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CHAPTER ONE

BORN IN DARKNESS

◆


My name is Rimitorry Ka’ Tora now.
At least, that is the name the island gave me after it decided who I belonged to.
I was told I was born on the Island of Murders and Monsters, a place no map could hold and no sane person searched for. Outsiders whispered about it like it was a nightmare with trees, cliffs, and teeth. Some called it Murder Island. Some called it cursed. My father called it home.
I do not remember being born.
Children never remember beginnings. They only remember what people are brave enough to tell them.
My mother said I came into the world on a quiet night, beneath a sky full of stars. She said the ocean was calm, the air was warm, and for one moment, even the island seemed to hold its breath. She told me she was happy and afraid at the same time.
My father told the story differently.
He said I was born during fire and screaming, while villages burned and warriors from the outer shores tried to take land that did not belong to them. He said the night was wild. He said blood was already in the soil before my first cry touched the air.
So the only truth I ever knew was this:
I was born at night.
And night always felt like mine.
When I was little, darkness never scared me. The dark was soft. The dark hid things. The dark let me run across black stone without every eye following me. In the daytime, I was watched. At night, I could almost pretend I was free.
Almost.
My parents and uncles always warned me not to leave their sight or their sound.
“Stay where we can hear you,” my mother would say.
“Stay where I can reach you,” my father would say.
Those sounded like the same warning when I was young.
They were not.
My mother feared the island would take me.
My father feared someone else would try.
Most of the time, I listened. I stayed near the fires. I played with bones polished smooth by the sea. I chased lizards through the grass and made little kingdoms out of stones. But after a while, even kingdoms become lonely when you are the only child ruling them.
For years, it was just me.
The adults hunted. They trained. They argued in low voices when they thought I was asleep. My uncles sharpened weapons until sparks jumped like fireflies. My mother watched the trees as if they had mouths and secrets. My father stood on cliffs and stared across the island like he was not looking at land, but at something that had insulted him.
No one my age lived near us.
No one laughed the way children are supposed to laugh.
No one ran with me unless they were teaching me how to escape.
I wanted a sibling before I understood what a sibling was. I wanted someone small enough to sit beside me. Someone who would steal fruit with me. Someone who would whisper in the dark and make the island feel less hungry.
My father saw it.
Of course he did.
Ka’ru made him notice everything.
He saw the way I watched other families from a distance. He saw how I followed my mother from room to room just to avoid being alone. He saw how I carved faces into sticks and gave them names.
But he never asked if I was lonely.
My father did not ask questions he already knew the answer to.
Around the time I turned three, everything began to change.
My father’s Ka’ru grew first.
At least, that is how I remember it.
I did not understand power then. I only understood what power did to a room. When my father entered, fire leaned toward him. Animals went quiet. Men who had been laughing suddenly remembered how to stand straight. Even my uncles watched him differently.
Then my mother’s Ka’ru changed.
Then my uncles’.
They became larger than stories, stronger than fear, and harder to kill than anyone on the island wanted to believe. People began calling them The Five.
Some said the name with respect.
Some said it like a warning.
At first, not everyone feared them. That came later.
The island was divided then. Villages, warrior camps, old bloodlines, hidden clans, and people who thought power belonged to whoever had held it longest. My father disagreed. He believed power belonged to whoever could keep it.
So The Five began their campaign.
That was what the adults called it.
A campaign.
As if giving it a cleaner name made it less bloody.
I remember asking my father what Ka’ru was. We were standing near the edge of the training ground, where the dirt was always torn open from fighting. He had just finished sparring with one of my uncles, and though both of them were bleeding, neither looked tired.
“What is it?” I asked him.
My father looked down at me.
“What is what?”
“Ka’ru.”
For a moment, he did not answer.
Then he crouched in front of me so our eyes were level. I remember that because my father rarely lowered himself for anyone.
“Ka’ru is the power within,” he said.
I believed him because I was a child.
Children believe fathers before they learn fathers can choose which truths to give them.
Years later, I understood that his answer was too small.
Ka’ru was not just power.
Ka’ru was energy.
And energy cannot be destroyed.
It can sleep. It can grow. It can be drained. It can be stolen. It can be shaped into speed, strength, endurance, instinct, healing, and things the body has no right to do.
Some called it magic.
But magic did not rule on Murder Island.
The island did not care how powerful your spell was if a blade reached your throat first. Magic could exist there, yes, but it was unreliable, unstable, and often useless. The island favored flesh, blood, breath, will, and Ka’ru sharpened through survival.
So The Five learned to use Ka’ru in ways that mattered.
They ran faster.
Hit harder.
Heard movement before it came.
Fought longer than their enemies thought possible.
And when they killed, something happened.
I did not understand it the first time I saw it.
I only remember my father standing over a fallen warrior, his chest rising and falling, his skin shining with sweat and blood. The air around him changed. It tightened, almost like the island itself had taken a breath and given it to him.
His Ka’ru rose.
Not by much.
But enough for me to feel it.
I felt it in my teeth.
I felt it under my skin.
That was when I began to understand the secret no one wanted to explain to a child.
Ka’ru could grow through training. Through fighting. Through fear. Through pain. Through victory. Through desire. Through the fierce bonds adults whispered about when children were supposed to be asleep.
But killing was different.
Killing could take what another person had built and add it to your own.
Not always.
Not equally.
Never simply.
The amount depended on the person killed—their age, strength, skill, knowledge, bloodline, and the weight of the life they had lived. A weak death gave little. A powerful death could change everything.
That was one of the first true laws of Murder Island.
Nothing was wasted.
Not food.
Not blood.
Not power.
Not even the dead.
And I, Rimitorry Ka’ Tora, learned that law before I learned how to spell my own name.
I was four years old when the island proved it.
A child of The Five.
That meant something on Murder Island, even before I understood what it meant. It meant people watched me. It meant enemies knew my face. It meant the land beneath my father’s protection was supposed to be the safest place I could stand.
Supposed to be.
That evening, I wandered farther than I was allowed.
Not far enough to leave my father’s territory. Not far enough to think I was in danger. Just far enough that the fires behind me looked smaller, and the trees ahead looked taller than they should have.
It was dark, almost time to go back. My mother would be calling soon. My father would already know I had wandered. He always knew things before anyone said them.
Then I saw the man.
He stood between the trees like he had always been there.
He looked young, but not young the way my uncles were young. His face was smooth, his body strong, but his eyes were old. Too old. Older than my father’s. Older than the fires. Maybe older than the island itself.
I should have run.
I should have screamed.
But something about him made my fear stay quiet.
“Hello, little one,” he said.
I took one step back. “I’m not allowed to talk to strangers.”
He smiled.
“That is a good rule.”
“Then why are you talking to me?”
“Because I have something important to tell you.”
I frowned. “My father says strangers lie.”
“Your father is wise.”
“You know my father?”
His smile changed a little.
“I knew what he would become before he did.”
I did not understand that. I was four. Adults said strange things all the time, and on Murder Island, strange things were sometimes true.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
For a moment, the forest went quiet.
Even the insects seemed to listen.
“My name,” he said softly, “is Conri Tora.”
I stared at him.
The name meant nothing to me then. Not truly. It was too heavy for a child’s mouth and too old for a child’s memory. I did not know it was a name men would bleed for. I did not know it was a title my father would one day be forced to carry.
I only knew the man had answered me.
“What is yours?” he asked.
I lifted my chin because my father had taught me not to look small, even when I felt small.
“Rimitorry.”
“Rimitorry,” he repeated, as if he had known it long before I said it. “There. Now we are not strangers anymore.”
“I guess not,” I said. “But I still have to go home.”
“You will.”
I turned toward the fires.
“Not tonight.”
His words stopped me.
I looked back at him. “What do you mean?”
“Men are coming,” he said. “They will arrive soon. They will take you deeper into the island.”
My stomach tightened.
“I don’t want to go.”
“I know.”
“Then why would I?”
“Because if you scream, they will die.”
I did not understand death the way adults understood it. Not yet. But I understood the way he said the word. I understood that he was not guessing.
“They will not harm you,” he said. “Not if you go quietly.”
“How do you know?”
“Because this night has already happened in the island’s memory.”
I did not know what that meant.
I still do not know if he meant time, prophecy, Ka’ru, or something older than all three.
He stepped closer. The trees seemed to lean away from him.
“They will take you to other children,” he said. “Children your age. Children who can run with you, hide with you, play with you.”
That part reached me.
I hated that it did.
I had wanted another child for so long that the thought felt like a little door opening inside my chest.
“Other children?” I whispered.
“Yes.”
“Girls too?”
“Yes.”
“Will my mother come?”
“She will try.”
“My father?”
The man looked past me, toward the fires of my home.
“Your father will come.”
“Then why let them take me?”
“Because your father and the others must be moved. Some doors on this island do not open for peace, little wolf. Some only open when love becomes rage.”
I did not understand.
I was four years old.
At four years old, you believe gentle voices when they sound certain. You believe promises when they offer you the one thing your heart has been begging for.
Other children.
Someone to play with.
Someone not grown, not armed, not always watching the trees.
“What did you mean before?” I asked.
“Before?”
“You said this would help you.”
For the first time, the man looked sad.
Not weak.
Not sorry.
Sad in the way mountains might be sad if they remembered every body buried beneath them.
“One day,” he said, “your father will carry my name. When he does, the island will begin a new wound. This night helps decide how deep that wound becomes.”
A sound came from the trees behind me.
Feet.
Quiet feet.
Many of them.
The man looked down at me one last time.
“Remember, Rimitorry. Do not scream.”
“Will they hurt me?”
“No.”
“Promise?”
His smile faded.
“I promise they are not the danger you should fear.”
Then he stepped backward into the dark.
He did not walk.
He did not run.
He simply became part of it.
A moment later, the men came.
Painted faces. Bone necklaces. Spears wrapped in black cloth. They moved like hunters, but when they saw me standing there, they stopped.
Maybe they expected me to run.
Maybe they expected me to cry.
I did neither.
One of them crouched in front of me.
“You are Rimitorry?”
I nodded.
His eyes flicked toward the darkness where the strange man had been.
There was nothing there now.
Only trees.
Only night.
Only the island listening.
“Come with us,” the man said.
I looked back once toward my father’s fires.
I thought about my mother. My father. My uncles.
I thought about the other children the stranger had promised me.
Then I placed my small hand in the hand of the man who had come to steal me.
And I went quietly.
For years, people would tell this story as if I had only been taken.
But that is not the whole truth.
I was four years old.
I was lonely.
I was curious.
And the first Conri Tora knew exactly which part of my heart to open.





CHAPTER TWO

THE HOLLOW WHERE FIRE DIES

◆


We traveled far and fast through the night.
At first, I tried to count the trees.
Then the stars.
Then the steps.
But I was four years old, and Murder Island was bigger than numbers. Before long, the dark swallowed everything behind us—my father’s fires, my mother’s voice, the place I had always believed was safe.
The men did not drag me.
They did not strike me.
They did not even tie my hands.
That should have made me feel better.
It did not.
A child understands monsters when they growl. It is harder to understand monsters who hold your hand and tell you not to be afraid.
The man leading them was called Zharo Vhun.
I did not know his name that night. Not at first. To me, he was only the man with the calm voice and the bone rings braided into his hair. He walked ahead of the others with a spear across his back and a curved blade at his hip. He did not look back often, but when he did, his eyes always found me first.
Not cruel eyes.
Careful ones.
That almost made him more dangerous.
Behind him walked Ma’rek Zhul, a hard-faced warrior with white paint across his mouth and a necklace made from small bones. He watched me like I was not a child at all, but a covered basket with a snake inside it.
Beside me walked Oshara Venn.
She was the only woman among them, tall and quiet, with dark red cloth wrapped around her arms and a knife hidden in almost every place a knife could hide. She smelled like smoke, rainwater, and crushed leaves. When the path grew steep, she lifted me without asking and carried me against her side like I weighed nothing.
I should have hated her for that.
But I was tired.
And her arms were warm.
A younger warrior followed behind us. His face paint was uneven, as if his hands had shaken while he put it on. He kept looking back toward my father’s territory, then forward again, then at me.
His name was Tavu Nhek.
He was afraid.
I knew that even before I knew his name.
Fear has a smell on Murder Island. Sharp. Sour. Alive.
By morning, the men stopped to rest beneath a circle of trees with black bark and roots that twisted above the ground like sleeping serpents. The sky had turned gray, but the forest still felt dark. Light entered that part of the island carefully, as if even the sun knew it was not welcome there.
Oshara gave me water from a skin pouch.
“Drink.”
I looked at Zharo.
He nodded once.
So I drank.
The water tasted like leather and river stone. I drank too fast and coughed, spilling some down my chin.
Ma’rek laughed under his breath.
Oshara looked at him.
He stopped.
That was the first thing I learned about Oshara Venn.
Men like Ma’rek did not fear many people.
But they measured her.
That meant she was dangerous.
Zharo stood near a fallen tree, speaking in a low voice to Ma’rek. They thought I was too young to understand. Adults often made that mistake around children. They forgot that small ears still worked.
“She came too easily,” Ma’rek said. His hand stayed near the knife at his hip. “No crying. No screaming. No fight. That is not natural.”
“She is a child,” Zharo said.
“She is a child of The Five.”
The words made the others quiet.
Even then, I understood that being a child of The Five meant something dangerous. It meant I was not only myself. I was tied to people grown men whispered about. I was small, yes, but my name carried footsteps heavier than mine.
Zharo’s face hardened.
“No harm comes to her.”
Ma’rek spat into the dirt.
“No harm? We stole her from the shadow of the strongest hunters on this island, and you speak as if we are carrying a sleeping lamb.”
“She is not to be hurt,” Zharo said. “We take her back to Nhem’Rakul. She will be safe there.”
“Safe?” Ma’rek’s mouth twisted. “You think The Five will let us keep her?”
“The Five will never find us.”
The way he said it made me believe he wanted it to be true more than he believed it was.
Tavu Nhek stood nearby, gripping his spear so tightly his knuckles paled beneath the paint.
“This is not right,” Tavu said.
Ma’rek turned toward him slowly.
“What did you say?”
Tavu swallowed, but he did not step back.
“I said this is not right. If we wanted to stop The Five, we should have struck them one by one. Not taken a child and called it strategy.”
The clearing went still.
Even I knew he had said something dangerous.
Ma’rek stepped toward him.
“You are young, Tavu. That is why I will let your foolish mouth remain attached to your face.”
Tavu lowered his eyes, but he did not look sorry.
Zharo raised a hand before Ma’rek could move closer.
“Enough.”
Ma’rek looked like he wanted to argue, but he did not.
Zharo looked toward the path behind us.
“The island has chosen its shape. We follow it.”
An old man sat on a stone near the edge of the clearing. I had not noticed him much during the journey because he moved with the silence of something half-dead. His hair was white, his skin dark and folded with age, and one of his eyes was clouded over.
This was Eru’Kai.
The elder of the Vhar’Zhul.
He watched everything but rarely spoke. When he did, even Zharo listened.
Eru’Kai tilted his head toward me.
“The child came quietly because something told her to.”
My heart tightened.
I thought of the man in the trees.
The man who had called himself Conri Tora.
The man whose name meant nothing to me then, though one day my father would carry it like a curse wrapped in honor.
Zharo looked at Eru’Kai.
“What does that mean?”
The old man smiled without showing teeth.
“It means we are not the only hands moving pieces tonight.”
I did not understand him.
I did not want to.
Oshara returned from the trees before anyone could ask more.
One moment, the forest was empty.
The next, she was there.
Wet leaves clung to her shoulders. Her breathing was even, but her eyes had changed.
“We cannot stay long,” she said.
Zharo turned toward her.
“How close?”
“Closer than they should be.”
Ma’rek cursed.
“How close?” Zharo repeated.
“Maybe six hours. Maybe less if they keep moving the way they are moving.”
I sat very still.
I was not worried for my father.
Not then.
In my four-year-old mind, my father was the strongest thing on Murder Island. Stronger than men. Stronger than monsters. Stronger than the dark.
My mother was light wrapped around a blade.
My uncles were thunder with names.
If anyone was in danger, it was the people who had taken me.
Zharo looked toward the trail.
“Tavu.”
The young warrior lifted his head.
“You stay behind.”
Tavu’s face went pale beneath his paint.
“If The Five reach this trail, you slow them,” Zharo said. “Stop them if you can. Mislead them if you cannot. Bleed where they can see it. Make them think we went south.”
Tavu’s mouth opened, then closed.
He understood.
So did everyone else.
Ma’rek smiled a little.
Not because he was pleased with the plan.
Because he was pleased Tavu had been punished for speaking.
Oshara did not smile.
She looked at Tavu for a long moment, then took a thin black cord from her wrist and tied it around his spear.
“For silence,” she said.
Tavu nodded once.
His eyes flicked to me.
I do not know why, but I lifted my hand.
Not a wave.
Not really.
Just a small movement, the kind children give when they do not understand goodbye but feel it standing nearby.
Tavu looked away quickly.
We left him beneath the black trees, alone with his spear and his fear.
I never saw Tavu Nhek again.
For a long time, no one spoke.
We moved deeper into the island, and the forest changed around us. The trees grew taller. The air became wetter. Vines hung down like ropes from the branches, and bright insects crawled over flowers shaped like open mouths. Somewhere far away, something roared. Not a man. Not a normal animal.
The warriors did not stop.
Neither did I.
My feet hurt.
My stomach ached.
I wanted my mother.
I wanted the strange man to appear again and tell me this was still part of whatever promise he had made.
He did not.
The island only watched.
By midday, Oshara disappeared again to scout ahead and behind. Zharo carried me for a while after that. He did not speak to me. He only lifted me onto his back and kept walking, as if carrying the daughter of The Five was no different from carrying a bundle of cloth.
But his heart beat fast.
I could feel it against my cheek.
That was the second thing I learned.
Even calm men could be afraid.
They just hid it better.
When Oshara returned the second time, the whole group stopped before she said a word.
This time, she did not look calm.
Zharo saw it immediately.
“Speak.”
Oshara looked toward the trail behind us, as if she expected something to step out of the trees.
“The Five stopped at the burned village.”
Zharo turned sharply.
“Why?”
“They found someone.”
Ma’rek’s hand went to his knife.
“A warrior?”
“A child.”
The clearing went quiet.
Even I looked up.
“A girl,” Oshara said. “Maybe five. Maybe six. Green eyes. She was hiding near the ruins.”
Eru’Kai lifted his head slowly.
“Alive?”
“Alive,” Oshara said. “And watching.”
Zharo’s jaw tightened.
“What did she tell them?”
Oshara swallowed.
“She told the dark one she saw his daughter.”
My heart jumped.
At four years old, I did not fully understand why those words made the adults go still. I only understood one thing.
She had seen me.
“Rimitorry?” Zharo asked.
Oshara nodded.
“She said men with painted faces took the little girl east. She pointed toward our trail.”
Ma’rek cursed.
“Then kill the green-eyed child before she speaks again.”
Oshara looked at him coldly.
“You can try.”
No one laughed.
That was the first time I heard of the green-eyed girl.
I did not know her name then.
I did not know she would become my sister.
I only knew that somewhere behind me, in a burned village full of ash and ghosts, another child had survived the night.
And somehow, even before we met, she had already helped my father find me.
Zharo turned on Eru’Kai.
“I told you raiding that village was a mistake.”
The old man’s cloudy eye did not blink.
“We needed food.”
“We burned their stores.”
“We needed medicine.”
“We left bodies.”
“We needed cloth.”
“We woke a witness.”
Eru’Kai leaned on his staff.
“Then perhaps the island wanted her awake.”
Ma’rek scoffed.
“The island wants many things. Most of them dead.”
Eru’Kai’s gaze slid toward him.
“And still you live. For now.”
Ma’rek’s face hardened, but he said nothing.
I looked from one adult to the next, trying to understand. They spoke of burned villages and witnesses as if these things belonged to strategy. As if people could become problems and children could become signs.
I remembered waking once in the night against Oshara’s shoulder. I had smelled smoke then. I had seen orange light through the trees. I thought it was a campfire.
Maybe it had been a village.
Maybe people had been inside it.
No one told children what fire meant.
They let us learn by what was left after.
Zharo looked at Oshara.
“Any word from Tavu?”
Her eyes lowered.
“No.”
The silence after that was answer enough.
Zharo turned toward the warriors.
“We move now. No more rest.”
Ma’rek stepped forward.
“If the green-eyed child pointed them east, they will reach the black root trail by sunset.”
“Then you will not let them pass it,” Zharo said.
Ma’rek smiled.
At last, he looked pleased.
Zharo pointed to him, then to Eru’Kai.
“You take six warriors. Stop The Five. If you cannot stop them, slow them.”
Eru’Kai’s face remained still.
“You send an old man to stand before a storm?”
“I send an old man who told me this storm could be controlled.”
For the first time, Eru’Kai had no answer.
Ma’rek adjusted the knife at his hip.
“And if we fail?”
Zharo looked at me.
Only for a moment.
But I saw something there.
Regret.
Not enough to free me.
Not enough to turn back.
But enough to prove some part of him knew what he had done.
“If you fail,” Zharo said, “die loudly enough to buy us time.”
Ma’rek laughed and walked away.
Eru’Kai did not.
He came toward me slowly, leaning on his staff. Oshara shifted closer, but Zharo did not stop him.
The old man crouched in front of me.
His cloudy eye stared past me.
His good eye stared through me.
“Little flame,” he said.
I did not answer.
“My people call this place Nhem’Rakul. Do you know what that means?”
I shook my head.
“The Hollow Where Fire Dies.”
“I don’t want fire to die,” I whispered.
Eru’Kai smiled sadly.
“No fire ever does. Not truly. It only changes what it burns.”
Then he reached toward my face.
I flinched.
He stopped.
For a moment, he looked less like an elder and more like a tired old man who had lived too long on an island that charged everyone for breathing.
“You should not have been born to them,” he said softly.
Anger rose in me before I knew what anger was.
“I was born to my mother.”
His smile faded.
“Yes,” he said. “That is why this will hurt them.”
Then he stood and followed Ma’rek into the trees.
I watched them go.
Six warriors.
One cruel man.
One old seer.
All walking toward my father, my mother, and my uncles.
I almost felt sorry for them.
Almost.
After that, Zharo carried me himself.
Oshara walked ahead, cutting through vines with a short blade. The path became narrower, then disappeared completely. We climbed over roots and slipped between stones. The island seemed to fold around us. Every time I looked back, the way behind us had vanished.
I started to understand why Zharo believed The Five would never find Nhem’Rakul.
The place did not want to be found.
The trees grew so thick that the sky became a memory. The ground dipped lower and lower until we were walking through a ravine lined with black stone. Water dripped from the walls. Pale moss glowed in thin veins along the rock, giving off just enough light to see shadows moving.
Not people.
Not animals.
Just shadows.
Or maybe I was tired.
At four years old, the difference between real monsters and imagined ones is not always important. Both can make your heart beat too fast.
Finally, the ravine opened.
Nhem’Rakul waited below us.
The Hollow Where Fire Dies.
It was not a village the way I understood villages.
It was hidden inside a bowl of black cliffs, buried beneath roots so massive they looked like the fingers of sleeping giants. Huts clung to the stone walls. Rope bridges stretched between platforms. Smoke rose from holes in the ground instead of fires in the open. Everything was covered, hidden, swallowed by earth and shadow.
No bright banners.
No open torches.
No songs.
The people of Nhem’Rakul lived like they were afraid the sky might betray them.
Children stood near one of the lower huts.
That was the first thing I saw.
Children.
My heart opened so quickly it hurt.
The strange man had told me the truth.
There were children here.
Some were my size. Some older. Some younger. They wore scraps of cloth and leather. Their faces were painted with small white marks under the eyes. A few held sticks like weapons. One boy had a sling wrapped around his wrist. One girl had a scar across her eyebrow.
They did not run.
They did not laugh.
They watched me the way the adults watched me.
Like I was something dangerous brought home by mistake.
Zharo set me down.
The moment my feet touched the ground, a little girl stepped forward.
She was older than me, maybe five, with thick black hair tied into two knots and sharp eyes that missed nothing. Her chin lifted when she looked at me, as if she had already decided not to like me.
“This is her?” the girl asked.
Oshara answered before Zharo could.
“Yes, Nahla.”
The girl’s name was Nahla Voss.
I would remember her.
Some people enter your life softly.
Nahla entered mine like a thrown stone.
“She does not look like a child of The Five,” Nahla said.
I frowned.
“What am I supposed to look like?”
A boy behind her snickered.
He was thin, quick-eyed, and barefoot, with a stolen fruit tucked under one arm. Later, I learned his name was Kovi Renn.
Nahla ignored him.
“Bigger.”
“I’m four.”
“So?”
I did not know how to answer that.
Another child hid behind Nahla’s side. Smaller than us. Quiet. Wide-eyed. Her hands twisted the edge of her shirt.
That was Sura Keth.
She looked at me like she wanted to ask if I was scared but was too scared to ask.
An older boy stood farther back, maybe seven, with a wooden spear resting across his shoulders. He looked me up and down with open dislike.
Veyu Orak.
“You brought trouble,” he said.
Zharo’s voice cut through the hollow.
“Enough.”
All the children went silent.
That was when I understood something.
In my father’s territory, adults watched children to protect them.
In Nhem’Rakul, children watched adults to survive them.
Zharo crouched in front of me.
“You will stay with the children for now.”
“I want to go home.”
His face tightened.
“I know.”
“My father is coming.”
Around us, several adults looked away.
Zharo did not.
“Yes,” he said. “He is.”
“Then why did you bring me here?”
For a moment, he looked tired.
Not weak.
Not sorry enough.
Just tired.
“Because no flame should grow large enough to burn the whole island.”
I did not understand.
I was tired of not understanding.
“My father is not a flame.”
Zharo looked past me, toward the hidden bridges and root-covered huts of his people.
“To you, no. To you, he is father.”
“He is.”
Zharo’s eyes returned to mine.
“To everyone else, little one, he is what comes before ashes.”
Then he stood.
Oshara touched my shoulder gently.
“Go with Nahla.”
I looked at the children.
The children looked back.
For one heartbeat, I remembered the strange man in the trees.
They will take you to other children, he had said.
Children your age.
Children who can run with you, hide with you, play with you.
I stepped toward them.
Nahla crossed her arms.
“We do not play here,” she said.
The words landed harder than Ma’rek’s laughter. Harder than Zharo’s tired eyes. Harder than the name Nhem’Rakul.
I looked around at the hollow.
At the hidden smoke.
At the watching children.
At the adults preparing for war because of me.
“What do you do?” I asked.
Nahla looked past me, toward the trail where The Five would come.
Then she looked back at me.
“We survive.”
And that was when I understood the first truth of the hollow.
The stranger had not lied.
There were children here.
But Murder Island did not give children to each other for friendship.
It gave them to each other so they would not have to be afraid alone.





CHAPTER THREE

CHILDREN OF A NEW EMPIRE

◆


Nahla was right.
Children did not play in Nhem’Rakul.
They watched.
They listened.
They learned where the adults kept food, where the old women hid medicine, which bridges creaked, which huts had loose floorboards, and which warriors smiled before doing something cruel.
I had not been in the hollow long before I understood that the children there were not waiting to grow up.
They were waiting to survive long enough to be useful.
Nahla Voss stood in front of me with her arms crossed, staring like she could decide whether I belonged by looking hard enough.
“You do not know our rules,” she said.
“I know rules.”
“Not ours.”
Kovi Renn sat above us on a root as thick as a man’s waist, biting into the fruit he had stolen earlier. Juice ran down his wrist, but he did not wipe it away.
“First rule,” he said. “Do not cry where adults can hear you.”
Sura Keth, the quiet little girl, nodded from behind Nahla.
“Second rule,” Veyu Orak said, tapping the end of his wooden spear against the ground. “Do not ask when your mother is coming.”
My throat tightened.
“My mother is coming.”
Veyu looked at me the way older children look at younger children when they think truth is a weapon.
“That is what they all say.”
I wanted to hit him.
I was four years old, so I probably would have missed.
But I wanted to.
Nahla stepped between us before I could move.
“Third rule,” she said. “When the horn sounds, you hide.”
“Why?”
The children looked at each other.
That was when I realized I had asked the wrong question.
On Murder Island, the wrong questions did not always get answers.
Sometimes they got silence.
Then the horn sounded.
Low.
Long.
Wrong.
Every child moved at once.
Kovi dropped from the root. Sura ducked beneath a platform. Veyu gripped his wooden spear with both hands, trying to look brave and failing. Nahla grabbed my wrist so hard it hurt.
“Move,” she hissed.
“What is that?”
“Trouble.”
The second horn sounded before I could ask more.
This time, adults heard it too.
The hollow changed.
Warriors ran across rope bridges. Women pulled children into root holes. Spears came down from racks. Bowstrings tightened. Fires were covered. Smoke holes were closed. Nhem’Rakul, the hidden village that lived like it feared the sky, suddenly looked smaller than it had moments before.
Not because the village had changed.
Because fear had entered it.
I saw Zharo Vhun near the center platform, shouting orders. His calm was gone now. His blade was drawn. Oshara Venn stood beside him, speaking quickly, pointing toward the upper ravine. Her face looked sharper than before, like even she had finally understood that the thing they had tried to control was coming faster than fear could prepare for.
Ma’rek Zhul was not there.
Eru’Kai was not there.
They had gone to stop The Five.
That meant they had failed.
Even at four, I understood that much.
Zharo looked toward the children.
For one moment, his eyes found mine.
Then he turned away.
That was the first time I understood that adults could regret something and still not undo it.
Nahla pulled me toward a space beneath one of the lower huts.
“No,” I said, trying to pull back.
“Do you want to die?”
“My father is coming.”
“That is why everyone is scared.”
I did not understand.
My father meant safety to me.
To everyone else, he meant the end of it.
The first scream came from above.
Not below.
Not from inside the hollow.
Above.
Everyone looked up.
A warrior fell from the black roots that circled the cliffs. He hit the ground near the center smoke pit with a sound I had never heard before and would spend years trying to forget.
Then came another.
And another.
Someone shouted, “The Five!”
The name moved through Nhem’Rakul faster than fire.
The Five.
The Five.
The Five.
I looked toward the cliffs.
My father came down first.
He did not climb.
Came down.
He moved through the black roots like the island had opened a path only for him. His blade was already wet. His face held no fear. No mercy. No surprise.
Behind him came my mother.
She looked beautiful in a way that made the night seem ashamed of itself. Her hair moved behind her like a dark river, and her eyes were bright with a kind of fury I had never seen in them before.
Then came my uncles.
Kavumo.
Knargz.
Zuberi.
Thunder with names.
History would remember them as The Five, but even then there were more lives tied to them. My aunt Nim’Raza was not there. I wondered about that later. At four, I only noticed who came. Years after, I understood someone had to remain behind and protect our territory while the storm went hunting.
But the five who came for me were enough.
More than enough.
Nhem’Rakul had warriors waiting.
Seventy-five, maybe.
Maybe a hundred.
Maybe more.
At four years old, numbers were slippery things. I only knew there were too many for me to count. Some carried swords. Some carried spears. Some held bows with arrows already drawn. They had traps hidden in the roots and warriors crouched on the bridges.
All of that for five people seemed like too much.
I was wrong.
It was not enough.
Not even close.
My father reached the first line of warriors, and the hollow broke.
Men rushed him.
They fell.
My mother moved like light through smoke. Wherever she passed, bodies dropped behind her. Knargz laughed once, a terrible sound, and struck a man so hard he flew backward into the side of a hut. Zuberi did not laugh. He never did. He moved with quiet precision, every strike final, every step measured.
Kavumo was different.
He was fury wrapped in purpose.
Searching while he fought.
His eyes cut through smoke and fire, through bodies and chaos, through every place a child might be hidden.
Searching for me.
I should not have seen what I saw.
But I did.
I saw a man reach for my father and lose his hand before his fingers touched skin.
I saw a warrior crawl through dirt with one hand pressed against the empty place where his eye had been.
I saw bodies hanging upside down from black branches.
I saw fire catch the roof of a hut and turn the whole thing gold.
I saw heads where heads should never be.
I saw one of my uncles tear something red and wet from a man’s chest, and I did not understand what it was until years later.
I saw enough.
Then Kavumo found me.
He came through the smoke like he had been made from it, blood on his arms, dirt on his face, eyes blazing gold.
“Rim.”
That was all he said.
Not my full name.
Not little one.
Not child.
Rim.
He dropped to one knee, and I ran into him because I knew his smell.
Earth.
Smoke.
Blood.
Home.
His hand covered my eyes before I could turn back toward the hollow.
“Don’t look.”
“I saw.”
His arms tightened around me.
“I know.”
“I saw too much.”
“I know.”
The dark behind his hand did not save me.
I still heard everything.
I heard the fire.
I heard the screaming.
I heard warriors begging.
I heard my father’s voice once, low and terrible, and after that I heard no more begging from that side of the hollow.
For years, people would say Kavumo saved me from seeing the massacre.
That was not true.
He saved me from seeing the end of it.
There is a difference.
Kavumo lifted me and carried me away from the center of the hollow. My face stayed pressed against his shoulder, but I could still feel the heat behind us. I could still smell the burning wood, the blood, the smoke, the wet earth torn open by running feet.
“Where is Zharo?” my father shouted somewhere behind us.
No one answered.
That name meant little to me then.
Later, I would understand.
Zharo Vhun had not stayed to die with his people.
He had escaped before the hollow fully fell.
My father would remember that.
My father remembered everything.
Kavumo carried me to the edge of Nhem’Rakul, where the black trees began again and the smoke thinned enough for me to breathe without coughing. My mother was there waiting.
When she saw me, something broke in her face.
She took me from Kavumo and held me so tightly I could barely breathe.
“My baby,” she whispered.
“I didn’t scream,” I told her.
Her body went still.
“What?”
“I didn’t scream. The man said not to.”
My mother looked at Kavumo.
Kavumo looked toward the burning hollow.
Neither of them asked me what man.
Not then.
Maybe they
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