Anger swelled in me like a rising tide, receding as quickly to be replaced with sadness. There is no time here, no friend, no hope, no division between waking and dreaming. The world is a single, unbroken breath. It occurs to me that perhaps the ocean is not a punishment at all, its insomnia made vast; a restlessness so complete it becomes my graveyard. On the third day, I licked the final drops of my water supply and somewhere beyond the horizon, I imagined sleep waiting, not as mercy, but as an eternal tranquility that might settle on me after my final storm.

      
      On the fourth day, as thirst transformed my thoughts into delirium, a black mass appeared on the horizon. Initially, I believed it to be death taking physical form. At first it was only a smudge, no larger than the crescent of a thumb pressed against the sky.

      Details refused to show themselves. It was shapeless yet not formless, as if the very air around me was starting to bend in quiet deference. I felt it in my ribs, the faintest pressure, a prelude to something vast.

      
      As my vessel approached, the mass revealed itself as an island, its peaks crowned with tendrils of mist and smoke that twisted into the cloudless sky.

      Volcanic cliffs, black and rust-red, loomed so high they seemed to lean over me, their jagged crowns tearing into the pale underbelly of the clouds.

      
      At their base the rocks were knife-sharp, jutting in chaotic angles, each one slick with salt and the slow pulse of barnacles. The sea heaved against them with a sound like tearing fabric, spray heaping high enough to sting my eyes.

      Beyond these rocks, the ocean floor fell away with a suddenness that felt violent, a sheer volcanic shelf dropping into an abyss so inky it swallowed the sun’s reflection whole.

      
      When my boat scraped against black volcanic sand, I collapsed onto shore. The sand burned through my garments, a sensation so welcome after days of sea-damp that I pressed my face against it, inhaling the sharp mineral scent. It smelled of iron and salt, of stone long heated by the sun.

      Quickly I noticed this was a place that does not care for my presence; a threshold between the living light and the dark weight of the earth’s core below. The beach felt like shattered glass, sharp and urgent against my feet. I crawled toward a waterfall I spotted trickling between dark basalt formations and drank the pure fresh water. That quenching was ecstasy and I drank and drank until my throat strained from gulping.

      
      That first night on the island, I slept in the hollow of a weathered Barbusano tree, its trunk split and hollowed by age. I expected the same restless half-consciousness that had plagued me for months, but instead I fell into a sleep so profound it felt like sinking into the earth itself.

      
      The dreams that came were unlike any I had experienced since my affliction began. Rather than the formless processions of symbols and omens I was trained to interpret, I dreamed with precise clarity of a city constructed of concentric circles, alternating land and water, with a central island that contained a temple complex of impossible architecture. In this dream, I observed the city from above, as a bird might, or a god. I saw its harbors filled with vessels whose designs were unknown to me, yet I understood their mechanical principles as if I had built them myself.

      
      Within this dream, I sensed a presence watching me, observing my reaction to the vision. Though I could not see this watcher, I felt its attention like a weight against my skin, neither threatening nor comforting, merely attentive.

      
      I woke to the ground trembling beneath me. In the predawn gray, a column of smoke rose from the mountain at the island’s center, casting long shadows across the landscape. Birds took flight from the forests below, their wingbeats audible in the morning stillness. The air carried the distant rumble of shifting earth.

      
      As I stumbled from my shelter, the morning light revealed that I stood on a ridge overlooking a valley rich with vegetation. Despite the volcanic activity, or perhaps because of it, the island teemed with life. Dark green pines and broad-leafed trees covered the slopes, interspersed with patches of grasses and shrubs. In the distance, a waterfall descended into a clear pool, its surface reflecting the morning light.

      
      The birds here behaved differently from those I had witnessed in the mountains of my tribe. Where our golden eagles soared in solitary majesty, these tiny island birds, dark-winged with rust-colored breasts, moved in coordinated flocks, wheeling and turning together. Their calls were not the harsh, proud cry of the eagle but shorter, more varied notes that created patterns of sound unlike those of my homeland.

      
      I spent that day exploring the immediate area around my landing site, gathering unfamiliar but clearly edible plants. I found fleshy tubers with tough skins that, when peeled, revealed white flesh tasting of breastmilk. After days of thirst, berries growing on low bushes offered tartness that made my mouth tingle. Wild thin green stems with needle like bulbs clustered into rose crowns grew in clumps near the water’s edge. I chewed on one and the crisp outer edges broke the spurt of inner juice on to my tongue.

      Unlike the tough, wind-resistant Argan trees of my homeland, the trees here had broader leaves and softer bark, adapted to the island’s more abundant rainfall and volcanic soil.

      
      By evening, I had relocated to a cave in the mountainside, its entrance partially concealed by a curtain of trailing vines bearing small white flowers that released a sweet scent as night approached. Inside, I found walls of volcanic stone, weathered smooth in places, with natural patterns and indentations that, under my probing fingers, formed curious lines and whorls. In the deepest recesses, the stone was cool and damp, beaded with moisture from some underground source.

      
      That night, exhausted from exploration but still marveling at the profound sleep of the previous night, I arranged a bed of dry grasses and broad leaves near the cave entrance. As darkness fell, the stars emerged with unusual clarity, appearing larger and more numerous than they had over my homeland. I fell asleep counting constellations both familiar and new stars I hadn’t noticed before, my breathing gradually synchronizing with the distant sound of waves against the shore.

      
      In this second dream, I returned to the circular city, but now from within its streets. I smelled markets with spices and perfumes unknown to my waking life. I heard inhabitants speaking a language that my dream-self understood perfectly, though it resembled no tongue of my homeland. Most peculiarly, I recognized faces among the crowds, people I had never met yet knew intimately, down to the particular cadence of their laughter and the familial stories that shaped their expressions.

      
      As I moved through the dream-city, I became aware again of the watching presence, closer now. At the edge of my vision, I glimpsed a figure in robes the color of poppies, its face concealed beneath a draped hood. When I turned to look directly, the figure was gone, but I felt it still, guiding my path through the concentric streets toward the central island.

      
      When I woke at dawn, the memory of the dream remained intact, unlike the fragmentary recollections I had grown accustomed to during my affliction. More startling still, I felt rested, my mind clear and senses sharp. The cave walls, which had seemed merely weathered the previous day, now appeared to contain subtle patterns that reminded me of the layout of the dream-city.

      
      For several days, this Triskelion pattern continued. Each night brought deeper sleep and more vivid dreams of the circular city. Each day, I explored farther from my cave, discovering an island far larger than it had first appeared. The volcano occasionally rumbled and smoked, but I no longer feared it. Instead, I began to notice a curious timing between the mountain’s emissions and my dreams, as if the earth’s movements followed some pattern connected to my sleep.

      
      On the seventh day, following a particularly vivid dream in which the hooded figure had led me toward a forest unlike any I had seen in the dream-city, I awoke with a compelling urge to travel inland, toward the volcano’s western slope.

      
      As I gathered my few possessions, a peculiar sensation crawled across the back of my neck. I turned, suddenly certain I was being watched, but saw only the shifting shadows of the cave entrance as clouds passed overhead. Yet the feeling persisted, lingering like the aftereffect of a dream not quite forgotten.

      
      The journey inland took most of the day, leading me through terrain that shifted from volcanic rock to increasingly lush vegetation. As I climbed, the air grew thick with unfamiliar scents, richer and more complex than the sea-salt simplicity of the shore. Twice I paused, again seized by that crawling certainty of being observed. Each time I found nothing but the wriggle of tiny lizards and the wind stirring leaves, yet each time the sensation left me more convinced.

      
      In a small ravine where the path narrowed between two basalt formations, I noticed something curious: a three-fold spiral pattern of fallen leaves that seemed too deliberate to be natural. They formed a winding line, almost like a trail, leading upward toward what appeared to be a narrow path I might otherwise have missed. As I studied them, a sudden gust of wind scattered the leaves, erasing the pattern, yet somehow strengthening my conviction that it had been meant for me to see.

      
      I followed the new path upward, noting how it seemed to disappear and reappear, marked by subtle signs that became clearer the more I looked for them: a bent twig here, a displaced stone there, patches of moss disturbed in ways that formed directional patterns. Had I not been trained as a shaman to read the subtle language of natural signs, I might have missed them entirely.

      
      Midway through the climb, I stopped at a stream to drink. As I cupped water to my lips, I caught a flicker of movement reflected in the surface, something pale and quick, vanishing behind a cluster of trees. I whirled, sending water droplets flying, but saw nothing unusual, only the island’s strange flora swaying in a breeze I couldn’t quite feel.

      
      “Who’s there?” I called, my voice sounding thin and foreign in this alien landscape.

      
      The island offered no verbal response, but as if in answer, a cluster of small, white butterflies rose suddenly from a nearby bush, swirling in a tight formation before streaming upward along the path I had been following. Their movement seemed synchronized, almost purposeful.

      
      I continued my ascent, increasingly aware that the island itself seemed to be communicating through these subtle manifestations. The butterflies disappeared around a bend, but when I reached the same spot, I found a narrow pathway marked by coiled ferns that hadn’t been there moments before. Following these signs, I noticed other oddities: flowers that turned to face me as I passed, bird calls that seemed to come in patterns too regular for chance, shadows that lingered slightly longer than they should when clouds passed overhead.

      
      By late afternoon, I stood at the edge of a forest that stole my breath. The massive trees towered above me, their trunks wider than three men could encircle with outstretched arms. Their bark was deeply furrowed, carrying the marks of centuries of growth. The canopy filtered the sunlight into dappled patterns on the forest floor, where thick moss cushioned each step.

      
      At the forest’s edge, I hesitated. The sensation of being watched had intensified to an almost physical pressure. I scanned the shadows between the massive trunks, searching for some sign of my observer.

      
      A flash of crimson caught my eye, there and gone so quickly I might have imagined it. It seemed like fabric, perhaps a cloak or robe, disappearing behind a distant tree. I stepped forward to pursue it, but a sudden wind rose, bringing with it a shower of crimson leaves, precisely the color of what I thought I’d seen. They swirled around me in a vortex before settling in a pattern at my feet, forming what appeared to be a pathway leading deeper into the woods.

      
      I hesitated only briefly before following this strange trail. As I walked, the forest seemed to respond to my presence in subtle ways. Branches lifted slightly as I approached, creating clearer passage. Roots that might have tripped me appeared to flatten against the earth. Shafts of sunlight penetrated the canopy at oddly regular intervals, illuminating my path forward.

      
      Lively birds with speckled breasts hopped among the undergrowth, turning over leaves in search of insects. Their behavior showed none of the nervous energy of animals frequently hunted; they moved with deliberate purpose, unconcerned by my presence.

      
      Again, the crimson flash appeared between distant trees, this time lingering just long enough for me to confirm it was indeed a figure, though its features remained obscured by distance and shadow. When I quickened my pace to follow, the figure vanished, but in its place, a tiny grey bird with fiery orange streaks of hair, regarding me with piercing black eyes that seemed too knowing for a mere bird. The fiery little bird held my gaze for several heartbeats before flying off deeper into the forest, pausing on branches occasionally to ensure I followed.

      
      As I ventured deeper, the light dimmed as the canopy thickened overhead. Sounds carried differently here, each footfall muffled by the cushion of fallen leaves and moss, each bird call seeming to come from multiple directions at once. Time felt different too, the sun’s movement through the canopy providing only vague hints of the hour’s passage.

      
      The tiny bird with the headdress of fire led me to a small clearing, then vanished into the undergrowth. In the center of the clearing stood a single tree unlike any other in the forest, its bark a deep russet hue that reminded me of the robes I’d glimpsed. Around its base, mushrooms grew in a perfect circle, their caps an unusual blue-white that seemed to capture and hold the dim light filtering through the canopy.

      
      Beyond the tree, I discovered a pool fed by an underground spring. The mineral-rich water was cold but icy pure, clear enough to reveal smooth stones lining its bottom. Cupping my hands, I drank deeply, and found it remarkably refreshing, seeming to clear my head and ease the fatigue of the day’s journey.

      
      As I straightened from drinking, I saw it clearly for the first time: a reflection in the water’s surface that was not my own. The hooded figure in cherry red robes loomed behind me, though when I spun to confront it, I found only swirling mist. Turning back to the pool, the misty red silhouette remained, rippling slightly with the water’s movement yet unmistakably present, watching me with an intensity I could feel like a weight on my neck.

      
      The reflection of the figure slowly raised its arm, gesturing toward the mushrooms. I looked back and the mushroom caps spiraled curiously, and the gills were arranged in three concentric circles glowing around the stem.

      
      In this gentle illumination, the cave took on a dreamlike quality, shadows softening and distances becoming difficult to judge.

      The air near the pool seemed to thicken and shimmer, like heat rising from sun-baked stone.

      
      Despite my logical concerns of poisoning myself, my Iguzen lit up and compelled me to eat the strange fungi. I was transfixed. Their caps were now sprinkled with a glitter of pulsing stars that moved in a slow rhythm, enticing me more to consume them.

      I broke a cap from its stem. The flesh was tender, almost fluid, and as I bit into it a juicy hotness spread across my tongue, radiating to the back of my skull.

      Suddenly bitter sludge, spores on my tongue, spores in my blood; I bent down, crouching even lower, chewing more of the glowing blue, rubbery caps I was now scraping from the rock walls.

      
      As I chewed and swallowed, the mountain groaned above me like the ribcage of a sleeping giant, and then gradually the ceiling began to melt. Only a few minutes passed before the world began to tilt. Sound became color. Color became scent. The ground beneath me swelled and fell like the breath of the island itself. I closed my eyes and the darkness erupted into an ocean of light.

      A spinning Triskelion clawed its way out of the shadows. Three arms spiraled, thrashing like the limbs of a storm. I tried to laugh, but my jaw had forgotten how to move. I gripped the slick floor, felt it ripple like muscle, and the Triskelion wrapped me in its centrifugal arms.

      
      Suddenly I felt airborne, slingshot into a black latticework sky like a feather in the
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