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Chapter One: The Messenger
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The capital gates loomed high above Daran, the farmer from Southern Shangee Province. Their riveted metal plates shimmered under the late afternoon sun, casting shadows over the road, paved in stone. Guards in polished armour stood at attention, their hands resting on the hilts of swords that gleamed as brightly as their distrustful eyes. Daran shifted uneasily, adjusting the satchel slung over his shoulder. Within it lay the letter from Sanrat, Lord of the Southern Shangee Feudal Domain, a man revered in his lands as much for his cunning as for his authority. The weight of Daran’s mission pressed on him heavier than the miles of rough terrain he had trudged on his tired horse to reach the capital.

Daran had never ventured this far from the lands of his birth. The streets of the capital sprawled before him, alive with a chaotic symphony of life. Hawkers touted their wares, silk-clad nobles strolled unhurriedly, and commoners darted between carts loaded with produce. The scent of roasting meat mingled with the sharp tang of horse sweat and dust lingered in the air. It was overwhelming - a world away from the precarious farmlands of Southern Shangee. These people never had to wrestle their livelihood from a landscape riddled with rubble and lingering curses.

The guards escorting Daran urged him forward with curt gestures. They led him through the palace gates and into halls of such grandeur that Daran could scarcely comprehend them. Polished stone floors reflected soaring columns; their intricate carvings gilded with gold. Servants moved silently through the corridors, their gazes lowered, as though afraid to disturb the stillness of power.

At last, Daran found himself before Mehenra, King of the Peninsula and ruler of the Unified Malayan Kingdom. The king sat on a throne that seemed carved from starlight, his deep blue robes shimmering like twilight against the silver embroidery that adorned them. His face was lined with the weight of his duties, his presence radiating quiet authority. Even in this awe-inspiring chamber, Mehenra seemed like the calm in the center of a storm.

The guards presented Lord Sanrat’s sealed letter to Mehenra, who took it without haste. Breaking the wax seal, he unfolded the parchment and read its contents in silence. His expression did not change, though his eyes lingered on the words as if weighing their significance. With a flick of his fingers, he gestured for Daran to speak.

“You are the farmer mentioned in this letter?” Mehenra asked, his voice measured but firm.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Daran said, his voice trembling slightly. “I... I found something in the forest near my fields. A great piece of metal, shaped like a sail, sticking out of the ground. It doesn’t belong in this world, sir - it’s ancient.”

Mehenra’s sharp eyes locked onto Daran’s face, studying him with unnerving intensity. After a moment, the king nodded. “Guards, escort this man to the east quarters. Ensure he speaks to no one.”

Daran bowed clumsily, relief mingling with apprehension as the guards led him away. The royal corridors felt more like a labyrinth now, each step echoing with the weight of what he had told the king. When they reached his chamber, a simple room with a narrow bed and a single table, Daran sank onto the stool, clutching his satchel tightly. 

He didn’t dare think of the Orthodoxy’s messengers, who had already carried a report to High Priest Prajet. What harm could come of it? He had only obeyed his lord.

The hours passed slowly, the room growing colder with each passing moment. When the door finally creaked open, a thin young man in scholar’s robes entered. Daran recognized him immediately - Vitar, Chief Scholar of the Royal Academy. His reputation as the most brilliant mind in the kingdom preceded him, but to Daran, his sharp features and piercing gaze were more intimidating than inspiring.

“You’re the farmer from Southern Shangee?” Vitar asked without preamble. His tone was brisk, almost impatient.

“Yes, sir,” Daran said, standing and dipping his head in respect.

“Sit,” Vitar instructed, gesturing curtly to the stool. “Now, tell me everything you know about this ‘metal sail.’ Don’t leave out a single detail.”

Daran recounted his discovery, his words stumbling over one another as he described the glint of the sail in the forest light, its strange texture, and the way it seemed to pulse with a quiet, otherworldly presence. 

Vitar listened intently, his quill scratching furiously across the parchment as he jotted down notes. He interrupted frequently, his questions precise and probing: Were there markings? What was the soil like around it? Did Daran touch it?

When the story was done, Vitar leaned back, his thin lips pressed into a thoughtful line. “You will speak of this to no one,” he said sharply. “If word of this spreads...” He trailed off, his gaze darkening. “Guards, sequester him. Ensure he remains isolated until further notice.”

As the door to his room slammed shut behind Vitar, Daran’s mind raced with doubts. Why the secrecy? What was so important about this ancient relic? Then it dawned on him. Everyone he had spoken to – from Lord Sanrat to Vita - had the same reaction when he had mentioned the symbol painted on the sail. Fear, uncertainty, doubt. All mixed together.

In the throne room, Vitar approached Mehenra with quick strides. The king looked up from a map spread across the table, his expression unreadable.

“Well?” Mehenra asked.

“The farmer’s story is... unusual,” Vitar replied. “If his account is truthful, this ‘metal sail’ may be unlike anything we’ve seen before. It could be a relic of the ancients.”

Mehenra’s eyes narrowed, considering the implications. “And you believe it is worth investigating?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Vitar said. “It bears a symbol. A symbol not of the Orthodoxy, but possibly shamanistic. A shamanist symbol on an artefact of the Ancients...Such a discovery must be handled with care. If the Orthodoxy learns of this...”

“They won’t,” Mehenra said, his voice firm. “Prepare an expedition. Handpick your team, and ensure absolute discretion.”

Vitar bowed slightly. “I will see to it.”

As he left the room, Mehenra stared at the map before him, his mind far away from the palace. His kingdom was a loose web of alliances and rivalries. It had always been so. Violence flaring up every generation, every king and queen having to put down rebellions. Whatever lay buried in the forests of Southern Shangee could soon change the balance of the kingdom - whether for better or worse, only time would tell.
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Chapter Two: A Restless Night
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The walls of the small, guarded chamber felt like they were closing in around Daran. The flickering light of a single oil lamp cast shifting shadows on the bare stone, but it brought him no comfort. He sat on the edge of the narrow cot, his rough hands gripping his knees. The barred window high above his head let in no light from the moon, only the faint rustle of wind that served as a reminder of the world outside - one he might never see again.

He couldn’t stop thinking about his family. Back in Southern Shangee Province, his wife Shena would be readying the children for bed. His youngest daughter, Lira, with her unruly hair and endless energy, might already be asleep, her arms wrapped around the worn rag doll that Daran had mended countless times. His elder daughter, Sari, would be helping Shena with the evening chores, her quiet determination so much like her mother’s. And then there was his boy, Kal, who had taken over many of the tasks Daran himself could no longer manage as his body aged and ached. The boy worked tirelessly, even though the land seemed to fight them at every turn.

Daran’s breath hitched as a memory clawed its way into his mind: his eldest son, Rami. It had been years since the accident, but the wound had never healed. The sinkhole had opened so suddenly, swallowing the boy before anyone could react. The collapsing walls of the ancient tower buried beneath the soil had taken him, along with all the dreams Daran had held for his firstborn. Even now, he could hear the echo of Shena’s screams, the sound mingling with the endless rustle of the treacherous lands they farmed.

The ground was cursed - everyone in Southern Shangee knew it. The arable silt that covered the rubble of the ancients hid dangers beneath its fertile surface: sinkholes, floods, landslides, and tainted pools causing illnesses that no healer could explain. Yet, what choice did they have? Farming was their only hope, even if the land claimed more than it gave. The thought of his family trying to make do without him twisted his insides. What if he didn’t return? What if the king decided his silence was worth more than his life?

Daran buried his face in his hands, a surge of regret overtaking him. Why had he told Lord Sanrat about the strange metal sail? He should have kept it to himself - left it buried in the forest where it belonged. Now, he was trapped in this unfamiliar place, surrounded by guards who would execute the king’s orders without question. For all he knew, he might already be condemned.

His thoughts spiraled further until a faint creak broke the oppressive silence. Daran’s head shot up, his heart pounding. The door to his chamber opened, and in the dim glow of the oil lamp, a robed figure entered. Head shaved, benevolent face fringed in a greying beard, starburst symbol tattooed on his glistening forehead. Daran’s breath caught in his throat as he recognized the man standing before him: Prajet, the High Priest of the Orthodoxy.

Daran scrambled to his feet, his knees threatening to give way. Meeting King Mehenra had left him reeling, and facing Vitar, the Chief Scholar, had been no less unnerving. But now, the High Priest himself had come to see him. The weight of the day’s encounters crashed down on Daran, leaving him struggling for words.

“Be at ease, my child,” Prajet said, his voice calm and soothing. He stepped closer, his ceremonial robes brushing against the cold stone floor. The light of the lamp glinted off the intricate symbols embroidered on the fabric - markings that represented the balance of divine will and natural forces. Prajet’s gaze was steady, almost gentle, but there was an intensity behind his eyes that Daran couldn’t quite place.

“Y-Your Holiness,” Daran stammered, bowing his head deeply.

Prajet raised a hand, gesturing for him to stand upright. “There is no need for fear. I am here to speak with you, nothing more.” He paused, studying Daran for a moment before continuing. “You have had quite a day, I hear. Meeting the king, and the Chief Scholar.”

Daran nodded, his throat too dry to form a response.

“You are a brave man,” Prajet said, his tone warm. “Few would have the courage to carry news of such importance to the capital. Tell me, Daran - what did you find in the forest?”

Daran hesitated, but the High Priest’s steady gaze felt like a weight, pressing the truth out of him. He recounted his discovery once more, his voice trembling as he described the strange, gleaming metal, shaped like a sail, rising from the ground. He spoke of its unearthly feel, its silent yet commanding presence. The strange symbol, enduring aeons of weathering. Prajet listened intently, nodding at intervals but saying nothing to interrupt.

When Daran finished, Prajet stepped back, his expression inscrutable. “You have done well,” he said softly. “Such relics are not to be taken lightly. They carry... great significance.” His words hung in the air, heavy with meaning that Daran couldn’t fully grasp.

As Prajet turned to leave, he paused at the door. “One more thing, my child,” he said, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “You must speak of my visit to no one. Not the guards, not the king, and certainly not the Chief Scholar.”

Daran’s stomach churned as the High Priest’s words sank in. “Yes, Your Holiness,” he managed to say, though his voice was barely audible.

Prajet nodded once and slipped out of the room, the door closing behind him with a hollow thud. Daran stood frozen, the priest’s final words reverberating in his mind. The weight of secrets now seemed unbearable, and fear clawed at him from every direction. What had he gotten himself into? Was there any way out?

The sleepless hours dragged on as Daran sat by the barred window, watching the darkness slowly give way to the pale light of dawn. The first rays of the sun spilled into the chamber, but they brought no relief. If anything, the rising sun only deepened his dread. Somewhere beyond these walls, forces far greater than him were already at work, and he was little more than a pawn in their games.
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Chapter Three: Whispers at the Academy
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The halls of the Royal Academy hummed with quiet activity. Beneath the vaulted ceilings, scholars pored over scrolls, their fingers tracing ancient ink across brittle parchment. The scent of old parchment and burning candle wax mingled with the faint echoes of murmured discussions - a symphony of knowledge that had long defined this place.

Vitar strode purposefully into the secluded study chamber, where five of his most trusted students awaited him. They were the finest minds of the academy, handpicked over the years - not just for their intellect but for their unwavering discretion. The entry door shut behind him, sealing them away from prying ears, though none of them suspected that someone had already positioned herself just beyond the carved wooden frame of the doorway leading to the small storage area, reserved for writings that have not yet been fully understood.

Princess Anaya had been searching for a rare scroll in the library when she had heard Vitar’s voice, sharper than usual, laced with something she had never heard in his voice before - urgency. The Chief Scholar was not an easily excitable man, which is why his tone made her pause mid-step. Suppressing her instinct to announce herself, she pressed her back against the cool stone wall just beside the doorway, tilting her head so that she could listen.

Inside, Vitar wasted no time. “The object is said to be enormous,” he began. “Larger than I had imagined - a sail of metal towering among the trees. From the farmer’s description, I estimate its height to be no less than twelve paces.”

The students exchanged glances. One, a wiry young scholar with ink-stained sleeves, leaned forward. “A sail? But sails belong to ships. And ships are made of wood, cloth, or leather - not metal.”

“Yes,” Vitar said. “And yet, this sail - this thing - stands deep within the forests of Southern Shangee, far from any body of water. No shipwreck could have reached that place, and no kingdom in history has ever built ships with sails of metal.” He paused, letting the impossibility of the discovery settle among them. “And what is more troubling - there is a symbol painted on it.”

Anaya’s breath caught, though she knew she shouldn’t be listening.

“A symbol?” one of the scholars asked.

Vitar retrieved a sheet of parchment and carefully unfolded it, revealing his rough sketch of the object’s surface as described by the farmer. In the flickering candlelight, the students leaned in, studying the depiction of a faded emblem - a stylized bird, wings outstretched. Though weathered by time, according to the farmer, the image was still discernible – yellow against a deep blue background.

“This symbol has survived untold centuries,” Vitar said, tapping the parchment. “It is unlike anything recorded in our texts. No known kingdom, past or present, bears this emblem. It is possible that what lies in Southern Shangee is older than any civilization we have knowledge of.”

A hushed silence fell over the room. One student, voice hushed with reverence, whispered, “Then we are looking at a relic of the ancients.”

Anaya felt the words strike her like lightning. The ancients. The civilization that had long been shrouded in secrecy - the same one the Orthodoxy deemed dangerous, warning against any attempt to uncover their forgotten past. 

She wanted to step forward - to demand more details, to ask the questions burning in her mind. But then Vitar’s voice hardened, his tone lower, more urgent.

“This knowledge must remain secret,” he warned. “The king has ordered absolute discretion, and we must adhere to his command. If word of this reaches the Orthodoxy, the consequences will be severe.”

Anaya stiffened. She had known of the tensions between her father and the Orthodoxy, but she had never witnessed such outright caution from Vitar. It unnerved her to think that even the Chief Scholar feared the consequences of discovery. What was so dangerous about the truth?

Vitar continued. “We leave for Southern Shangee in three days. You must prepare for the expedition quietly. Speak of this to no one.”

The scholars dispersed.  When the last footsteps faded away, she slipped out, moving down the corridor with careful, measured steps. Her heart pounded with a wild mix of excitement and apprehension.

She knew what she had to do.
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Chapter Four: The Warrior’s Legacy
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Dinner stretched on forever, as it often did in the palace. Silver trays laden with roasted meats and fragrant stews passed between hands, goblets clinked in ritual toasts, and the murmur of courtly voices filled the high-vaulted dining hall. 

Princess Anaya sat beside her father, smiling when required, nodding politely as courtiers spoke of trade agreements, disputes, and whispers from distant provinces. Yet her mind was elsewhere, consumed by the revelation she had overheard earlier that day - the ancient relic buried deep in the forests of Southern Shangee.

The knowledge sat in her chest like a flame, smouldering beneath the practiced calm she maintained through dinner. She had barely touched her food. Every minute spent listening to idle political intrigue felt like an eternity wasted when something monumental lay waiting to be discovered. But she knew better than to reveal her excitement too soon. The court was not the place for such discussions.

When the final dishes were cleared and the courtiers began retreating in measured steps, Anaya turned to her father, whose tired but keen eyes surveyed the hall.

“Father,” she said quietly, “I would like a moment alone with you.”

King Mehenra regarded her with mild surprise but nodded. With a brief motion of his hand, the attendants and remaining courtiers drifted away, leaving father and daughter in the dimly candlelit chamber.

Once they were alone, Anaya stepped forward. “I know about the expedition,” she said without hesitation.

Mehenra’s expression darkened slightly. “How?”

“I overheard Vitar discussing it with his scholars,” she admitted, watching him carefully for a reaction. “I know what they found. I know why they must leave in secret. And I know it is dangerous.”

Mehenra sighed, rubbing his temple. “Then you know why you cannot be involved.”

“I must go,” Anaya said, her voice steady.

“You will not,” Mehenra replied, his tone brooking no argument.

Anaya’s frustration flared. “Father, you always said that knowledge is the strongest foundation of our kingdom. How can I ignore something that may redefine everything we know?”

Mehenra’s jaw tightened. “Because you do not understand the cost. This is not a royal excursion, Anaya - it is a perilous undertaking into lands fraught with danger. The Orthodoxy will seek to bury this discovery if it reaches them. The lords of the south hold their own interests. And the land itself...” His voice faltered for a moment before returning with unmistakable weight. “Southern Shangee is not kind to those who venture where they should not.”

“But I am not someone who fears the unknown,” Anaya insisted. “You know that. You have always known that.”

Mehenra exhaled slowly, studying her. She was his daughter, his heir, the future of the kingdom - but in her face, in her stance, he saw another shadow. Her mother.

He turned away for a moment, walking toward the grand window overlooking the palace courtyard. The night air was thick and heavy, much like his thoughts.

“You remind me of her,” Mehenra murmured, almost to himself.

Anaya straightened. She had long known that her mother had been a warrior queen - a strategist and a fighter, revered across the kingdom for leading armies alongside the king in his campaigns. But she had never heard Mehenra speak of her with such rawness.

Mehenra’s gaze drifted beyond the walls. “She was fierce, determined. Stubborn, like you. She believed that knowledge, wisdom, and strength would build a future greater than our past. She died believing it. Kulampor - it was meant to be a great unification. Instead, it became her grave.”

Anaya’s breath caught in her throat. She had heard fragments of stories over the years, whispers of an ambush amid the ruins of an ancient city, but her father had never spoken of it.

“She fell to bandits,” Mehenra said, his voice quiet but firm. “Among the rubble of a race long erased from the earth. She had insisted on leading a diplomatic mission herself, convinced that she could reason with the feudal lords. She was betrayed. And when the swords clashed, she fought - but even she could not overcome the tide.”

Silence hung between them.

“I lost her,” Mehenra said, turning to face his daughter. “And I will not lose you.”

Anaya stepped closer; her voice softer now but unwavering. “You won’t lose me. But if you deny me this, you will lose something else - a daughter who believes in herself, and in the ideals you’ve spent your life championing. Let me go. Let me honour the legacy you’ve fought to build.”

Mehenra closed his eyes briefly, torn between two impossible choices. If he forbade her, it would crush the spirit within her - the same spirit that had once burned so brightly in her mother. But if he let her go, he might never see her alive again.

The battle raged within him, until finally, he spoke.

“You may go,” he said, his voice laced with both resignation and resolve. “But on my terms.”

Anaya straightened, awaiting his conditions.

“Virik, my Captain of the Guard, will accompany you. He will take ten soldiers, and you will heed his warnings. You will not take unnecessary risks. You will not separate from them. And you will not defy his orders when danger arises.”

A breath of relief flooded Anaya’s chest. “Thank you, Father.”

Mehenra nodded, though his expression remained troubled. “Make no mistake - if anything happens to you, I will burn Southern Shangee to the ground before I let it take another member of my family.”

Anaya’s lips pressed into a firm line. “I will be careful.”

Mehenra turned back to the window. “You will leave in three days. I will speak to Master Vitar and Captain Virik personally. Make your preparations in absolute secrecy. Speak of this to no one.”
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Chapter Five: The King's Decision
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The air in the secluded chamber was heavy with anticipation. In the flickering light of a single torch casting restless shadows across the stone walls, king Mehenra sat at the head of a small wooden table, his hands clasped before him, his brow furrowed with thought. A small brazier with glowing embers in the middle of the table filled the room with incense, keeping the mosquitoes away. Across from him, Vitar, Chief Scholar of the Royal Academy, leaned forward, the flicker of excitement in his eyes betraying his normally composed demeanour.

“The preparations are nearly complete, Your Majesty,” Vitar said, his voice measured but tinged with eagerness. “We have secured the horses, along with enough supplies to last the journey. I’ve selected five of my most skilled students for the journey. They are loyal, discreet, and resourceful - exactly what we will need.”

The king nodded, his expression unreadable. “And who are these students?”

“Ranen, my most senior apprentice, will assist with interpreting any findings. Kiran, Javan, Durek, and Salen are trained in different aspects of fieldwork and mapping. All are prepared for the challenges ahead.”

Vitar sat back, confident in the thoroughness of his preparations. But the king’s next words struck him like a thunderclap.

“Princess Anaya will join the expedition, along with a contingent of my personal guard, led by Captain Virik.”

Vitar froze, blinking at the king as if he had misheard. “Your Majesty, that... that is impossible. It would attract too much attention.”

Mehenra’s gaze was steady. “It is not a matter for debate.”

“But she is your daughter, the heir to the throne! The journey to Southern Shangee is fraught with danger - bandits, sinkholes, diseases... and that is to say nothing of what we might uncover. A woman -”

“Careful,” Mehenra interrupted, his tone sharp.

Vitar composed himself quickly. “I only mean to say, Your Majesty, that her presence would complicate matters. The scholars and soldiers may hesitate to act freely if they feel they must protect her above all else. She is not... equipped for this kind of expedition.”

The king’s eyes narrowed. “And yet she is equipped to overhear your private conversations at the academy,” he said pointedly. “If you had been more mindful, we would not be discussing this.”

Vitar flinched slightly, then sighed in resignation. “I only urge caution, Your Majesty. She is... spirited.”

“That is an understatement,” Mehenra replied with a dry tone, before gesturing toward the door. “Virik will join us shortly. He must be briefed.”

Moments later, the door opened, and Captain Virik entered. The captain, a grizzled warrior who carried the weight of countless battles in his firm step, offered a curt bow to the king.

“You called for me, Your Majesty?”

“I did,” Mehenra said. “Take a seat.”

Virik pulled out a chair and sat heavily, his broad shoulders casting a shadow across the room. He folded his arms across his chest, waiting.

The king leaned forward, his voice low and deliberate as he addressed Virik. “There is something buried in Southern Shangee - a discovery made by one of its farmers. Its nature may hold great importance to the kingdom.” Mehenra paused, letting the weight of his words sink in before continuing. “Vitar will lead an expedition to investigate it further, and you are to accompany them.”

Virik frowned deeply, his grizzled features hardening. “Accompany a group of scholars? Forgive me, Your Majesty, but surely the King’s Guard has better tasks than babysitting.”

Mehenra’s jaw tightened. “This is no ordinary task, Virik. The nature of the discovery must remain secret. I trust no one more than you to ensure their safety - and their silence.”

Virik grunted, his displeasure clear. “And the scholars will be carrying quills and scrolls, I take it? Easy prey for any bandits south of the mountains.”

Mehenra met his gaze, unflinching. “They will be joined by ten of your best soldiers. You will ensure the expedition succeeds, no matter the cost.”

Virik opened his mouth to respond, but before he could, a voice cut through the room like a blade. 

“I hardly think you are in a position to question my father’s orders, Captain.”

All three men turned sharply. There, stepping out from behind the heavy curtains covering an alcove, was Princess Anaya. She held her head high, her dark eyes flashing with determination.

“Your Highness,” Virik said gruffly, masking his surprise. “With respect, this is not your concern.”

“It is my concern, Captain,” Anaya said, stepping closer. “I will be part of this expedition.”

The tension in the room crackled like a brewing storm. Virik’s face darkened, his displeasure plain. “This is not a game, Princess. Southern Shangee is no place for royalty.”

“And yet I was trained under you, was I not?” Anaya countered. “You told me once that I handle a sword as well as my mother.”

The room fell silent at her words. The unspoken truth hung heavily in the air - her mother’s skill with a blade had not saved her amid the ruins of Kulampor.

Mehenra’s voice broke the quiet. “Enough,” he said firmly. He rose to his feet, his tone brokering no further argument. “I have made my decision. Anaya will join the expedition. That is final.”

Virik exhaled slowly, clearly displeased but unwilling to press further.

“You will mask the expedition as a diplomatic visit,” Mehenra continued, “to Southern Shangee. Let the Orthodoxy and the lords of the south see only a royal entourage. No one must suspect the true purpose.”

He turned to Virik. “You will ensure her safety.”

Then he turned to Vitar. “And you will ensure her curiosity is met. She is not to be stifled.”

Anaya glanced between the men, feeling a swell of triumph tempered by the weight of responsibility. She had won her father’s permission, but the stakes were higher than ever.

As they departed to prepare for the journey, Mehenra remained in the chamber, staring at the embers in the brazier. Though his decision was made, the unease in his chest lingered, growing heavier with every passing moment.
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Chapter Six: Weight of the Past
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Daran had lost track of time. The stone walls of his chamber had become his entire world - bare, unyielding, indifferent to his despair. The meals they brought him were fit for nobles, yet they tasted like ash in his mouth. What good was fine food if he was to spend the rest of his days in captivity, never to see his family again?

His mind tormented him with visions of home. He pictured Shena struggling alone, her weary hands tending the fragile crops, worrying about the fate of her absent husband. He saw his daughters, Lira and Sari, waiting at the threshold each evening, hoping against hope for his return. And Kal - his boy, the last of his sons - bearing burdens far too great for his young shoulders.

A deep ache curled inside Daran’s chest. He had made a mistake. He never should have spoken of the metal sail, never should have carried Sanrat’s message. He had been a fool to trust that power did not demand sacrifice.

Then, the door creaked open.

Daran looked up, and his breath caught in his throat. Prajet.

The High Priest stepped inside, his robes swaying with deliberate grace. The flickering lamp on the wall cast eerie, dancing shadows around him, giving the man an otherworldly presence.

The guards outside had orders from the king himself - no one was to enter. Yet here Prajet stood, unhindered, untouched. So - even the soldiers of the king yield to the Orthodoxy.

Prajet regarded him with knowing eyes. “You have endured much in these days of solitude, farmer.”

Daran swallowed, forcing words past his dry throat. “Am I to remain here forever?”

Prajet’s expression was unreadable. “No. Tomorrow morning, you will leave with the expedition bound for Southern Shangee.”

The words flooded Daran with relief so intense it nearly made him dizzy. He would go home.

But Prajet did not look pleased. The lines on his face had deepened, his gaze shadowed with troubled thoughts. He stepped forward, clasping his hands together.

“This journey unsettles me,” he murmured. “For it may lead to knowledge that was never meant to be uncovered.”

Daran hesitated. “What do you mean, Your Holiness?”

Prajet inhaled slowly, as if drawing upon memories buried deep. Then, in a voice steeped in solemnity, he spoke of The Purge - the moment a thousand years ago when the wrath of the Divine had razed the world. Wiping away a race of monsters known as the ancients.

“The fist of the Divine struck the earth with a flash brighter than a thousand lightnings,” Prajet said, his voice low, resonant, almost hypnotic. “The ground shook and flowed like water, swallowing cities whole, bringing down the mighty towers the monstrous ancients had built to challenge the heavens. And then - then came the water.”

Daran listened in silence, his pulse hammering in his ears.

“A wall of water as high as a mountain rose from the sea,” Prajet continued. “It drowned the proud and foolish, extinguished their magic, swept away their temples, their monuments, their arrogance. And then the poisoned winds came, wiping away the last of the monstrous ancients. The skies burned blood-red for a month, darkening the sun, withering the land, turning lush fields into wastelands, ensuring the destruction was complete. And then the Divine created the three castes of mankind to rebuild the world.”

Prajet turned his piercing gaze upon Daran. “And now, the scholars - these men who revere knowledge more than wisdom - seek to disturb what remains. To meddle with that which should be left untouched.”

Fear coiled inside Daran’s stomach. He had heard whispers of the demise of the ancients, but never told like this, never with such conviction, never as truth.

“I would not wish the sins of the past to be repeated,” Prajet said. He reached into his robes and pulled out a small amulet, wrought of dark metal, its surface etched with symbols older than the kingdom itself. “Take this. It will protect you from what lurks beyond understanding... And should you ever need safe passage among danger, you only need to show it.”

Daran accepted it with trembling fingers, his heart pounding against his ribs.

Then, Prajet withdrew a small sack of gold and placed it in Daran’s hands.

“When you travel, you will find temples along the way,” he said, his voice steady. “Seek out my priests. Tell them of the expedition’s progress. And when you reach Southern Shangee, report to the Elder Aslem, who is stationed there. He will know what must be done.”

Daran felt his chest tighten. The weight of secrecy pressed upon him, suffocating. He had already been caught between the powers of the kingdom and the Orthodoxy - but now, he was entangled even deeper.

Prajet placed a hand upon his shoulder, his fingers surprisingly light despite the authority he wielded. “I will pray for you,” he said. “And for your family.”

Then he turned and strode toward the door.

Daran’s voice barely rose above a whisper. “Your Holiness...”

Prajet paused but did not turn.

“What if the expedition brings back the wrath of the Divine?”

The High Priest lingered for a moment, then stepped into the hall without answering, the door closing softly behind him.

Daran stared after him, the flickering lamplight casting monstrous shadows against the walls. The amulet felt heavier than it should have in his palm.

He did not sleep that night.
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Chapter Seven: A Father’s Gift
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The princess’s chambers flickered with the dim glow of a single oil lamp, casting long shadows against the silken tapestries that lined the walls. Outside, the world remained steeped in darkness, the first whispers of dawn still hours away.

Anaya sat on the edge of her bed, watching as Acheh, her trusted maid and caretaker since infancy, folded the last of her traveling garments into the wooden trunk. The older woman’s movements were careful but brisk, her silence stretched thin with restrained emotion.

“I do not like this,” Acheh murmured, not looking up. “You should not go.”

Anaya sighed, running her fingers over the rough clothing she had changed in to. “It is a diplomatic mission,” she said gently. “I have obligations. And I cannot take you with me.”

Acheh’s eyes darted up, sharp with disapproval. “I have been with you since before you could speak. You expect me to let you ride into the unknown without me?”

Anaya forced a small smile. “I must. You know as well as I do that this is not just a diplomatic mission.”

Acheh’s hands stilled over the bundle of silks. After a moment, she straightened, exhaling through her nose. “Then I will pray that the Divine and the deities keep you safe.”

“You have never prayed before,” Anaya teased softly.

“Then I will start,” Acheh muttered, tying the bundle shut.

Before Anaya could reply, the door opened.

King Mehenra stood there, his expression unreadable, cloaked in the quiet weight of fatherhood and duty. Acheh bowed quickly, then gathered the bundles in her arms. “I will make sure soldiers pack these,” she murmured before leaving the chamber, closing the door behind her.

Now, only father and daughter remained.

Mehenra crossed the room, his steps slow, deliberate. He extended his hand, revealing a delicate ring, its band wrought of silver, inlaid with an intricate pattern of symbols - protective markings meant to guard the wearer from harm.

Anaya took the ring carefully, studying it in the dim light.

“It’s an ancient ring that will protect its wearer. It belonged to your mother,” Mehenra said quietly. “She was meant to wear it on the day she left for Kulampor, but she did not. Perhaps... if she had...”

His voice drifted off, unfinished, raw.

Anaya curled her fingers around the ring. She had only fragments of memories - fleeting images of a tall woman with fierce eyes, laughter that rang like distant bells. She had been too young when her mother died, too small to understand grief, too innocent to know what had been lost.

Mehenra exhaled, his gaze lingering on his daughter’s face. “You remind me of her in ways I wish you didn’t.”

She swallowed, sensing the strain in his words.

“If she were here,” he continued, “she would tell me to let you go. To let you seek the truth, no matter the danger. I do not have her faith.”

Anaya’s grip tightened around the ring. “Then I will have faith for both of us.”

Mehenra looked away, his shoulders stiff. She could see it - the fear in his posture, the unspoken anxiety twisting through him. He had already lost one battle - he would not survive another.

For a brief moment, doubt flickered within her. Should she go? Should she cause him this pain?

But then she thought of her mother. Would she have turned away? Would she have silenced her own curiosity out of fear?

No. She would have ridden forward.

Anaya inhaled sharply, straightening. She knew what she had to do.

Her father turned to the door, voice low. “The expedition awaits.”
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Chapter Eight: The First Steps
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The streets of Senaang lay cloaked in pre-dawn silence, the city’s familiar hum subdued under the veil of early morning. The capital, a sprawling seat of power and culture, was still asleep as the expedition gathered at the edge of the great wall that encircled it. The faint glow of lanterns lined the side gates, casting an amber hue on the weathered stone and the restless figures waiting to depart.

Vitar paced by the provisions, his hands clasped behind his back as he quietly issued last-minute instructions to his students. They, in turn, buzzed with nervous energy. For some of them, the confines of Senaang had been their entire world, their lives steeped in the predictable rhythms of study and routine. The prospect of venturing into the unknown filled them with excitement - and apprehension.

“Do you think we’ll see the ruins of a temple of the ancients?” Javan asked eagerly, his voice hushed but quivering with anticipation.

“Ruins? I’d rather not stumble into anything cursed,” Kiran muttered, tightening the strap of his satchel. “The stories don’t exactly paint the ancients in a kind light.”

“You don’t believe those tales, do you?” Ranen, the senior apprentice, replied with a smirk. “Knowledge is what we make of it. The ancients were no more cursed than we are blessed.”

Kiran shot him a sceptical glance but said nothing. The tension between their eagerness for discovery and the fear of the unknown was palpable.

Princess Anaya stood a short distance away, observing the preparations. Clad in the muted hues of a traveller, her posture radiated calm, though her mind was alight with thoughts of the journey ahead. Her fingers played absentmindedly with the ring her father had given her, the cool metal a comforting weight against her skin. She glanced at Virik, who was ensuring the soldiers were mounted and ready. The captain’s gruff demeanour had not softened, but she could sense his wary gaze lingering on her more than once.

The sound of hoofbeats drew their attention as the farmer, Daran, was brought to the group. His expression projected his unease. His gaze swept over the expedition until it landed on the princess, perched on her steed with an ease that spoke of her training. His jaw slackened slightly. A royal? He had expected scholars and soldiers, not the king’s own daughter. He said nothing, though his thoughts churned as he clutched the sack containing his belongings.

Vitar’s voice broke through the quiet. “We will not wait for the light. The less attention we draw, the better.”

The group began to move, the gates creaking open to reveal the dark expanse of the road beyond. Senaang loomed behind them, its towering structures fading into the shadows as the expedition departed under the cover of pre-dawn darkness.

Javan couldn’t help but glance back, the faint glow of the city lights shrinking with every step. “This feels... strange,” he murmured to no one in particular. “Leaving everything behind.”

Salen, one of the quieter students, gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “It’s not forever. Besides, think of what awaits us - a piece of the past no one else has seen. What better reason to step beyond the walls?”

The words seemed to calm Javan, though they did little to ease the uncertainty that gnawed at Kiran.

For Daran, every step away from Senaang felt heavier than the last. The thought of Southern Shangee - the cursed land, the sail, the watchful eyes of the Orthodoxy - made his hands tremble. He tightened his grip on the amulet beneath his tunic, silently praying it would keep him safe.

The procession moved steadily, the rhythmic clatter of hooves and the soft rustling of fabric the only sounds accompanying them. Above, the sky remained dark, but the faintest sliver of light began to creep over the horizon, illuminating the jagged silhouette of the mountains ahead.

As the horizon on the right burned red with the early light of dawn, the road stretched out before them, vast and unknown. Each member of the expedition carried their own hopes, fears, and secrets - but there was no turning back now.
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Chapter Nine: The Road Beyond
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The first rays of dawn stretched across the sky as the expedition moved steadily southward. The air was cool and crisp, carrying with it the earthy scent of dew-soaked fields. Around them, the land began to stir. Farmers emerged from their cottages, leading cows to pasture and setting oxen to plough. Women and children carried baskets of tools or grains, their voices soft and low, blending with the rustle of the morning breeze.

The procession drew curious eyes. The farmers paused in their work to gaze at the group - a group of people in inconspicuous clothing, but accompanied by the King’s Guard. The scholars rode awkwardly, some unused to horseback travel, while the soldiers bore an air of quiet vigilance. Anaya stuck out as the only woman in the group. Then, one by one, villagers, recognizing who she was, fell to their knees. She acknowledged them with the practiced grace of royalty.

Riding near the front, Vitar used the opportunity to lecture his students. “What you must remember about the ancients,” he began, his voice carrying despite the rhythmic clatter of hooves, “is that their achievements could not be magic. They harnessed knowledge, just like us. They created advanced technology - tools beyond anything we’ve yet uncovered.”

“But surely some of their feats bordered on the impossible?” Javan interjected, his tone both curious and sceptical. “Stories speak of giants who built towers that touched the skies, and made lights that burned without flame.”

“Stories are often exaggerated,” Vitar replied sharply. “The truth lies not in mysticism, but in innovation.”

The princess, riding nearby, tilted her head. “And yet, Master Vitar,” she said lightly, “wouldn’t it be fair to say that to us, their tools would seem like magic? To create cold light that one could hold in hand; to send their voice through the air over distances - such things would seem magical to those less familiar with the science involved.”

Vitar stiffened, though he masked his irritation with a tight smile. “Perhaps, Your Highness,” he said carefully. “But the key is to separate perception from reality. The ancients were not gods - they were simply... giants. A monstrous mix of animal and human.”

Anaya’s eyes sparkled with quiet amusement. “Perhaps that is what makes them most fascinating. To think that the ancients once reached such heights... it begs the question: how much of their legacy remains, waiting to be rediscovered? And to what heights could we aspire to?”

Vitar inclined his head politely but said no more. Though he respected the princess’s intellect, her sharpness unsettled him. She reminded him too much of her mother - not just in appearance, but in the relentless fire that burned within her.

As they passed through peaceful villages, Vitar found his mind wandering to a time when peace was a luxury. He remembered the days of chaos, when the feudal lords warred relentlessly, burning homes and fields, leaving only ash in their wake. He had been just eight years old, hiding beneath the splintered remains of his family’s cottage as marauders razed his village. His parents had been among the dead; their faces lost to the haze of memory.

And then she had come - the warrior queen. He could still see her in his memories, astride her steed, her sword flashing like fire as she led her strike force to drive the marauders away. She had found him trembling in the ruins. A boy with nothing left. She had lifted him into her saddle. Even now, he could recall the calm determination in her voice, the way she held him as though protecting her own. Her posture regal but fierce, her eyes full of that same defiance against the odds. He had been raised in the royal household, his keen wit and thirst for knowledge pushing him to scholarly pursuits.

By midday, they ate their rations on horseback, not stopping for fear of losing time. The journey stretched long, the gentle fields gradually giving way to wilder, untamed landscapes. When the sun dipped below the horizon, casting the land into shadow, they finally stopped to make camp near a shallow stream.

The soldiers scouted the area thoroughly, ensuring there were no immediate threats. When they returned, they brought with them a deer they had hunted, its hide glistening in the firelight as they prepared it for roasting. The scent of the meat filled the air, lifting spirits as the group gathered around the campfire.

The scholars, hungry after the long ride, ate with gusto, chattering excitedly about what the coming days might hold. Even Vitar allowed himself a rare moment of levity, though his watchful gaze often flickered to the princess. Anaya sat near the fire, her plate modestly filled, her expression calm but quietly observant. Across from her, Virik and his soldiers remained vigilant, their eyes scanning the darkness beyond the flickering firelight.

When it came time to sleep, the soldiers erected a tent for the princess, lining it with soft bedding. She refused it, much to their dismay, insisting on sleeping like the others. Reluctantly, they arranged their own sleeping sacks in a semi-circle around her, creating a barrier of bodies between her and the outer edges of the camp. Her sack was placed close to the fire, while the scholars lay on the opposite side.

The night was cool and silent, save for the occasional crackle of the fire and the distant calls of nocturnal creatures. Anaya lay on the rough bedding, every muscle in her body aching from the day’s ride. But she clenched her jaw, refusing to let discomfort show. She had made her choice, and she would see it through.

When dawn arrived, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold, the camp stirred to life. Anaya rose with the others, concealing her soreness behind a practiced air of composure. Virik approached her as the group prepared to set off.

“The easy part ends when we
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