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​Chapter 1: The Discovery
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My name is Aris, and I have spent my life finding things that were lost. Shells on forgotten beaches, trade routes abandoned by bolder sailors, stories that everyone else had stopped telling. But nothing I ever found prepared me for what I discovered on that nameless island.

The boat, a small, single-sailed skiff, had not been built for a journey like this. It had been meant for calm bays and short trips between islands, not for the vast, empty ocean that stretched in every direction. But the ocean, in its endless indifference, had carried it here anyway, spitting it out on the jagged rocks of an island that existed on no map I had ever seen.

I am a trader by profession, and a finder of things by nature. I travel the lesser-known routes of the archipelago, searching for rare shells, unique woods, and sometimes, stories. I found this island purely by chance, a sliver of green and grey on the horizon after a storm had blown me far off course. The reef was treacherous, but a narrow channel, marked by no human hand, led me into a calm, clear lagoon. I pulled my skiff onto a beach of white sand, my boots sinking into the warm, dry ground. The air was thick with the smell of unfamiliar flowers and the heavy silence of a place without people.

Or so I thought.

I spent the first day exploring the beach and the edge of the jungle, collecting a few interesting shells. The second day, I decided to push inland, following the course of a small, fresh-water stream. The jungle was dense, but the stream provided a clear path. It was then that I saw it—a thin column of smoke, rising straight and grey into the still air. My heart hammered against my ribs. I was not alone.

I approached with caution, my trader’s instinct for danger warring with my deep curiosity. The smoke led me to a small, crude hut, built from driftwood and palm fronds against the shelter of a large rock formation. It was a humble, almost invisible structure, designed to be missed. And next to the hut, propped against a sun-bleached log, sat a man.

He was a skeleton draped in skin, his face a mask of weathered leather stretched tight over sharp bones. His eyes were closed, and for a moment, I thought I had arrived too late. But then his chest rose in a shallow, rattling breath. He was alive, but only just. He was so thin, so fragile, he seemed like a strong gust of wind might simply blow him away like ash.

He heard my footsteps. His eyes opened, and they were the clearest, most startling blue I had ever seen. They held no fear, only a profound weariness and, for a fleeting second, a flash of immense relief.

"Water," he whispered, his voice a dry rasp.

I knelt beside him and gently lifted his head, pressing my own canteen to his cracked lips. He drank in small, desperate sips, the water spilling down his chin. After a moment, he pushed the canteen weakly away and looked past me, towards the door of his hut. He tried to lift a hand, the effort costing him dearly.

"Inside," he breathed. "Bring them... out."

I hesitated, glancing at the dark opening of the hut. "What is it?" I asked.

"My life," he said, a faint, tragic smile touching his lips. "Please. There is not... much time."

I ducked inside the hut. It was dim and smelled of dust, dry leaves, and sickness. My eyes adjusted slowly, and I saw them in the corner, piled with a reverence that was almost sacred. A small vial with a clear green fluid in it. A stack of leather-bound diaries, a dozen of them at least, their pages swollen with humidity and age. And lying on top of them, a carefully folded map; a large, intricate map. It was drawn on animal skin, the ink faded to a rusty brown. It showed two islands, side-by-side, with mountains, rivers, and what looked like cities meticulously marked. Neither of them was this island. I had never seen or heard of them before.

I left the vial in place. I gathered the heavy stack in my arms and carried them out into the light. I set them down beside the dying man. He looked at them, then up at me, his gaze intense.

"I am a... prince," he said, the words a struggle. "Or I was. My name... is Ego."

He told me he had lived on this island for twenty years. Twenty years alone. He pointed a trembling finger at the diaries and the map.

"It is all in there," he whispered, his voice growing fainter. "Everything. Who I was. What I did. Why I am here."

He grabbed my wrist, his grip surprisingly strong for a man so near the end. His blue eyes burned into mine.

"You must read them," he commanded, his voice a fierce whisper. "All of them. And then... you must decide."

"Decide what?" I asked, my own voice barely a whisper.

"What must be done," he said. His grip loosened, and his eyes lost their focus, looking past me, towards the sea. "The truth... or the lie. Order... or chaos. It is your choice now. I am... too tired."

He closed his eyes. His chest rose once more, then fell, and did not rise again. The silence of the island returned, heavier than before, pressing in on me from all sides. I sat there for a long time, the sun moving across the sky, alone with a dead man and the weight of his unknown story. I looked down at the stack of diaries, at the cryptic map, at the vial. My life as a simple trader was over. I had found a story far greater than any shell or piece of rare wood. I had been given a choice I never asked for. With trembling hands, I opened the first diary, its pages brittle with age, and began to read.
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I read for three days straight.

I barely ate. I barely slept. I built a small fire on the beach each night and read by its flickering light until my eyes burned with exhaustion. The diaries were not written in order. Some were filled with detailed daily accounts, others with rambling thoughts and confessions, and a few were just fragments of poetry or sketches of faces I did not recognize. Slowly, piece by piece, like assembling a shattered mirror, the story of Prince Ego came together.

The world, I learned, was far larger and stranger than I had ever imagined. Beyond the familiar trading routes of the archipelago, beyond the horizon where sailors feared to go, there existed another place. A place my own people had only whispered about in myths and legends. A powerful, isolated island nation, so far removed from the rest of the world that it had become a ghost story, a land that sailors spoke of in hushed tones but no living man had ever seen.

Until now.

Prince Ego had been its ruler. His name was not unknown to me. I had heard it, spoken in the same breath as the myths. A king who had vanished without a trace, presumed dead by shipwreck or betrayal, his kingdom left to crumble into ruin and legend. The world had moved on, telling stories of the lost prince and his fabled, wealthy land. They had made him a character in a fairy tale.

But here, in my hands, was the truth. He had not been shipwrecked. He had not been killed. He had simply walked away.

The early diaries were the most difficult to read. They were filled with the voice of a powerful, confident man. A prince who commanded armies and controlled the wealth of an entire nation. He wrote of his kingdom with a strange mix of pride and disgust. He called it a place of "golden streets and iron hearts." It was wealthy beyond imagination, its cities gleaming with precious metals and its harbors filled with ships carrying riches from every corner of their known world. But the people, he wrote, were like scorpions in a bottle, each one beautiful and deadly, and eternally at war with the others.

Then, the entries changed. The confident tone vanished, replaced by confusion, then fear, and finally, a chilling calm. He wrote of the discovery that had shattered his world, and the choice that had broken him. He did not go into detail in these early passages, only hinting at a "sickness" and a "terrible decision." He wrote of a great division, of separating his people, of creating two worlds from one. And then, the most shocking revelation of all: he had not ruled one kingdom, but two.

I read the sentence three times, my mind struggling to accept it. I am the Prince of the Wicked and the King of the Good. I am the father of two worlds, and I have poisoned them both.

The
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