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Chapter One: Home
 
ROVAN:
 
 In the beginning, there was only darkness—boundless, merciless, and eternal. It swallowed the cosmos whole, a heavy shroud that crushed even the idea of existence. But then, a light erupted, fierce and unyielding, carving through the fabric of the void like a blade. It raced across the universe, illuminating the desolate expanse and igniting a spark of hope.
 From this light and darkness emerged the heavenly twins—opposites born to contend with each other, their destinies entwined. Their war was instant, fierce, and everlasting. They clashed with thunderous fury, galaxies trembling in their wake. Each sought dominion, yet neither could triumph, for they were two halves of a whole. One could not exist without the other.
 For how can one understand the shadow without the glow that defines it? How can the weight of despair be grasped if joy has never lifted the soul? Pain and pleasure, suffering and solace—all bound together in an eternal dance. 
 Long before swords sang in the hands of knights and spells crackled from the lips of witches, before realms were built and kingdoms rose, there was only The Source of All Things—a power primordial, the origin of the endless cycle of creation and destruction.
 
- - - 
 
  Rovan paced the main deck of the Elysium, his boots scuffing the weathered wood as restless energy coursed through him. The salt-heavy wind tugged at his cloak, but he barely noticed. Captain Dantes, a seasoned and capable seaman, was pushing the ship to its limits, but even Dantes’ skill couldn’t calm Rovan’s storm of worry. They needed to reach Anahiti. Fast.  
 Every man aboard shared his unease. The crew of the Elysium—honored heroes of the Qamata and Ishvara campaigns—but home was Anahiti, and their families were now in danger. They had stood together against the darkness, defeating the alliance of the Shadow Coven, the Black Legion, and Tsar Miro. Though Miro was dead and the Shadow Coven had retreated to their desolate island, peace was a fragile, fleeting thing.  
 Rovan and his apprentice, Olafur, had been commended for their valor. Chancellor Flaero himself had singled them out, inviting them to join the Ningal, his elite squad of warriors. Yet duty and honor pulled them in a different direction.  
 The Sultan of Anahiti, Graeo’gi, had branded them all traitors. Their efforts to aid the revolution against Miro were unauthorized acts of rebellion. For Rovan, it was never about politics or glory. He had joined the fight not for Flaero or Malum, but to find his former Master, Akiva. The truth, when it came, was a blade to the heart: Akiva was gone, slain by the Sorors of the Shadow Coven.  
 And now, his family—his wife and two young children—were left vulnerable. He had believed the cause just, worth the sacrifices it demanded. But now, with each passing wave, the cost weighed more heavily on his soul.  
 Olafur’s family, too, faced peril, though his Uncle Loean’s wealth and influence offered a buffer of safety. Loean owned the Elysium, its crew, and sprawling farming estates on the island of Zehra. Many aboard had loved ones working under Loean’s protection. Rovan’s family, however, lived on the island of Tara, far from Loean’s reach and safety. They were alone.  
 Rovan paused, gripping the ship’s rail as the sea roared beneath him. Each crest and trough seemed to mirror the turmoil inside him. The Elysium surged forward, but Rovan could only hope they weren’t already too late. 
 The Elysium carved through the open waters of the Nanook Ocean, heading due south from the Bay of Altifir by way of the Capitol of Ishavara. The salt air carried a tension as sharp as the spray that misted the deck. They’d plotted a careful course, veering wide of the Sultan’s island of Gaffar to avoid capture. Once clear, they would swing west toward Tara Island, the first stop on the way to Zehra.  
 But the journey was fraught with danger. Sultan Graeo’gi was no fool. He would anticipate that they might attempt to rescue their families, and the sprawling expanse of the Anahitiian waters was dotted with islands teeming with his loyal forces. The possibility of ambush loomed with every mile they sailed.  
 To make matters worse, the Sultan had recently aligned himself with Kittisek Khan of Nanook, a powerful and cunning leader. Tsar Miro’s death and Chancellor Flaero’s revolutionary ideals had thrown the region into chaos. Flaero’s fiery manifestos, distributed far and wide, had lit a spark among the peasants. What began as dissent against Miro had spread like wildfire, igniting unrest in Anahiti and Nanook alike. Sultan Graeo’gi and Kittisek Khan saw Flaero’s hand in this uprising as nothing less than a declaration of war.  
 Anyone who had supported Flaero’s efforts—no matter their intentions—was now branded an enemy of the state. Rovan had fought against Miro and the Shadow Coven alongside Flaero, but not for the sake of revolution. His reasons were personal, rooted in survival and the hope of finding Akiva. The fact that he saw the raw face of oppression and destruction, and his sympathies lowered his defenses to resist aiding the helpless. But it was far too late to explain or clear his name. His only thought now was of his family and how he might reach them before the storm of retribution swallowed them whole.  
 The crew felt the pressure too, their unease palpable in the sharp glances and clenched fists as they worked. To distract themselves, they organized games and competitions, injecting bursts of levity into the heavy air. Wrestling matches became a favorite. A rough circle was drawn on the deck as a makeshift arena, with simple rules: the first to be pushed out of the circle or touch the ground lost. The competitions gave the men a channel for their frustrations, sharpening their instincts and bolstering their fighting spirit in case trouble found them.  
 Amid the noise and laughter of the crew, Rovan remained isolated from the crew and focused on Olafur’s training. The young apprentice had come far since their journey began. Rovan guided him in mastering the O element, honing his ability to draw on its power with precision and control. Olafur was already a formidable fighter when they met, but under Rovan’s tutelage—and through the crucible of battles against the Sorors and Black Legion—his skills had sharpened to a fine edge.  
 The O element was not a power in itself but an amplifier—a force that magnified the energy and abilities of those who could wield it. Everything in the universe, from the smallest grain of sand to the brightest star, was a fragment of the Source of All Things. It was from this Source that all power was born, a primordial wellspring of creation and destruction.  
 Yet, only a select few possessed the innate talent to connect to that power. Even with rigorous training and discipline, most individuals could never fully bridge the gap between themselves and the Source. Only the most gifted—those with extraordinary potential—could hope to harness their abilities and channel them through the O element.  
 This amplification required a conduit, often found in weapons, armor, or adornments forged from the element. These artifacts acted as bridges, allowing the wielder to resonate with the energy of the Source and magnify their natural gifts. For those who mastered the connection, the O element was a tool of unparalleled strength, transforming raw talent into extraordinary power.
Legend tells that the O element was born among the stars, a relic of celestial battles fought in the heavens. When the gods clashed in their mighty wars, fragments of this divine essence rained down upon the earth, embedding themselves deep within its soil. These remnants of the heavens carried immense power, and when mortals unearthed them, they found themselves gifted with godlike abilities, their destinies forever changed.
 Mines rich with the O element dot the earth, their glittering veins turning into sources of vast wealth for individuals and nations who trade in this coveted material. Yet, the truth remains that while the element can grant riches, it does not bestow power upon everyone.  
 Millions may uncover its fragments, marveling at its brilliance, but only a rare few find themselves amplified by its connection to the Source. For most, the element is inert, a valuable commodity but not a conduit to godlike strength or mastery. Those unable to wield its power often channel its worth into other pursuits, rising to prominence through wealth, influence, and the intricate webs of politics. In this way, the O element shapes both warriors and kings—though in vastly different ways.
 Standing at the rail, Rovan cast a long look toward the horizon, the waves shimmering under the fading sun. The ocean was vast, their destination distant, and the challenges ahead seemed insurmountable. Yet, amid the turmoil, there was purpose. They would fight, sail, and endure, for the hope of reuniting with their families was worth every risk.
 
- - - 
 
Rovan and Olafur occasionally joined the crew in the wrestling competitions, though Rovan’s participation was rare. The reason was simple: he was too good. After their initial excitement to challenge him, the crew quickly learned that facing Rovan in the circle was an exercise in futility. Matches against him rarely lasted more than five seconds. Only Olafur could hold his own, and even then, their bouts were short-lived.  
 Today, however, Rovan was restless. His mind churned with thoughts of his family, and he craved a distraction that could match the energy crackling inside him. He proposed a challenge to the crew—ten men against him in the circle.  
 The men hesitated, exchanging nervous glances. They had seen Rovan fight and knew what he was capable of. But his insistence left them with little choice, and, reluctantly, ten stepped forward.  
 Unlike the usual setup, where opponents started behind two lines, Rovan stood alone in the center of the circle, waiting. The call to begin came, and chaos erupted.  
 The first three rushed him together, hoping to overwhelm him with sheer numbers. Rovan’s response was swift and decisive. Using their momentum against them, he redirected their attacks, one by one, sending them tumbling out of the circle before they even realized what had happened.  
 A fourth competitor tried a sneak attack, grabbing Rovan’s arm from behind and attempting to force him toward the edge. Without missing a beat, Rovan dipped low, twisting free of the grip and spinning to face his attacker. In one fluid motion, he lifted the man under his armpits and hurled him out of the ring.  
 Two more seized the opportunity to strike while Rovan was near the edge. It was a mistake. Rovan shoved them both back with powerful palms, then pressed the attack. He snatched one by the wrist, yanking him forward and past his own body, only to slam a stiff arm as he passed, knocking him to the ground. The second man didn’t fare better. Rovan gripped him with both hands by the waist, using sheer force to launch him out of the circle.  
 The seventh opponent barely had time to brace himself as he locked arms with  Rovan. Rovan shifted his feet back, lowering his center of gravity, and leaned forward, inviting his opponent to press in. As expected, the man took the bait, throwing his weight against Rovan in an attempt to overpower him. In that instant, Rovan moved with precision. With a swift step to the side, he let the opponent’s momentum betray him. Overbalanced and unable to recover, the man stumbled forward, crashing unceremoniously to the ground.   
 The eighth and ninth charged simultaneously, hoping their combined weight could overpower him. Rovan met them with ferocious shoulder barges, the impact reverberating through the air as both men crashed backward and toppled out of bounds.  
 That left the tenth. Rovan squared up, a predator eyeing its prey. With two sharp, calculated movements, he hooked the man’s arm, twisted, and drove him to the ground, planting him firmly outside the circle.  
 The rest of the crew erupted in cheers and laughter, clapping and hollering as the defeated wrestlers picked themselves up. Rovan stood at the center of the circle, a rare smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. For a moment, the anxiety eased, replaced by the fleeting satisfaction of a good fight.
 Rovan was more than just a master of the O element or a knight of the esteemed Order of the Sun, trained under the legendary Akiva. Even without such grandeur attached to his name, he was an imposing figure—massive, with a physique sculpted from years of relentless training and battle.  
 When he faced those ten men in the circle, he didn’t need to rely on the power of the O element or his connection to the Source. His victory was achieved through sheer, natural strength and the practiced precision of a seasoned warrior. Every movement was deliberate, every strike calculated, a testament to his physical dominance and unwavering discipline. For Rovan, defeating them wasn’t about power—it was about mastery.  
 “Are my crew even going to recover in time to fight if we run into enemies?” Captain Dantes asked Rovan, half-joking but with a hint of genuine concern.  
 “I hope I didn’t overdo it,” Rovan replied, rubbing the back of his neck, clearly a bit embarrassed by his own intensity.  
 Olafur, never one to miss a chance to stir the pot, chimed in. “What about me? Do I get a shot at taking on ten men? Or maybe just one—you?” His tone was brazen, a mix of challenge and mischief.  
 Rovan smirked. “Careful, Olafur. Ask for the bull, and you might get the horns.”  
 “And sometimes,” Olafur shot back, cocky as ever, “the bull gets made into tonight's dinner.”  
 “Ah,” Rovan said, his grin sharpening, “now you’ve earned yourself a lesson, my young apprentice.”  
 “Young is the keyword there,” Olafur quipped with a wink.  
 “Enough talk. Get in the circle.”  
 Word of their impending match spread quickly, and the crew gathered around, the crowd swelling to twice its usual size. Whenever Rovan and Olafur faced off, it was a spectacle no one wanted to miss.  
 The two men squared up, crouched low, hands on their knees, locking eyes with unyielding focus. Olafur didn’t flinch under Rovan’s intense stare, his resolve steeled by the anticipation of proving himself.  
 Captain Dantes gave the signal. “Go!”  
 Olafur sprang into action, seizing the inside grip on Rovan’s arms—a flawless opening. He drove his shoulder into his master’s chest, pushing with all the power his legs could muster. For a moment, he thought he had the upper hand.  
 But Rovan was a step ahead. Reading the momentum, he shuffled sideways, letting Olafur’s force carry him slightly off-balance. In one smooth motion, Rovan slipped his hands under Olafur’s armpits, lowered his chest, and leveraged his weight to send Olafur sailing out of the circle.  
 Olafur hit the ground face down, groaning softly. Before he could rise, Rovan leaned over him, a smirk plastered across his face. “Oh, dear. Is that the young one eating dirt?”  
 The crew erupted in laughter as Olafur rolled over, saying nothing. Rovan extended a hand, pulling his apprentice to his feet.  
 “And the lesson is,” Rovan said, his tone teasing, “never disrespect your teacher.”  
 Olafur dusted himself off, grinning sheepishly. “Yeah, yeah. I keep forgetting that one.”  
 “No worries,” Rovan replied. “I’ll just keep reminding you.”  
 The crowd cheered, clearly enjoying the display, but Captain Dantes clapped his hands loudly to break it up. “Alright, that’s enough. Back to work, all of you! This ship doesn’t clean itself, and if we run into trouble, I’d prefer it not to look like a pigsty.”  
 The men groaned but began dispersing, the laughter lingering as they returned to their tasks. The Elysium needed constant care and readiness, but for a few minutes, the crew had shared something lighter—a moment of camaraderie amid the tension of the journey ahead.  
Usually, a match between Rovan and Olafur didn’t end so quickly. Rovan took every opportunity to focus on Olafur’s training, ensuring each fight was constructive, a chance for growth rather than just a contest of strength. But today was different. Olafur’s hubris had pushed Rovan to end the lesson sooner than planned. The young man’s cocky attitude had earned him a lesson that would teach him humility, and Rovan was more than willing to oblige.
 When Rovan first met Olafur, he didn’t care for him much. It wasn’t that he saw Olafur as a bad person or held any personal animosity. It was simply that Olafur had come to Rovan’s home and family, asking for him to be his master. Rovan was the last of the Order of the Sun in Anahiti, and he wasn’t eager to leave his family behind for a life of wandering. There were plenty of other masters and orders, but none that could offer what Olafur sought. 
 Rovan resented Olafur for asking him to leave everything behind. It stung, that sense of being needed again in a way that felt like an obligation rather than a calling. He had always prided himself on his duty to his family, and Olafur’s request felt like an intrusion into the life he had built.
 But now, as they journeyed together, Rovan had come to think of Olafur as a third child, or a second son. Their bond had deepened over time, forged in the heat of battle, in the shared trials of a perilous world. What began as a reluctant partnership, driven by necessity, had become something much more. They were family, in the truest sense—brothers in arms, bound together by both fate and choice.
Rovan returned to his room to meditate, a practice he had long passed on to Olafur after training. It was meant to focus the mind, steady the heartbeat, and sharpen their awareness. Rovan didn’t look forward to it, however. Each time he sat in silence, the stillness opened his mind to the fears he carried, especially those about his family. No matter how far away they were, he always saw them in pain—his wife, his children—and it was a burden that weighed heavily on him, even from thousands of miles away. Even Masters fail to heed their own lessons from time to time.
 Amaya, his wife, had urged him to leave on this journey. She believed it was the Source itself calling him, speaking through his dreams, guiding his path. At the time, Rovan had been uncertain, but Amaya was sharp, more perceptive than he ever gave her credit for. So, despite his reservations, he listened.
 He never imagined this would be the nature of his return journey. But life, as it often does, had a way of defying expectations. Rovan had no fear of facing Sultan Graeo’gi’s men; what truly haunted him was the thought of those he loved suffering in his absence. 
 Amaya was intelligent, resourceful—Rovan knew she was capable of handling the hardships that came her way. But worry, he knew all too well, was never rational.
 He was accustomed to the smell of salty air, the comfort of beans served at every meal, the gentle rhythm of the ship as it bobbed with the waves, and the endless stretch of ocean that lay before him. He had grown used to the constant movements of the crew, the chatter, and the creaks of the ship’s timbers—everything felt like a steady beat, a rhythm to which he had adapted.  
 The sound of distant thunder snapped him from his meditation, pulling him back into the present. They had encountered small storms during their journey, but nothing ever serious. There had been a particularly fierce storm in the North Sea, but Rovan and Olafur had been on shore at the time. He assumed this would be no different—just another passing squall.  
 Yet, as the thunderclaps grew louder and more frequent, the waves began to swell, higher and more forceful. Rovan’s instincts flared, and he knew he needed to check in with Olafur and Captain Dantes. Something about the storm felt different.  
 He quickly made his way topside, the air thick with tension, and as his eyes met the horizon, it became painfully clear: this was no mere squall. They were in for a fight against the elements—one that would test them all.
During the battles against Tsar Miro’s forces, the crew of the Elysium had often split into two groups. The experienced sailors and fighters had left the ship to battle, while the rest remained behind, ferrying the citizens of Qamata to safety. The latter crewmen were tasked with protecting the ship and those who could not fight. Olafur’s Uncle Loean had paid the entire crew well, and they all knew their wages would be waiting for them upon their return—if they ever found Loean again. But at this point, such thoughts were far from the crew's minds. Survival was the only concern.
 The Elysium’s crew were seasoned sailors, and none of them was afraid of a storm. Anahitiians were known as the finest sailors across the lands, and the sea ran in their veins. No storm, no matter how vicious, could shake their confidence. 
 Rovan had been tasked with ensuring that every part of the ship was prepared for the coming tempest by Captain Dantes. He moved with purposeful strides down the ladder to the lowest level, into the hold. The key to surviving the storm was keeping the ship dry, especially since the hold housed all their critical supplies. Three crewmen would remain in the hold, stationed to watch for leaks and prevent any water from seeping in. It was up to Rovan to secure the hatch tightly enough to keep them trapped inside, ensuring the hold would remain watertight. He hoped they had enough air to last, but this wasn’t these sailors’ first time in such circumstances.
 Meanwhile, the rest of the crew not needed above deck was sent to the Orlop Deck, just above the hold. The crew gathered in the ship’s center, where the rocking would be less intense. The further from the center, the worse the swaying. Staying on the top deck would leave them vulnerable to being swept overboard by towering waves, despite the slight advantage it might offer in preventing seasickness. The galley and the medical bay were also located on the Orlop Deck, with the doctor nearby in case anyone fell ill from the motion of the storm. Rovan only hoped the doctor wasn’t among those who’d succumb to seasickness.
 Once the preparations were complete, Rovan moved to close the hatch to the Orlop Deck, though not tightly. The crew needed to be able to come up or down as necessary. His own room, along with Olafur’s, required little effort to secure. The weapons ports on the Artillery Deck, however, demanded more attention. The ports were all sealed, but water would inevitably seep through, especially with waves crashing against the ship. A few crewmen would remain on the Artillery Deck to push any water back out as it splashed through the cracks. Unlike the Orlop Deck, the Artillery Deck was above the waterline, but it couldn’t be fully sealed. Large waves had a way of finding their way through even the smallest gaps.
 Rovan and Olafur would have preferred to hunker down in their private cabins during the storm, but the cabins at the very back of the ship were the worst places to be. The aft would experience the worst of the storm’s rocking. Instead, Rovan made his way to Captain Dantes to report that the ship was ready. All decks were secured, and the crew was prepared for the worst the storm could throw at them.
 Rovan paused for a moment on deck, looking out over the rolling, churning sea, the storm’s edge drawing ever closer. He could feel the weight of the coming battle—against the wind, the waves, and the fears that lurked within him. He only hoped that the ship and its crew could weather this storm as they had all others.  Like all battles, the storm began with nerves. The ship creaked and groaned as the first gusts of wind rattled the rigging, and the clouds thickened overhead, casting shadows over the deck. In those moments before the battle, fear lingered in the pit of your stomach—an uneasy tension that couldn’t be ignored. But then, as always, the rush of the moment took hold. The ship’s rocking became a part of you, and the tension turned into purpose. Adrenaline surged, dulling the fears, sharpening the senses. Rovan could feel it—the shift from anxiety to readiness. He had fought countless battles before, and each time it was the same. The fear was fleeting, replaced by instinct and resolve.
 But fate, as always, was not generous to all in battle—or in storms.
 The first massive wave hit without warning, slamming into the side of the Elysium with a deafening roar. The ship groaned under the force of the impact, and for a moment, Rovan felt the familiar sensation of the sea trying to claim them. The crew scrambled to hold their positions, shouting orders, bracing for the next blow. The wind howled like a wild beast, and rain began to pelt the ship in stinging sheets, the air thick with saltwater and fear. 
 Storms weren’t something you could wrestle and win. They were nature at its rawest, an untamed force that didn’t care for men’s struggles or pride. You could prepare, you could fight against the pull of the wind and the battering of the waves, but in the end, you were at nature’s mercy. It was humbling to realize that no matter how skilled or strong you were, you were just another speck in the vastness of the ocean, at the mercy of a force far beyond human control. It was a test of endurance, of patience, of understanding that, sometimes, the best you could do was hold on and wait for the storm to pass.
 Rovan steadied himself, his muscles tense, his grip firm on the nearest rail. The storm had come, and it was no longer something to be prepared for—it was something they had to survive. Every inch of the ship was alive with the storm’s fury, and the crew worked in unison to weather it. 
 The sails were reefed tight, their size reduced to the bare minimum to manage the surging winds. A storm jib, smaller and more manageable, was set to give them just enough control to steer. Despite the efforts, the ship could only do so much against nature’s fury. A sea anchor had been deployed to help steady the ship, but Rovan knew that the worst was yet to come. 
 Rovan and Olafur decided to lend a hand on the Artillery Deck. The crewman there were already hard at work, pushing water away from the sides, but as always, there was more to be done. It gave them something to focus on, a way to keep busy in the chaos. It also kept them out of the way of those working on the top deck—fewer men crowding the spaces where they needed to move. 
 There is a certain excitement that comes on the edge of a storm, an electric tension hanging in the air. You know, deep down, that the storm can go wrong—that you may not even survive it—but you’re drawn to it, helpless against the pull of nature’s power. There’s something primal about it that calls to you. We crave the rush, the chaos, the destruction, even as we fear it. And afterward, we long to tell the story, to share the witness of it. 
 The vessel pitched harder, a sudden lurch sending Rovan bracing against the nearest bulkhead. The darkness closed in around them, thick and heavy, as the driving wind shrieked like a banshee through the rigging. The sound became deafening, relentless. It was a howl that didn’t change, didn’t waver—just continuous, an unholy shriek that rattled the bones. The rain came in sideways, stinging and cold, driving through the seams of the ship. 
Water surged over the Artillery Deck, splashing down with such force that it nearly knocks them over. They scrambled to contain it, each of them armed with mops, shoving the water toward the bow where the drain would carry it away. But with the ship rocking violently, it was a losing battle. Rovan kept his feet as best as he could, but it was a struggle. He could feel the slick, wet floor beneath him, the constant tilt of the ship threatening to send him sprawling with every movement. Some crew members lost their footing, falling hard as they tried to do their duty. 
 Rovan wasn’t sure what the chaos looked like outside the ship, but he could picture it well enough. The wild churn of the ocean, the ship’s bow cutting through it, the spray flying up in all directions, the sky darkened by swirling clouds. The storm was coming for them, and Rovan knew that every moment, every wave, was a test of their survival. 
 He tried to focus on something else—anything else—to keep his mind off the dangers. His eyes found Olafur, who was working alongside him, mopping up the water and trying to keep his balance. He tried to keep a conversation going with his apprentice. “So, what do you think the storm will do next?” he asked, his voice raised to be heard over the wind.
 Olafur didn’t answer right away, his gaze distant, watching the chaos around them. Finally, he looked at Rovan, a wry grin flickering through his exhaustion.  Ever the brave (or foolish) one, Olafur stood beside him, his face a mixture of amusement and anxiety. “Well, seeing that it’s shaking us worse than a drink, I’d say its next move is to swallow us whole.”
 Rovan nodded, squinting into the torrential rain and wind. "That’s not a bad guess."
 Olafur raised an eyebrow. “So, what do you recommend?”
 Rovan glanced at the dark horizon, where lightning flashed, illuminating the sea in eerie bursts of white light. “We gave it a bitter flavor, so it will want to spit us back out.”
 Olafur stared at him, a slight frown crossing his face. "But how do we do that?"
 Rovan chuckled, a dry, almost bitter sound. "It was a joke. There is no remedy." 
 Olafur’s face twisted into an exaggerated pout. “That’s comforting, Master.”
 “Who says I do comforting well?” Rovan replied with a wry grin.
 Olafur rolled his eyes. “Fair enough.”
  “Can you bring someone back from the dead?” Olafur asked, his voice tinged with curiosity and a faint undercurrent of hope. The storm must have made his mind search. 
 Rovan thought it was a good distraction. Rovan paused for a moment, his brow furrowing in thought. “I honestly don’t know,” he admitted. “I’ve never heard of anyone doing it. But that doesn’t always mean it’s impossible; it just means no one has unlocked the ability—or perhaps they’ve chosen not to speak of it.”
 Olafur tilted his head. “So, is there a limit to what powers an individual can have?”
 “The only true limit is the one you place on yourself,” Rovan replied, his tone calm and reflective. “And that is the easiest limit to impose. We let our minds become cluttered—distracted by fear, doubt, or even urgency—and in doing so, we forget to even attempt the impossible.”
 Rovan’s eyes softened, and he turned his gaze toward the horizon. “That is why I tell you to keep a clear mind. Only when your mind is quiet can you hear the words of the universe speaking to you.”
 He gestured toward the stormy skies that still lingered in the distance. “Always remember, it isn’t you who holds the power. You are merely the vessel. Look at this storm. The wind and water—are they the power? No. They surrender to what is asked of them. That is true power: surrender. When they are called to be calm, they are calm. When they are commanded to destroy, they do so without question.”
 Olafur frowned slightly, as though trying to reconcile this with his own understanding. “So... power isn’t about control, but... letting go?”
 “Precisely,” Rovan said, a small smile tugging at his lips. “When you stop asking why and simply listen, you’ll find that what you thought was impossible becomes inevitable.”
 “Isn’t it dangerous to blindly obey?” Olafur challenged, his voice steady but questioning.  
 “If the one you surrender to is true and pure, you won’t be led astray. That’s the essence of faith—believing without certainty,” Rovan replied, his tone calm yet edged with weariness.  
 Olafur’s gaze didn’t waver. “Easy to say for someone who’s lost theirs.”  
 Rovan’s lips twitched into a faint, bittersweet smile. “I’ve abandoned systems and institutions, not the whole of it yet.”  
 “So if I believe enough,” Olafur pressed, “I can heal the sick, wield the power of this storm? Just by surrendering to the Source of All Things?”  
 “You could do more than command this storm,” Rovan said, gesturing toward the raging skies. “The only barriers are the ones you build in your mind.”  
 Olafur scoffed softly. “That sounds nice, but even you haven’t unlocked that kind of power.”  
 “Who said I wanted it?” Rovan countered. “Power fantasies are just that—fantasies.”  
 “Then why train at all?”  
 “To grow closer to the Source,” Rovan said, his voice firm. “To reach our best potential so we can serve others. Only the red-robed witches and those like them crave power for its own sake.”  
 Olafur’s eyes narrowed. “But you killed plenty of Sorors in battle. How is that not wielding power? How is that not wrong?”  
 Rovan’s expression darkened as the wind howled around them. “It’s a razor’s edge. We fought to stop the Shadow Coven from spreading their cruelty. Was it perfect? No. But we acted for the greater good.”  
 “The greater good,” Olafur repeated, his tone skeptical. “That’s what villains always say. Doesn’t it sound the same?”  
 Rovan’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t falter. “And that’s why you need a true Master. Someone to guide you, to teach you the weight of these choices. No one is infallible. Every decision comes with a price. One day, I won’t be here to help you weather your storms, Olafur. You’ll have to face them on your own.”  
 They both went back to mopping the water off the deck in silence.
 The initial excitement of the storm faded as quickly as it had arrived. Awe turned into weariness as the unrelenting gale persisted, howling without reprieve. The once-thrilling power of nature’s fury became an oppressive weight, grinding down the spirits of even the hardiest sailors.
 Rovan’s thoughts turned to the crew on the lower decks. Trapped in darkness and churned by the relentless motion, they had no tasks to occupy their hands or minds, only the disorienting, stomach-churning chaos. He felt for them, knowing that idleness bred fear in such conditions.
 Hour after hour, the storm continued its relentless assault. It was as if they had been swallowed by some gargantuan beast, now trapped in the churning maw of its stomach. But then it must have. Been satisfied with its meal.
 Without warning, the tempest relented. The winds began to die down, the towering waves subsided, and an eerie stillness settled over the ship. The sea, it seemed, had decided their fate—and they had been judged worthy.
 “Captain has given the all-clear!” a voice bellowed from above.
 Rovan tossed his mop aside and climbed the ladder with purpose, popping open the hatch to the Orlop deck. The foul air hit him immediately—evidence of seasickness and the ordeal endured by those confined there. 
 “Captain says we’re through! The storm’s passed!” Rovan relayed the news.
 Relief washed over the crew as if they had collectively exhaled for the first time in hours. Rovan moved to the Hold hatch, unsealing it with practiced efficiency. “Hey, boys,” he called into the shadows below, “time to come out.” A collective cheer called out from the dark. 
 From every corner of the ship, weary sailors emerged, eager to breathe the clean, salt-tinged air above deck. Their expressions were a mix of exhaustion and gratitude, their bodies battered but intact. The ship had held; the crew had survived. 
Rovan felt the pull of his cabin, his limbs heavy with fatigue. He climbed the ladder back to his quarters, the rhythmic bobbing of the now-calm waves a welcome reprieve. As he lay on his cot, the events of the storm played over in his mind, but the sea’s soothing lull quickly drew him into a deep, well-deserved sleep.
 
- - - 
 
The crew grew tenser as the ship sailed closer to Anahitiian waters. They longed to reunite with their families, but every man understood that any vessel on the horizon could mean a fight to the death. The usual camaraderie and games to pass the time were gone, replaced by watchful eyes scanning the waves. 
 Their vigilance was rewarded—or tested—when a ship was spotted in the distance. Alarms sounded across the vessel, and the crew scrambled to their battle stations. Weapons were readied, and tension crackled in the salty air. 
 Rovan and Olafur stood at the bow, poised to lead the charge if necessary. Olafur squinted at the ship as it neared, his eyes narrowing in recognition. 
 “That’s one of my Uncle’s ships,” Olafur said, his voice tinged with both surprise and hope. 
 “Are you sure?” Rovan asked, keeping his tone calm despite the growing uncertainty.
 “Of course. I’d know it anywhere.”
 Rovan scanned the vessel carefully. “Wait. We don’t know if it’s been captured. They could be using it to lure us into a trap. Don’t say anything yet.”
 The two ships drew closer, and silence descended over the crew. Even the relentless sound of waves seemed muted as every eye focused on the approaching vessel. Rovan watched the other ship’s crew closely. They looked as prepared for a battle as his own men. 
 Unable to contain himself, Olafur shouted, “Uncle! Uncle Loean!” but the distance swallowed his voice. 
 The ships passed each other slowly, each crew scrutinizing the other. Olafur pointed excitedly, claiming he had seen his uncle among the men. After a quick consultation, the decision was made to raise a white flag of truce. 
 The ships turned back and slowed, allowing a small rowboat to ferry Olafur’s uncle, Loean, across. The older man stepped aboard and was immediately embraced by Olafur. 
 “Bless my soul,” Loean said warmly. “Olafur, it’s good to see you! I hear your mission was successful. Too successful, from what I’ve gathered.”
 “Too successful?” Olafur asked, puzzled.
 “My boy, we had to flee. On my ship are the families of much of your crew. We’ve had some close calls getting this far. We stopped by Tara Island to look for you, but it wasn’t safe to stay. The Sultan’s ships are everywhere.”
“Tara?” Rovan interjected, urgency sharpening his voice. “Are my family safe?”
 Loean frowned. “I don’t know. We ran into a ship there—I’m sorry.”
 Rovan’s head lowered in concern.
 “Uncle, this is Rovan,” Olafur said, gesturing to his mentor. “The Master you told me to find.”
 Loean gave Rovan a quick nod. “Glad to meet you. I hope you’re teaching Olafur properly. I knew your master, Akiva. She spoke of you with pride. You certainly look the part of a warrior.”
 “I try,” Rovan said with a faint smile.
 “With Olafur, it’s all you can do,” Loean joked, earning a smirk from Rovan.
 “Where are you heading now?” Olafur asked.
 “Dhara,” Loean replied. “We must get these families somewhere safe.”
 “Yes, our crew would appreciate that,” Olafur said. “But right now, we need to make for Tara. Rovan’s family is there, and we’re out of time. The crew has to see their families quickly, then we’re moving on.”
 Loean sighed, understanding the urgency. “I see. You’re right, my boy. Go quickly, and may the wind favor you. Those of your crew who wish to join my ship are welcome. Find us after, we’ll wait.”
 The crew watched until Loean’s ship dipped behind the horizon. The crew had a bittersweet reunion with their loved ones—brief, heartfelt, and painful to end. Each goodbye weighed heavily, but they rallied behind Rovan’s cause. Their course was set for Tara, knowing the risk of an ambush but unwilling to abandon Rovan’s family.
The winds shifted, driving them south. The crew’s anxiety mounted as Tara came into view. The island seemed eerily quiet—no ships patrolled the waters, no signs of an enemy. Hope flickered among them. Perhaps they were not too late.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two: Normal
 
MALUM: 
 
 Malum wiped the sweat from his brow, but it was a losing battle. The stifling heat, mixed with the suffocating stench of mud, manure, and straw, clung to him like a second skin. His clothes were filthy, his hands calloused from a day’s work in the stables. Greasy strands of dark brown hair stuck to his forehead, and he didn’t dare think about how bad he must smell.  
 Out in the open field, Thea rode Morgan, her laughter ringing clear through the warm afternoon air. The horse, as spirited as his rider, moved with a joyful energy that mirrored Thea’s own. Her dark braid bounced against her back as she leaned into the rhythm of Morgan’s stride.  
 Malum could have saddled Nox and joined her. The thought crossed his mind more than once. But as he leaned against the fence, arms crossed, he realized he preferred this—watching her.  
 Thea’s joy in riding stirred something unfamiliar in Malum. She seemed so free, unburdened, as if the weight of the world had never touched her shoulders. It was a freedom Malum couldn’t recall ever feeling himself. His childhood had been a far cry from hers.  
 He had never been a child in the true sense of the word. His mother’s death during childbirth had sealed his fate as both caretaker and scapegoat. He had grown up too fast, shouldering the needs of his ailing father and older brother, Kai. The idea of running wild, of laughing just for the sake of it, was a luxury he hadn’t known.  
 Sometimes, his thoughts drifted back to Jyoti, the place he once called home. The Tsar was dead, and Malum had emerged from the war as something of a hero. Would that change how Jyoti saw him? Did the old warrant for his arrest—for murder—still stand? Not that it mattered much. The memories tied to that place were like ghosts, and there wasn’t anything left for him there.  
 His brother, Kai, was long gone, killed by Soror Dominus. The ache of that loss lingered, sharp and unforgiving, but Malum had learned to bury it beneath layers of numbness. As for his father, Udai? Malum wasn’t sure if the old man was still alive—and, on most days, he didn’t care to find out.  
 Kiron, Thea’s father, had become more of a parent to him than Udai ever was. The stability, the quiet strength that Kiron offered, had been a lifeline in Malum’s chaotic world. Watching Thea now, he felt a pang of something he couldn’t quite name—gratitude, perhaps, or the faint hope that her light might somehow soften the shadows that still clung to him.  
 Malum couldn’t deny the shame that crept in when his thoughts turned dark. Despite all the time that had passed, part of him still nursed the bitter anger he carried from Jyoti. In his quietest moments, he imagined returning to his hometown—not as the scared, downtrodden boy they once knew, but as someone powerful, someone who could make them regret every taunt, every shove, every moment of cruelty.  
 It was a fleeting fantasy, not a true desire. Malum knew better. The anger that fueled those visions belonged to a younger, more broken version of himself. He had outgrown that boy, even if the wounds he carried hadn’t fully healed.  
 Killing Soror Dominus had purged much of the darkness from him. That act, born of vengeance for his brother Kai, had brought a grim satisfaction. Justice had been served, or so he told himself, and with it came a sense of finality. He had avenged Kai’s death, laid that chapter to rest.  
 Now, his world revolved around Thea. She was his anchor, his reason to move forward. Life had settled into something resembling peace for the two of them. Each morning, they visited Kiron’s grave, a ritual that brought a strange comfort. Malum liked to believe Kiron’s presence lingered, watching over them like a silent guardian.  
 Their days were simpler now. The demands of farm life had lessened since they let Farmer Herm take over most of the fields. Malum and Thea kept only the horses, focusing on what brought them joy instead of drudgery. Herm had been a blessing, tending to the animals and the land while they’d fled their home, then later fought in the war.  
 Yet the past refused to fade completely. Malum’s body bore the evidence of those bloody events—most notably, the jagged scar across his stomach. Soror Dominus had delivered that wound in their final confrontation, her blade biting deep before he struck the killing blow. He would have died that day if not for Thea. Her remarkable gift for healing had saved his life, pulling him back from the brink when hope seemed lost.  
 The scar ached sometimes, a constant reminder of all he wanted to forget: the war, the bloodshed, the desperate fights for survival. He longed to leave it all behind, to bury the past where it couldn’t reach him. But for now, he carried the weight of it, quietly thankful for the life he’d managed to salvage with Thea by his side.  
 Thea may have stopped the bleeding that fateful day, but Malum wasn’t free from the pain. The wound Soror Dominus left behind didn’t heal cleanly. Sharp, unpredictable stabs of agony radiated from the scar on his stomach, a constant reminder of her cursed dagger. Malum wasn’t sure if the pain was purely physical or if it stemmed from a darker place—perhaps the lingering echoes of the Sorors’ dark magic, woven into their weapons to torment their victims long after the battle was over.  
 Thea bore her own scars, though hers were hidden beneath layers of silence and strained smiles. Her time at the Hagar Covenant had left her with a fractured soul, and Malum knew better than to push her too hard to share what had happened. Still, he ached to understand, to shoulder some of the burden she carried.  
 The trauma went back far before the Covenant. The Sorors had murdered her mother when Thea was just a child. Then, years later, her father, Kiron, succumbed to the poison from another Soror’s blade. Kiron’s ability to heal and, later, Thea’s was the only thing that allowed him to survive those years.
 Despite all the hatred Thea harbored for the Covenant, what troubled her most was the confusion that came from the friendships she’d forged during her imprisonment. Even in the darkest corners of the Isle of Wicca, she had found people who mattered to her—proof that nothing in her experience had been entirely black and white.  
 For months, Thea had been more prisoner than person in the Covenant’s grasp. They had broken her down, tormenting her with relentless physical torture and psychological games. It was only when Malum led a daring rescue that she was freed. He had expected her to be herself again once she was safe, but Thea was far from healed.  Apparently, their magic can heal flesh but not minds.
 Whenever Malum tried to talk to her about the time she spent on the Isle, she offered fragments of her story—small, jagged pieces he had to piece together like a fractured mosaic. It wasn’t enough for a clear picture, but Malum didn’t press her. He understood her reluctance. Reliving her captivity was likely as torturous as experiencing it the first time.  
 Still, his imagination filled in the blanks, and that was often worse than the truth. Thea had shared enough for him to know how terrible it had been. The Sorors had tortured her mercilessly when she first arrived, demanding information about Flaero and other subjects she barely understood herself. When they realized brute force wouldn’t break her, they changed tactics.  
 They whispered promises of redemption, of reclaiming her mother’s legacy. Soror Decima, her mother, had been one of them on that same isle once. Her father was a warlock there, and a forbidden love caused the two lovers to flee for freedom. It didn’t end like the fairytales of old.
 To make the torture stop, Thea had pretended to comply. She did what they asked, but the reprieve came at a cost. The physical pain ended, but the mental games began—a far more insidious form of torment.  
 Thea had emerged from the Covenant alive, but not unscathed. Malum could see the cracks in her armor and hear the unspoken anguish in her voice. He wanted to help her heal, but he knew the path forward wasn’t something he could simply guide her through. All he could do was be there, steady and unyielding, as she fought her way back to herself.  
 Thea had told Malum, hesitantly, that her time on the island with the Covenant wasn’t entirely terrible. It was a truth she seemed reluctant to share, as if voicing it might betray the pain she had endured. She spoke of having her own room, a modest but private space where she was left alone more often than not. The island itself, she admitted, was beautiful—a secluded place surrounded by gardens that seemed to stretch endlessly, vibrant and serene.  
 There was little chance of escape, of course. The isolation of the island was a prison in itself, but Thea had found solace in exploring its natural beauty. Some days, she wandered among the flowers and dense greenery, losing herself in the soft hum of the wind.  
 Even within the Covenant, not all the Sorors were monsters. Thea had mentioned that some were kind to her, treating her with a surprising degree of warmth. From what Malum could piece together, even the rigid hierarchy of the Covenant didn’t shield its members from ordinary human flaws.
In stark contrast, Thea had spoken of moments of levity among the Sorors, stories that felt almost surreal to Malum. She described how some of the Sorors would sneak out of the Covenant late at night for nude swims under the moonlight, laughing and shedding their titles along with their clothes. Malum struggled to reconcile the shadowy, malevolent force he had fought with the image of women who sought freedom and joy, however fleeting.  
 It was confusing for him, but it must have been even more so for Thea. She carried the weight of those conflicting emotions—loyalty born from shared experiences and camaraderie, tangled with the bitter memories of torture and manipulation. Malum suspected she avoided talking about the good moments because she felt guilty for having experienced them. It was as if allowing herself to feel pleasure, even in such a dark place, was a betrayal of the pain she endured.  A betrayal of her parents’ legacy.
 Malum understood, at least in part. Manipulation often worked that way—it twisted reality until the good and the evil became inseparable, normalizing the horrific through moments of shared humanity. Thea had found small bonds with others there, which likely made it even harder for her to sort out her feelings.  
 Now, life on the farm felt like the antithesis of all that confusion. It was simple, quiet, and utterly isolated—exactly how they preferred it. They had few visitors beyond Farmer Herm, who would occasionally wander over to check in and ask for tales of their time away. Malum and Thea obliged him with stories, but not too many. Most of their days were spent alone, save for the company of their horses and the other animals Herm helped care for.  
 It was a fragile peace, but it was theirs. And perhaps, in the stillness of the farm, they were beginning to untangle the threads of their shared past—bit by bit, together.  
 Morgan, Nox, and Stully had seen their fair share of adventures, though Malum hadn’t yet developed the powers needed to fully communicate with the two horses and the donkey. He had little doubt that their journey had been extraordinary—at one point, he was fairly certain they’d been captured by Black Legion soldiers and pressed into battle. It had been nothing short of miraculous when he and Thea reunited with their hooved companions after the Battle on the Ice. The sight of them, weary but alive, had felt like reclaiming a piece of home.  
 Life on the farm wasn’t the only thing finding its rhythm again. Malum and Thea were rediscovering the passion they had shared in the early days of their romance. The quiet nights were theirs once more. They had taken to visiting the lake again, watching the sun sink below the horizon before lying back to marvel at the endless sprawl of stars.  
 Each night, they fell asleep wrapped in each other’s arms. Malum cherished those moments—the warmth of her touch, the softness of her lips. The closeness he had longed for during their time away, during the chaos of war and loss, was finally returning.  
 For Malum, Thea was more than his love; she was his salvation. She was the first person in his life who had truly accepted him, scars and all. With her, he didn’t have to hide or pretend. He could be the best version of himself, unburdened by the rejection and ridicule he’d endured for so much of his life.  
 Thea needed Malum just as much. They were both outcasts, each bearing wounds that only the other could understand. Together, they found a belonging neither had experienced before.  
 Their relationship hadn’t always been so steady. Kiron’s death had left an awkward void between them, a grief that neither of them knew how to navigate. Then came the battles, which had forced their love to take a backseat. It had confused and tormented Malum, knowing he could be so close to Thea yet feel her pushing him away.  
 She was the first person he had ever loved, and he had no roadmap for how to handle the complexities of their relationship. Flaero had tried to offer advice, but it had been little comfort. No words could mend the distance that had grown between them—only Thea’s love could do that.  
 Now, as life slowed and their nights together grew longer, Malum felt that love once again. Slowly, they were piecing together the fragments of what the battles and grief had shattered. They were rebuilding something beautiful, something unshakable, one kiss and one quiet night at a time.  
Their love was blooming again, fresh and vibrant as spring. Malum often caught himself smiling for no reason. He’d watch Thea tending to a task—feeding the horses, brushing her hair, or simply sitting in the sunlight—and when she noticed, she’d tilt her head and ask, “What are you smiling about?”  
 He never quite knew how to answer. Maybe it was love. Maybe it was the warmth of having her near, the way she made the world feel right.  
 One evening, Malum had taken charge of the cooking. It wasn’t a special occasion—he simply wanted to make the night feel extraordinary because that was how he felt. He’d wandered into the woods earlier, gathering wild herbs and lemons, their tart aroma clinging to his hands. With them, he seasoned a plump chicken he’d bought from Herm.  
 Dinner was simple but delicious, and as the last remnants of twilight streaked the sky, Malum and Thea made their way to the lake. It had become their evening ritual when the weather was kind, a quiet escape where the rest of the world felt miles away. This lake wasn’t just any lake—it was where they had first made love, a memory that deepened the peace they found there.  
 They settled on the bank, side by side, as the sun began its slow descent. Its golden light danced on the water, casting shimmering reflections that stretched and swayed with the ripples. Around them, the symphony of life played on: insects buzzed in the air, birds sang in the trees, frogs croaked from the reeds, and fish broke the surface with gentle splashes.  
 Thea leaned closer to Malum, her voice soft but playful.“Don’t be shy about holding me tonight; it’s getting cold.”  
 He smiled and wrapped an arm around her, pulling her snugly against him. Her warmth seeped into his side, and for a moment, they were just two souls in a quiet world, untouched by their past.  
 Thea reached for his hand, guiding it to rest against her chest. Malum hesitated, unsure if it was intentional or a simple gesture. He let the moment linger, his heart beating in tandem with hers as they watched the last light of day melt into the stars above.  
 “Do you think life will always be like this?” Malum asked, his voice soft but laced with a vulnerability he couldn’t hide.  
 Thea’s answer surprised him. “No.”  
 Malum blinked, turning to her with a frown. “You don’t think we’ll always be together?”  
 “That’s not what I mean,” she said quickly, her tone steady yet thoughtful. “I mean, things change. I can’t say how or when, but they always do. It’s just the nature of life.”  
 “One thing that will never change is my love for you,” Malum replied, his words resolute. “I can promise you that.”  
 Thea’s gaze softened, but her response made his heart skip. “I can’t promise the same.”  
 Malum stiffened, searching her face. “You don’t love me?”  
 “I do,” she said, her voice firm yet tender. “I can’t think of anyone I love more.”  
 “Then why do you doubt it will last?”  
 She hesitated, her eyes drifting toward the shimmering water. “I don’t doubt us. But circumstances… they’ve separated us before. They might again. The Witches may find me. I know they haven’t stopped searching.”  
 “That’s what you fear?” Malum’s jaw tightened as he sat up straighter. “I won’t let them take you. Not ever again. I’ll protect you, Thea. I’ll never let anyone harm you.”  
 Thea didn’t respond immediately. She continued staring into the distance, her expression unreadable. Just as Malum opened his mouth to press her further, she leaned in and kissed him.  
 Her lips silenced his words, and in that moment, nothing else mattered. Her kiss was deep and fervent, filled with an intensity that caught him off guard. They had kissed countless times before, but this was different—it felt like the first time and the last all at once, a raw and unspoken plea in the way her lips moved against his.  
 When their lips finally parted, Malum sank back onto the grass, resting his head on Thea’s lap. Her fingers found their way into his hair, gently stroking, sending a calming wave through him. He closed his eyes, surrendering to the warmth of her touch.  
 She traced her fingers lightly across his cheeks, brushing the back of her hand against his skin as if memorizing every line of his face. Malum fought to stay awake, not wanting to waste a single second of this quiet, perfect moment.  
 But the combination of her touch, the fading light, and the steady rhythm of the world around them lulled him toward sleep. As he drifted, he held onto one thought: whatever challenges lay ahead, this moment—this love—was worth fighting for.  
 On their way back to the farm, a light sprinkle quickly transformed into a torrential downpour. Thea shrieked with laughter as the rain drenched them, and Malum grabbed her hand, urging her to run. They sprinted the rest of the way home, but by the time they reached the door, they were utterly soaked, water dripping from their hair and clothes.  
 As they stepped inside, both burst into laughter, their mirth echoing off the wooden walls. Malum instinctively peeled off his shirt, wringing it out as he looked for a spot to hang it. Before he could decide, Thea snatched the shirt from his hand and flung it aside. Her eyes sparkled with a mix of mischief and desire as she lunged toward him, her lips capturing his in an unguarded kiss.  
 It took Malum a moment to catch up with her fervor, but as her hands slid across his rain-slicked skin, he surrendered. Her lips traveled to his neck and chest, her fingers tracing the rivulets of water still clinging to him. Thea’s touch was both tender and urgent, igniting something primal within him.  
 She pushed him gently into a chair, her gaze never leaving his, and with a single fluid motion, she pulled her soaked top over her head. Malum watched, entranced, as droplets of rain shimmered on her bare skin, catching the flicker of the lantern light.  
 Thea climbed onto his lap, her legs straddling him, her body warm against his. She kissed him deeply, her passion igniting every nerve in his body. Malum’s hands explored her curves, his lips moving to her neck, her collarbone, and lower still, as he tasted the rain mingling with her skin.  
 They made love with an unbridled enthusiasm that left no space for hesitation or thought. The storm outside became a distant backdrop to the storm within. Malum was utterly devoted to Thea’s pleasure, his every touch and movement guided by her soft gasps and whispered urgencies.  
 She gave herself to him with equal fervor, her nails tracing patterns along his back, her lips discovering every inch of him. Together, they were lost in the bliss of the moment, their bodies moving in perfect harmony.  
 For Malum, it was more than passion—it was electricity, an undeniable connection that coursed through him like lightning. In Thea’s arms, he felt invincible, as though no storm could ever reach them.  
 When the rain finally subsided and their breaths slowed, they stayed entwined, their hearts beating as one, grateful for the tempest that had brought them to this perfect moment.  
 
- - -
 
 The next day, Thea acted as though nothing extraordinary had happened. Her demeanor was calm and composed, while Malum was still reeling from the intensity of the night before. Every time he glanced at her, he found himself replaying the moment, the way her touch had set his skin aflame. But the day’s chores kept them both busy, and he hadn’t yet brought it up.  
 Malum was scattering feed for the handful of chickens they still kept for eggs when he noticed Thea standing in the field, staring at the fence line. Something about her posture—a tense stillness—set his nerves on edge. Wiping his hands on his trousers, he made his way toward her.  
 “What is it?” he asked.  
 She didn’t answer, her eyes fixed on a point in the distance. Following her gaze, Malum squinted toward the horizon. At first, he saw nothing unusual. Then, like phantoms emerging from the haze, a rider appeared, followed by another, and then a dozen more. They moved with purpose, their armor glinting ominously in the sunlight.  
 Malum’s heart clenched, a wave of fear surging through him as memories of the war flashed in his mind. He froze for a moment, torn between running to Thea and bolting for cover. Then he noticed the figure at the rear of the group—a man with a familiar smirk and an unmistakable air of authority.  
 “Flaero,” Malum whispered, the tension melting away as relief washed over him.  
 Without thinking, he sprinted toward the approaching group, waving. The lead rider signaled for the others to slow, and soon Flaero dismounted, a warm smile spreading across his face. Malum embraced his friend tightly, the bond they’d forged in battle stronger than words.  
 “The Chancellor graces our humble farm,” Malum said with a grin. 
 Flaero was now the Chancellor over all of the newly formed Republic of Gehenna. What had merged of Ishvara and Qamata. New leader, now they had toppled Tsar Miro.
 Flaero chuckled. “It’s good to see you, too, Malum.”  
 Thea joined them, her curiosity tempered by caution. Malum and Thea welcomed Flaero into their home, offering him a seat at their modest table. While Thea prepared tea, Malum caught glimpses of Flaero’s soldiers waiting outside, their disciplined stances betraying the urgency of their presence.  
 Malum glanced at Flaero, who was quietly surveying the room. “We’d offer a feast, but I’m afraid we don’t have enough for all your men.”  
 Flaero waved a hand dismissively. “That’s alright. We weren’t planning on staying long.”  
 Thea, placing a steaming mug in front of him, asked the question lingering in the air. “What brings you here, Chancellor?”  
 Flaero’s expression darkened, and his tone grew serious. “War.”  
 Malum’s stomach tightened. “War? But the Tsar is dead. Don’t tell me it’s the Witches again?”  Malum saw Thea flinch at the very mention of the Witches.
 Flaero shook his head. “No, it’s not the Witches. This time, it’s Kittisek Khan of Nanook and the Sultan of Anahiti. They’ve allied, and things have gotten… complicated.”  
 Thea sat down across from Flaero, her face pale but calm. “Complicated how?”  
 Flaero leaned forward, his voice low and urgent. “Nanook’s forces have been moving south for weeks. They are closing the gates along the border wall. Khan has been making propaganda speeches against us. Meanwhile, Anahiti has joined and is claiming they’re preparing to defend themselves against invaders. They claim our actions to remove the Tsar from power and talk of freedom around the world is a call for revolution.”  
 “How?” Thea asked, exasperated.
 “In…” The Chancellor leaned uncomfortably, “In unifying our lands, it looks like expansion…”
 Malum exchanged a worried glance with Thea. “And where do we come into this?”  
 Flaero hesitated before answering. “I need allies I can trust. People who understand the stakes and won’t falter. Malum, Thea… I came here to ask for your help.”  
 The room fell silent, the weight of Flaero’s words settling over them like a storm cloud.  
 “What’s happening? Are they attacking Gehenna?” Malum asked, his brow furrowed with confusion and concern.  
 Flaero sighed, his gaze drifting to the window as though searching for answers on the horizon. “It’s… complicated. And I won’t lie—it’s partly my fault. My intentions were good, but perhaps too ambitious.”  
 “What do you mean?” Thea asked, her tone calm but edged with curiosity.  
 Flaero leaned back in his chair, running a hand through his blond hair. “Do you remember how your brother Kai and I used to pass out leaflets? How did we believe we could change the world by inspiring people to rise against their oppressors?”  
 Malum nodded. “Of course. Kai believed in that with all his heart.”  
 “Well, I haven’t stopped. I’ve been doing something similar—encouraging people of all lands to speak their grievances, to demand justice. I’ve been distributing literature and supporting grassroots movements. I even funneled some funds to rebels. My mistake was underestimating how far the likes of Kittisek Khan and Sultan Graeo’gi would go to silence those voices.”  
 Malum’s eyes widened. “So, they’re angry because you’ve been stirring revolution in their lands?”  
 “Yes, that is how they see it,” Flaero admitted, his expression heavy with regret.  
 Thea crossed her arms. “I don’t blame them for being upset,” she said bluntly.  
 Flaero shot her a glance but didn’t respond, choosing instead to continue his explanation.  
 “Kittisek Khan responded with Chevauchée raids—not full-scale war, but targeted destruction. His men have been slashing and burning crops, torching villages, and killing livestock. It’s devastating for the people in Hanwi and Qamata. Ishvara is yet too far from their reach.”  
 “But why raid Hanwi and not Ishvara?” Thea asked, frowning.  
 “Because they allied with us to defeat the Tsar, and they share borders. By helping us, they’ve become targets,” Flaero said grimly. “And that’s something I deeply regret. I never intended for innocent people to suffer because of my actions.”  
 Malum leaned forward, his voice sharper now. “What does King Ohdakota think of all this?”  
 Flaero hesitated, the weight of his words clear on his face. “Our relationship has become… strained. He blames me, and he’s not wrong. But we’re working together to find a solution. The alliance between Anahiti and Nanook complicates everything. They’re escalating the conflict daily, and full-scale war is becoming inevitable. I have to take action to stop these raids.”  
 The room fell into a tense silence. Thea’s gaze softened slightly as she considered the weight of Flaero’s burden. Malum clenched his fists, trying to balance his loyalty to Flaero with his unease over the consequences of his friend’s idealism.  
 “You think we can help?” Malum said finally, breaking the quiet.  
 Flaero nodded. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t believe you could make a difference.”  
 Thea’s face turned stern. “How long do we have?”
 Flaero glanced at Thea, then back at Malum, his expression somber. “Not long. Kittisek’s raids are intensifying, and the Sultan has already begun to mobilize his Navy. We’re in a race against time to prepare. I’d say you have a few days, at most.”  
 Thea folded her arms, her jaw tightening. “You’re asking us to leave everything behind again—to go back into the chaos and bloodshed. Do you understand what you’re asking?”  
 “I do,” Flaero replied softly. “Believe me, Thea, I don’t ask this lightly. I know what you both have endured.”  
 “And if we don’t join?” Malum interrupted.
Flaero shook his head. “I need all the help I can get as the Ijani Knights are powerful with the O element. Not to mention the strong naval forces of Anahiti. Having two more people on our side who can fight them could mean fewer innocent lives lost. You know that as well as I do, Malum.”  
 Thea exhaled sharply and turned away, staring out the window. The tension in the room was palpable.  
 “I owe my life to the people of Hanwi and Qamata,” Malum said finally, breaking the silence. “Without them, I wouldn’t be here today. They fought beside us, risked everything to help us stop the Tsar. How can I turn my back on them now?”  
 Thea didn’t respond immediately, her shoulders rigid. Finally, she turned to Flaero. “Give us time to talk it over.”  
 “As much time as you need,” Flaero began, though his sharp tone betrayed his impatience. “But I’d prefer if you decided immediately. I have to return to the capital. There’s something else I need to discuss with you both.”  
 He shifted his weight, his gaze steady and calculating. “I’m forming an elite squad—The Ningal I call them. And I want you two to be its leaders. Malum, I want you to be my right hand.”  
 Flaero’s words hung in the air, heavy with intent. “The Ningal won’t care about background. In the last battles, we had help from everywhere—people like Rovan and Olafur. This squad will stand apart, unshackled by the usual bureaucracy. No military generals. No politicians. Their loyalty will lie solely with the Chancellor. They will command on the battlefield, answer to no one but me. Even King Ohdakota pushed back at first about such a group, but with the war looming, he’s conceded his concerns. Reluctantly.”  
 Flaero began to pace, his boots stirring the dust on the ground. “Elisapie and Gaia of Nanook are already on board. They’ve gone to find Malaika and Chaska. Lord Loean is recruiting Olafur and Rovan to join.”  
 His voice softened, a rare glimpse of vulnerability breaking through. “I know this is sudden, but I wanted to ask in person. I have great respect for you both.”  
 Malum leaned back in his chair, arms crossed. “Do we at least have time to eat before making a decision?”  
 Flaero allowed a brief smile. “Yes, of course.”  
 After the meal, Flaero departed with his men as swiftly as they’d arrived, leaving behind an air of urgency. Before mounting his horse, Malum assured him, “I’ll ride to the capital in a day or two. Decision or not.”  
 He glanced at Thea, her silence throughout the conversation heavy with unspoken thoughts. Whether she would join him, he didn’t know.  
 
- - -
 
 Malum was packing his belongings, the weight of the upcoming journey pressing on him, when Thea’s voice broke through the quiet, sharp and accusing.  
 “So, you’re joining him in battle just like that?”  
 Malum paused mid-motion, eyes flicking toward her. “No. I only promised to ride to the Capitol with an answer,” he replied, not meeting her gaze. He wanted to
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