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Prologue—Adora
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Few days back 

A sudden commotion erupted outside, Screams and cries pierced the air. Nani gripped my hand. Her fingers were bony but strong, and her eyes, focused and fierce despite her age, locked onto mine.

“I’ll go,” she said quietly, already pushing herself upright.

I reached out to help, but she steadied herself with sheer will alone.

“I’ll hold him off. You take the women and children. Get them out.”

Fear crawled up my throat. My heart pounded, but I forced a nod. There was no time to argue. No time to hesitate. We’d already lost too much. Always running. Always hunted.

Nani had lived through more battles than I could imagine. Her strength didn’t lie in muscle—it lived in her spirit. The kind that endures when everything else breaks. As I stepped out of the hut, a shadow streaked overhead. Moments later, fire slammed into the ground with a deafening roar. The earth shook. Embers rose like fireflies in the smoke-filled sky and then something hit the ground in front of me.

A child.

Or what was left of one.

Their upper body was all that remained. The rest had been burned to ash. Flesh curled black, clothes still smoldering.

I froze. A sick, hollow weight settled in my chest. I’d seen death before, but this... this was different.

This was senseless.

The light erupted around me. A glowing barrier flared to life, holding the flames back. Warmth pressed gently against my skin, cool and soft. Magic.

Nani’s magic.

Her voice cut through the roar of fire.

“Move!”

I turned, her figure already surrounded by swirling flames and sparks. She wasn’t looking at me. Her focus was ahead—on him.

“Run!” she shouted.

Still, I hesitated.

“Now!”

Her voice snapped me into motion.

I grabbed the nearest child and waved for the others. We kept low, weaving through crumbling huts and flame-slicked paths. Smoke burned my lungs, and heat licked at my skin, but I didn’t stop.

The farther we ran, the harder it was to look back. But I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

We made it beyond the village. Safety, for now.

I turned to the others. “Go ahead. I’ll catch up.”

My feet refused to move. I stared back through the haze and smoke.

I couldn’t leave her there.

Not alone.

Not against him.
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Chapter 1 – Rune
Present...
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"Why do you care so much?" the man said, his voice trembling as he pressed a knife against the girl’s throat. Sweat slicked his grip. Behind him, the last of his allies stood frozen with fear. "Do you even know who she is?"

There had been eight of them. Now only four remained. One—their leader—already lay dead.

I hadn’t come here to kill anyone. I’d hoped to talk. But before I could open my mouth, my brother Curl shot the man in the head. His body dropped with a dull thud, and everything descended into chaos. Curl didn’t wait. He cut through them like animals—leaving just these few behind.

“If they want trouble, we’ll give them trouble,” muttered one of the scavengers, clutching a rusted pipe. His voice shook, but his body language screamed surrender. He looked to his companions. Two gave faint nods.

Only the one holding the girl refused to move.

"Give them the girl," said the man to his left, impatience burning in his glare.

But the knife-wielder hesitated. He wiped his forehead with a trembling hand. His breath came shallow and fast. Whatever terrified him—it wasn’t us.

“No!” he barked, dragging the girl behind him. “If we give her up, we don’t know what he’ll do to us. I don’t want to be burned alive!”

The man on the right scoffed. “Suit yourself. I’m not dying for this.”

He turned and bolted. The two others followed.

"You can’t leave me here!" the knife-wielder shouted, but they were already gone. Cursing under his breath, he shoved the girl forward and ran after them.

She stumbled, but caught herself quickly. Curl stepped toward her. She flinched away.

Her clothes were too clean. Her teeth too white. Not a scavenger.

"Neither of you are human," she whispered, eyes darting between us. "What are you?"

"We're human," I said, raising my hands. "I'm Rune, and that's my brother Curl. We’re not here to hurt you."

She shook her head. "If that’s true, then leave me. You won’t survive if you stay near me."

"We just saved you from those guys," I said. "Can you at least tell us your name?"

"You didn’t save me," she muttered. "You just made things worse. Innocent people will suffer now."

Curl sighed. "Brother, she’s weird. Let’s go before more of them show up."

Before I could respond, she said, "Meera."

I turned. "What?"

"My name. It’s Meera."

She smiled strangely and pointed west—the same direction we were headed.

"Are you hungry?" she asked.

Curl shot me a look. Clearly unimpressed.

"We have food and water," she added. "You’re welcome to share."

I hesitated. "Thanks, but—"

"You’ll need it more than I do," she interrupted. "For me, eating doesn’t matter."

Curl muttered, "Brother, let’s just leave."

Something about her gave me pause. But still...

"Do you need a ride?" I asked, offering my hand.

Her smile deepened. "That’s generous. You have my blessing."

She took my hand—cool skin, unreadable hazel eyes. For a second, it felt like a turning point.

I slipped off my jacket and draped it around her shoulders. "Wear this. It’ll get cold."

"You’re not human," she said again.

"I am," I replied, helping her fasten the buttons. "And you should stop saying creepy stuff like that."

She chuckled. "I guess it is creepy. But I haven’t spent much time outside. They kept me inside the cube."

She walked ahead of us—steady, cautious steps. Eyes fixed far ahead, like she saw something we couldn’t. I watched her, wondering if she was fearless—or just pretending.

Curl broke the silence. "How does a girl like you end up with those guys?"

She chuckled, still facing forward. "If I told you, you'd think I was creepy."

"I already do," Curl muttered. "Go on."

"Alright." She shrugged. "They were escorting me home."

Curl frowned. "Home? Where?"

"East," she said, then paused. "But I don’t want to go back."

Something about her tone chilled me.

"If you stay with me," she continued, "I’ll give you something in return. A forest. Fresh water. No more struggling to survive."

Curl laughed dryly. "How? The land’s dead. Nothing grows anymore."

She smiled faintly. "I can change that. I can make the land bloom—like in legends."

"Nirvana?" I asked.

She nodded. "It’s real. I even have a Mana Stone."

She held out her hand. A black rock appeared—cracked and glowing with soft white light.

Curl stepped back. "What is that?"

"A key," she said. "It opens the gate to Nirvana. I stole it from my father. I can give it to you—but only if you want to fix this world."

"Fix it?" I repeated.

Curl scoffed. "And how do you plan on doing that?"

"It’s my purpose," she said quietly. "The reason I was made."

Curl snorted. "You actually expect us to believe that?"

"Probably not," she admitted. "But as long as the war continues, this land will stay dead. Eventually, even Nirvana won’t be safe."

"What war?" I asked.

"A war between Devas and Asuras," she said. "The Asuras were divine beings—banished from a higher realm. They were children of Rati, the Destroyer. They once guarded a sacred place called the Forgotten Land, home of Asuras."

"Doesn’t sound like a war," Curl said.

"It wasn’t—at first," she replied. "They didn’t fight for gold. Their duty was to protect what lay within Rati’s temple."

"And what was that?" I asked.

She shrugged. "No one really knows. Some called it an ancient weapon. The Devas named it The Lurking Shadow. Whatever it was, it gave the Asuras the courage to face any threat."

Her voice turned somber. "But when pirates breached their land, they were slaughtered. The Asuras' blood soaked the soil—and from that blood, new Asuras rose. Gods reborn. Stronger. More furious. The hunters became the hunted."

Curl exhaled slowly. "And that’s when the Devas stepped in?"

She nodded. "They saw it as genocide. So they attacked. But the Asuras couldn’t die—not truly. Their blood revived them again and again. The war became endless."

I met her eyes. "If we end it... the world heals?"

"Yes," she said softly.

Curl scowled. "Brother, don’t tell me you believe this."

I glanced at him. "Do you have a better answer for why nothing grows?"

He said nothing.

I turned to Meera.

She smiled. "I believe you."
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Chapter 2—Curl
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Few days back...
She was older than me—and easily the hardest person I’d ever tried to impress. Most men couldn’t handle her intensity. Those who failed didn’t get second chances.

Let’s just say, it had been a long, exhausting night. We lay side by side on a worn mattress, catching our breath.

"I'm getting old, you know," she said with a dry laugh. "You young ones have all the energy—I can barely keep up. My joints are starting to give out."

"Do you want me to go?"

"Hell no." She turned her head toward me, eyes sharp but playful. “You and your brother are my favorites. I’m glad I found you—especially you.”

She tapped my cheek, a light, familiar gesture.

“I have plans for the three of us... if your brother’s willing to play along.”

"What kind of plans?"

She sat up, her expression tightening. “Do you believe in gods?”

I raised an eyebrow. “No. Should I?”

“You should,” she said. “They’re real. And they’re closer than you think.”

She stood, throwing on a long coat, and stepped out into the cold. When she returned, she carried a weathered metal box with an old keyhole. She set it between us.

“For centuries, people have whispered about a place called Nirvana.”

“Nirvana?” I frowned. “Thought that was a myth.”

“It’s real. A land untouched by decay. Clean water. Forests. Peace. Civilization.”

I sat up straighter. “I’ve heard stories
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