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Part One: The Blessing of the Island

















Chapter 1 — The Ship of Strangers
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Once upon a time, in the days when summer winds ran high and waves lashed the sea, a ship moved slowly toward its destination. Its passengers carried the worries and hopes of their varied lives, bound by one truth: they were all at the mercy of the sea.

A mason with long hair stood on the ship’s roof. Below him, a tall man was shooting arrows into the water. Foolishness? Cruelty? Amusement? The mason watched, unable to decide, until the question outgrew his shyness.

“Why are you killing the fish?” he finally asked. “You’re not even trapping them to eat.”

“I’m a hunter,” the man said, not lowering the bow. “I have plans to become the greatest. If I lose my practice, I lose myself.”

“Isn’t it cruel, then? Killing them for nothing?”

“I’m not killing them. I’m freeing them. The fisherman drags his catch up gasping — suffocates them slow. I give one arrow. One death, not a hundred small ones.”

The mason had dared to speak once. He didn’t have it in him to speak again. He turned back toward his cabin.

Elsewhere on the ship was a sage, obsessed with reading, carrying bundles of books wherever he went — the deck, the canteen, it made no difference. He spoke to no one, and no one much noticed him, though everyone sensed there was something in him: a mystery, a man of buried intelligence.

One afternoon, mid-book, a group of passengers approached him looking for an arbitrator.

“You seem profound,” they said. “We have a dispute. Judge it, and we’ll accept whatever you decide.”

“I am a sage,” he said. “But an unfinished one. That’s why I’m on this journey — to become a true one. I have knowledge none of you can match. And still, I can’t solve this.”

“Life itself is imperfect,” one pressed. “A hungry man eats whatever he finds, without checking if it’s good for him. Just listen. Just tell us.”

“Your hunger is a fair example,” the sage said. “But it changes nothing. If I solve this for you, and later I become truly wise and see I judged wrong, I’ll carry that. And if I judge right, your gratitude will feel like completion — and completion is the one thing that stops a man from learning further. So I have nothing for you. Not until I know what fills my own heart.”

The quarrelers had no more questions, only bewilderment. Was this man sane, or something else? They left to find an arbitrator with fewer conditions. The sage returned to his book as though nothing had passed between them.

There was a Black musician aboard too, singing with instruments that were missing half their parts. He sang day and night regardless, and most passengers loved the sound of him — though enough looked at him like he was a fool that the question never left him: why were people so ungrateful for a gift like music?

He told himself it was envy. The old ones, sorry they hadn’t found him sooner. The young ones, afraid of what they’d become if they let his voice in too far.

And there was a physician, who believed a man only earned his worth by mastering his craft completely — and he had mastered his. His cures worked like sleight of hand, fast and sure, and cost more than most passengers had ever held at once. He kept the rich comfortable in their bodies, and once in a while, to be seen as something other than mercenary, he’d treat a stranger for nothing and make sure the whole ship heard about it.

His rule never bent twice in the same day: pay first, cure after. Except the one coughing old man he’d treated for free — a story he told so often it had started to sound less like generosity and more like a debt he was owed.

The five of them moved through the ship as strangers to each other, but not to themselves — each one wanted the same thing underneath everything else. Money. Not for its own sake, but for what it promised to fix.

The hunter’s want came from being poor as a boy — banned from the forest reserved for the rich, where real danger lived and real hunters were made. He’d trained wherever he could instead, badly, and it showed against men who’d had the good ground. He was leaving home to earn enough to build a ground of his own.

The sage believed there was no truth without travel, and no travel without money — so wealth, to him, wasn’t greed but the price of finally being let past the incompleteness he’d felt his whole life.

The mason had learned, slowly, through every humiliation his shyness had cost him: wealth turns illogic into logic, and a rich man’s word can end a grudge that’s lasted a hundred years. He hated injustice more than most men — and had also learned, again and again, that hating it and stopping it were two very different things.

The musician had watched the pattern his whole life: what the rich liked became fashion, fashion became culture, culture became the water everyone breathed without noticing. Art was born poor and only survived if the rich adopted it. So the only way through was to become one of them — or close enough to be heard.

And the physician knew exactly what he was known as: a man who healed only what could pay him. He wanted to be rid of that reputation, but couldn’t quite let go of the belief underneath his whole career — that death was just a disease no one had cured yet, and that curing it would take more money and more searching than any one lifetime could give a poor man.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 — Leader's Verdict
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What’s in the mind differs from what’s at sea. An angry mind can be talked down, reasoned out of itself. An angry sea can’t. It only destroys. Luck is the one thing that stands between a ship and the sea’s will, and luck answers to no one.

It was morning, breakfast time. None of them knew it might be their last meal aboard.

Then the wave hit — sudden, merciless, tearing the ship apart before anyone understood what was happening. No time to run, no time for goodbyes, no time to grab what mattered. It was over too fast even to scream. Whatever became of the others, no one would ever know. These five, at least, found wooden boxes in the wreckage and clung to them.

They drifted, separated, and eventually blacked out. When they opened their eyes it was night, still afloat, still alone. By morning they’d drifted close enough to see each other — and close enough to see the shore.

Hope rose in all of them at once.

They reached land and turned back to look at the sea they’d escaped, half-expecting it to give something back. It gave nothing. No bodies, no wreckage, no one else. They didn’t speak yet, didn’t trade names, but they could hear each other’s ragged breathing and see the same fear in each other’s faces. With every second that passed without an answer from the sea, their hope thinned a little more.

For a long while they just sat, staring at the water until the sun grew hot. Then they turned to the boxes beside them and didn’t open them — afraid that whatever was inside might be nothing, and that finding nothing would be worse than not looking. They were right to be afraid.

When they finally opened the boxes, one by one, the same disbelief crossed every face.

“Clothes,” someone said. “What is this supposed to test?”

The sage said they should take what they could and start walking. But the hunter’s box held only women’s and children’s clothes.

“These are for a lady, a child,” he said. “What use are they to me? I’ll leave them.”

The others talked him out of it. They gathered everything into bundles and left the boxes behind — dead weight now. But bigger questions remained: which way to walk, how much to trust each other, and who, if anyone, would lead. The thought had occurred to all five of them at once. Each made his case — who he was, and why that made him the one.

The sage went first. “I am a priest, or a sage if you prefer — the word doesn’t matter. Where I stand, hope stands. As long as I’m here, God is among you. In a place like this, when hope runs out, faith is what brings it back. I can give you that.”

The mason disagreed. “Faith doesn’t build a boat. Skill does. I’m a mason — I can build something strong enough to carry us out of here, whatever comes.”

The hunter cut through both of them. “Survival isn’t faith or carpentry. It’s knowing danger before it knows you. I’m a hunter — trained for exactly this. If something comes for us, I face it first. I protect you, I feed you. Without me, none of you last a week. I’m the only one who should lead.”

The musician spoke next. “I don’t disagree with any of you — faith, skill, protection, we’ll need all of it. I’m the bridge between you. Your hands keep the body alive, his prayers keep the spirit alive, but someone has to keep the mind alive too, moment to moment. That’s what music does. Let me hold you together.”

All eyes turned to the physician. “None of what’s been said is wrong,” he said. “But before weapons, before shelter — sickness comes for you first. Survival ends the moment someone falls ill. I’m a physician. I can guarantee your health. That’s worth more than any of it. I should lead.”

Every reason was, underneath, the same reason: each man believed himself the one who couldn’t be lost. So they tested the claims against each other.

The sage went down first: “God answers those who never prayed a day in their life. Faith isn’t a plan.”

Then the mason: “A boat is a promise that holds until the moment it doesn’t. We’d drown on our own hope.”

Then the musician: “What music did a child hear in the womb? The deaf live full lives without a note. You can’t lead on that.”

Then the physician: “Not every wound needs medicine. The body heals what it heals. You can’t lead on that either.”

That left the hunter. And this time, no one argued. Bravery, they agreed, outweighed shelter and prayer and song when it came to staying alive.

“I appreciate the trust,” the hunter said. “But understand — my decision is final once it’s made. You’ll be heard before and after, not during. First thing: before we go inland, we need to know what’s here.”

“Know what?” the physician asked.

“Anything that matters. Metal, maybe, washed up with the wreckage. We’ve barely looked. Search the shoreline properly before we move.”
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Chapter 3 — The Fountain
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They stood and looked around, but found nothing beyond a broken wooden board where they’d washed ashore. The mason offered to shape a cauldron from clay. The others agreed on one thing: they needed to move off the beach.

The hunter held them back. “Wait. Search for iron first. Where we’re going, there won’t be time to cut wood or raise shelter once the unknown catches up to us.”

They searched again, more carefully this time, and found nothing — until the sage noticed the iron hooks and stabbing points fixed to the boxes. An idea took shape: pull the iron free, melt it down, and reforge it into whatever they needed.

It was the first plan that felt like it might work. They struck stone against wood with hands already raw, pushed and broke the boxes apart with legs that had nothing left to give. Two hours later, they had a small pile of iron pieces — enough, maybe, for axes. For something sharp enough to matter.

By evening they were spent — hungry, throats dry, bodies too cold on the sand to move. A line of tall trees stood a few feet off the shore. They chose to stay the night there. The sage, mason, and musician suggested the physician and hunter go find water, food, anything to treat their wounds.

The hunter refused. “We’re all hurt. If the two of us go and it takes too long, we come back worse off than we left. And staying here overnight means freezing — the sand’s already cold, and the wind off the water won’t let up. Better we all move together, into the trees, into whatever’s waiting. Physician — if you spot anything useful on the way, don’t announce it. Just take it. We keep moving until we find water.”

They pushed into trees thick enough to blot out the sky, ground bare enough to hide their footsteps. The sun barely reached them. No fountain. No fruit. And stranger than either — no animals, no birds, nothing alive but themselves. The silence felt like a warning, and more than one of them begged the hunter to turn back.

“I remember the way we came,” the hunter said. “We turn back when hope becomes something real, not before. We need water. The sun’s going. If we go back now with no water, what happens to shelter, to food? There’s nothing behind us either — just the beach and the cold. The only way through this is through it.”

They walked another half hour on nothing but that. Then full dark came down, insects rising around them in the black, and fear crept back in with the sound. It was the physician who broke it — certain, from the texture of the grass underfoot, that water had to be close. He was right. Half-blind in the dark, they found it.

Relief hit them all at once. They dropped to their knees and drank from cupped hands. The hunter didn’t drink — his eyes were somewhere else, scanning for anything worth hunting — and it was his stillness that let him hear it first: the others, gagging. The water was salt, and foul with it.

“Don’t curse it,” the hunter said, before panic could take hold. “Nothing’s wasted yet. We need fruit to cut the salt, and we’ve no stone for fire, no pot to boil it clean. This is what survival costs. One man’s despair spreads to the rest — so no one gives in tonight. We solve this together.”

Where there’s nothing, sometimes there’s still a way through — it just tends to cost something first. By moonlight they spotted trees ahead, pushed toward them, and found an orchard where they’d stopped expecting one. The fruit hung strange — some from towering trees, some low enough to pick by hand, no two the same color.

Someone suggested gathering everything into a pile. The physician stopped them — taste first, then pick. It turned out the prettiest fruit in the moonlight was often the worst in the mouth, and the ugliest often the best. Piece by piece, they sorted the good from the bad, caught water in broad leaves, mixed in the juice, and drank. It wasn’t much. It was enough to quiet both the hunger and the thirst for one more night.
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Chapter 4 — The Cave
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Deeper into the jungle, the physician’s eyes kept catching on things he didn’t recognize — plants, textures, nothing he could place. Every unfamiliar thing was a question he wanted to answer, an experiment he wasn’t free to run. He was bound to the group now, and the group had other problems.

The water had settled their thirst, but exhaustion hadn’t let go, and the wounds from the wreck and the run through the jungle were only getting worse. They looked to the physician, who had to admit the obvious: treating wounds with plants he’d never seen before was as likely to poison them as heal them. So the argument shifted — stay here, or push on to somewhere safer? The island’s cold made no sense. Hot as summer by day, and the moment the moon rose, winter came in behind it.

“We stay here,” the musician said.

The physician shook his head. “No. Too many trees, too much we don’t understand — it could be doing something to our lungs right now and we wouldn’t know it. And the cold’s only getting worse. Water and fruit won’t keep us warm. We need a cave, or at least a dead tree wide enough to block the wind.”

“You’re not wrong,” the sage said. “But there’s a case for staying, too — sometimes hope is enough. Better to meet whatever comes here than to go looking for worse. I’ll pray. Let that be our shelter tonight.”

“Without real sleep, we won’t see sunrise,” the physician pressed. “A cave heals what prayer can’t. And everything we ate tonight was a gamble — it might still turn on us.”

The hunter sided with him. “Rest is the only medicine we actually have right now. Better to freeze a little longer walking than to bleed out from a wound that never got the chance to close.”

The moon climbed, and the path opened up a little in its light. The trees gave way — slowly, painfully — to stone, and eventually to a cave mouth cut into it.

The hunter went in first, checked it, and came back out. “Narrow. We can’t all lie flat. We sleep close together, and I take the gate — if anything comes, it meets me first. Question is who takes the back.”

Every eye went to the sage.

“You talk about wisdom,” they said. “Prove it. You talk about facing the unknown — here it is. You talk more than any of us about God and faith, so trust both of those and take the dark end of the cave.”

The sage wasn’t moved. “Men lived in caves for centuries — we call that age ignorance for a reason. It felt safe. It was also where nothing grew. It took leaving the cave to find God outdoors, to build the first hut, the first home — every real step forward happened outside stone walls. No great thought has ever come from inside one. A cave doesn’t protect the mind, it starves it — no room for meditation, no room to observe anything worth thinking about. Put me at the back of this one, and you’re asking me to leave the only thing I actually have here.”

The others couldn’t help but smile. “There it is — the sage, arguing his way out of the dark with a straight face. Fine. It’s one night, no fire, barely air to breathe back there anyway. Let it pass. We’ll figure out the next move by morning.”

The hunter took the gate. The sage, for all his argument, ended up second in line anyway. Then the musician, then the physician — and the mason, last, took the spot at the back the sage had refused.
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Chapter 5 — The Hut
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The hunter woke first, with the sun. His fellows were still asleep behind him. He climbed a few steps up from the cave mouth and took in the view — fruit trees, and beneath the birdsong, or what should have been birdsong, sounds too large to belong to any bird. It unsettled him more than it impressed him. This place wasn’t one to stay in.

And yet he felt strange — light, strong, no trace of the pain that should still have been in his body. He couldn’t say why. The fruit, the sleep, the weather, maybe just his own will telling itself it was fine. He started to move through a set of exercises anyway, testing it. One by one the others woke to find him at it, and when he asked how they felt, the answer surprised him every time: no pain. Color back in their faces. Whole again, or close to it.

The question came up before anyone had eaten: stay, or move on?

The hunter spoke first. “We move. We need water we can trust, stones that hold fire, better ground, better hunting. Better than this.”

“Don’t mistake this for cowardice,” the sage said. “I’ve never once slept without a lamp burning, even at home — and now I’ve slept a night in a cave and I’m still here to complain about it. Wherever you decide to go, I’ll follow. Drowned at sea or crushed under stone, it makes no difference in the end. A little suffering, then whatever comes after.”

“This place gives us plenty,” the musician said, “but it takes just as much back. It feels less like shelter and more like a cage with good views. I need somewhere my music can actually live — not just somewhere safe to hide and hunt.”

“We should go,” the physician agreed. “Whatever’s healed us here, we don’t understand why, and that should worry you more than it comforts you. Strange fruit, salt water, grass with nothing edible in it, not a bird in the sky. Sickness finds people fast in places like this. Better to risk the road than wait here for whatever this place is.”

The mason was already thinking ahead. “This stone won’t shape into anything, and it won’t hold a fire either. We need ground where I can actually build — a real hut, and after that, a boat. That’s how we leave this island.”

They went back to the orchard, picked what had tasted best the night before, wrapped it in cloth, filled up at the fountain, and started walking. By afternoon they’d stopped to gather fire-stones. Someone floated the idea of stopping to make an axe there and then, but the hunter pushed them on — no time to waste on tools they didn’t need yet.

They made it through the night by building fire the hard way — stone against stone, against dry leaves and soaked wood, until it caught. They packed the stones together and let them heat until the iron inside began to melt, and after an hour the hunter had shaped it into an axe. He used it to cut leaves for bedding, arranged a rough camp, hung clothes to break the wind. They took turns keeping watch through the dark.

Morning brought more walking, breakfast eaten on the move. By noon, a lion’s roar stopped everyone cold — everyone but the hunter, who smiled at the sound. A roar like that wasn’t danger, it was information: food nearby, shelter nearby, water nearby. Lions didn’t live on nothing. Where there was a lion, there was water close enough to matter, and trees they could finally get to know.

They followed the sound at a careful distance. Birds overhead now — the first they’d seen. Deer ahead, fawns, animals they had no names for, some that looked like they’d rather not be found.

Frightened and hopeful in equal measure, they kept searching, and a few steps on they found it: a fountain, ordinary, drinkable. The relief nearly broke them. Further along, a second fountain. Enough water to build a life around — though a life built around a single water source was still a fragile one.

They broke dry branches into shape for the axes — two of them now — and the hunter carved a bow from what was left. No time to rest on it. They cut selectively, gathered fire-stone, lit fires to keep the animals at bay, ate fruit for dinner, and through the entire night, worked the hut into being.

They slept only after it was standing, and woke hours later to the hunter already cooking something he’d brought down himself. They ate, thanked him, and at his direction spent the day raising a fence around the camp. They slept again that night. Over the days that followed, worn down but steady, they finished the fence, mapped the best fruit groves, and found grass the physician judged safe enough to eat — better tasting, too, than anything they’d found before.
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Chapter 6 — The Assignments
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Days passed in the hut. The food held, the fear eased, exhaustion finally let go of them. They’d made clay cauldrons, gathered what they needed to keep surviving. One evening the hunter asked each of them what they wanted to do next. What came back wasn’t plans. It was fear, dressed up as plans.

The mason went first. “Death doesn’t wait for an invitation. This isn’t where we’re meant to stay. We build a boat — now, before anything else. I’ve never asked to work alone on something this size, but I know boats. We need off this island as soon as we possibly can.”

“We only just escaped death,” the sage said. “The first thing we owe ourselves is gratitude — prayer, and time to settle into whatever peace this place can give us, which is a kind of peace only wisdom can hold onto. I have plenty of that to offer, if anyone wants it. Rushing a boat is how the next disaster starts. I’ve never built anything with my hands in my life — throw me at a boat and I’ll slow everyone down, not speed things up.”

“I’m with the sage on the boat — don’t rush it,” the musician said. “But not for his reasons. What good is wisdom out here? What we need is work, and once we’re actually safe, what we need after that is joy. Life’s already taken enough from us — the least we can do is take something back. Let me play. Let all of us have a night that isn’t just survival.”

“I agree with everyone,” the physician said. “But before any of that — help me test what’s here. Different herbs, different animals, see what actually cures what. If I can find something that works fast, that’s a cure for the next emergency, not just this one. Once I have that, I’ll pray with the sage, listen to the music, help with the boat. Then, eventually, we take what we’ve learned back to the world.”

The hunter was quiet a moment, then said, “In times like this, passion is the only thing people actually lean on to keep going — even when passion serves nobody but the one who has it. A man who loves something doesn’t want to be seen loving it for your sake. He wants the attention it earns him. That’s not generosity. That’s just ambition wearing a kinder face.”

The others stared at him like he’d become someone else entirely. For a moment, he sounded more like the sage than the sage did.

“Don’t look at me like that,” the hunter said. “It’s not mine. My father used to say it, back when I needed pulling out of my own head. But he wasn’t wrong — every one of you just told me what’s best for you, not what’s best for us. So as the one you made leader, I’ll decide that part myself.”

He laid it out:

“Mason, physician — you’re with me every morning after we eat, down near the shore. Mason, you choose the trees; the two of you cut what we need for the boat, and I’ll join in when I can. Physician, this is your real treatment now — not experiments, us. You help build.

“Musician — you cook, and you sing while you do it. Sage — you wake us for prayer, keep the fire through the night, and share whatever wisdom you’ve got when it’s actually needed. Help the musician when there’s time to spare.

“As for me — I take the mason and physician down each morning, leave them to their work, then hunt and gather enough meat, vegetables, and fruit to keep the rest of you fed like the children you’re currently behaving like. And somewhere in between all that, I map every corner of this island.”
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Chapter 7 — Anxieties

[image: ]


The sage carried a quiet regret. This new place unsettled something in him — he couldn’t sleep without a book in his hands, and at dawn, the one job assigned to him was the one he kept failing. It was his fellows who woke him now, not the other way around, and each morning left him more ashamed than the last.

They didn’t let it pass quietly. “Look at our sage,” they said, laughing, “lecturing us on wisdom, and he can’t manage the one small duty we gave him. What kind of wisdom carries no responsibility with it? Better an ordinary man who keeps his word than a wise one who doesn’t.”

The sage said nothing back, but the thought sat with him afterward: I’m not lazy. It’s the sleep — it only ever let go of me because books pulled me out of it. Without them, I’m a bird told to fly with no wings. It doesn’t matter how hard I try. There’s nothing here to lift me.

The musician carried a different weight — loneliness. He’d been a great singer without the audience to prove it, and even the little recognition he’d had before this island was gone now; no one here wanted his songs. He sang anyway, told himself it was for himself, but it never really had been — he needed the listening, even from one or two people, and without it the singing curdled into something hollow. His cooking suffered the same way. Unappreciated work has a way of going bad in the hands making it.

While the others worked, the sage and musician were left alone together, mostly in silence. A week of that was more than the musician could stand. He finally asked the sage to listen to him play. The sage saw his opening too — a fair trade, he thought — his knowledge for the music. So they struck the bargain: the musician played, the sage taught.

But it wasn’t an equal exchange, and both of them knew it. A song ends. Knowledge doesn’t — it just keeps unspooling, long after the listener has stopped following, because the one speaking is feeding on his own pleasure in speaking. Boredom crept into both of them, though neither would say so. Each performed appreciation for the other — the sage nodding like a man discovering beauty, the musician nodding like a man waking from a long sleep — and the moment one stopped, the other filled the silence instantly, on cue. Underneath it, they both knew what they actually were to each other: two bored men describing color to someone who couldn’t see it. But the emptiness in both of them needed something to point at, so they kept doing it.

The mason’s anxiety was the boat itself. It had been years since he’d built one — years since he’d built anything without a crew of laborers under him, without the precision he’d always been known for on the palaces he used to raise. Now his only help was the physician, who’d never held an axe before in his life, and the mason’s estimates kept sliding further out. Six months, at least, the way things were going.

He was also a man used to eating well — real luxury, once — and the musician’s cooking, bitter and graceless, was more than he could stomach without complaint. He never called it bad food. He called it something worse.

The physician’s anxiety was different: he felt caged. Everywhere he’d lived before, he’d had medicine on hand, certainty in his hands. Here, nothing — every sudden shift in weather felt like a threat he had no answer for. His hands, built for herbs, now held an axe badly, following the mason’s orders through work he didn’t understand. He was a man who’d always known what he was doing before he did it, and now he was cutting wood blind. Along the trail he’d pass plants he wanted to stop and examine, and couldn’t — bound to the mason’s schedule, the hunter’s watch, no room to ask what any of it might be. On an island this vast, not one of them was paying attention to what might already be working on their health.

The hunter’s burden was the strangest of all. He’d lived his whole life ruthless and unscheduled — no fixed time to eat, sleep, wake. Now he was the most disciplined of them all, bound to a place and four other men, and the discipline was wearing him down faster than the work ever could. Cutting trees. Guarding the mason and physician. Hunting on a clock. It aged him in a way nothing before ever had.

Worse than the work itself: there was nothing here worth the name of danger. A few lions, and even they never came close to testing him. Every hunt landed easy. His fellows admired him for it — but the admiration was for a threat that didn’t exist, and he knew it. Their respect wasn’t earned, it was borrowed against a fear that had no substance. It made him feel, more than anything, like the biggest fool among them — mistaken for a king.

Each of them looked at the others and assumed an easier life. None of them had one. The sage’s mornings were wasted because he’d stopped noticing anyone but himself. The hunter found no glory in a place with nothing left to conquer. The musician’s careless hands ruined every meal he made. The physician sat idle with no one to heal and nothing to do with hands built for it. And the mason — humiliated by a task with nothing to prove and nothing going right, saddled with an apprentice who’d never held a tool — had never felt less like himself.
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Chapter 8 — The Greatness
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Meals had gone quiet by then. One evening the mason and physician came back to find dinner untouched and the hunter still missing. The silence that followed had real fear in it — the hunter was the one thing standing between the four of them and dying here, their only real hope of ever leaving. When he finally appeared, a deer slung across his shoulders, the silence broke into something close to celebration.

“Hunter! We thought something had happened to you — and instead you bring us a feast! Tell us how you did it. What was it like, the hunt?”

The hunter wasn’t built for that kind of attention. “There’s no honor in killing a deer,” he said. “Don’t ask me to make it sound like conquering a kingdom. It embarrasses me that you’d ask.”

He ate little and slept before dinner was even ready. The other four, watching his mood sour, turned on each other instead — the physician and mason blaming the sage’s neglect at home, the tasteless food, the mornings no one woke them properly for.

The sage and musician fired back just as fast — the boat was taking too long, and maybe that said more about the mason and physician’s nerve than their skill.

By nightfall, the blame had drifted somewhere bigger: which of them actually mattered more. They split themselves without meaning to — the mason and physician on one side, calling themselves the diligent ones; the sage and musician on the other, the artists. No one appointed a judge. No one needed to. Each man spoke less to win than to find the crack in the other side’s certainty, and the argument had no natural end.

The mason went first. “Diligence builds what wisdom only imagines. You talk about knowing things — but knowledge without labor curdles into pride, nothing more. I lay stone on stone, and what I build still stands after every theory about it has been forgotten. Art fades. Experiments fail half the time. Wisdom sits and hesitates. Effort is the only one of you that lasts.”

“Diligence without wisdom is just force with no aim,” the sage answered. “You raise walls without asking why they need to stand at all. The physician tests without ever asking what the test is for, and the musician creates without knowing what he’s building toward. Wisdom is the only one of us that decides what’s worth the risk in the first place.”

“Wisdom that won’t be tested is just superstition with better posture,” the physician said. “Diligence just repeats the same mistakes with more confidence each time, and art convinces people of things it never proves. I cut, I test, I fail, I learn again. Truth only shows itself once you’ve actually touched it, been wounded by it, watched it closely. Anything untested is just a belief wearing truth’s clothes.”

The musician only smiled. “You all talk like men live on reason alone. Fine — diligence builds the body, wisdom points the mind, experiments explain the matter under our feet. But art is the only one of you that makes any of this worth surviving. Without it, everything you’ve each said is correct, and none of it is bearable.”
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Chapter 9 — Hidden Trusts
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The words turned to criticism, then to actual scuffles over several nights — the same argument going nowhere, each truth proving one thing and undoing another in the same breath.

It was the noise that finally woke the hunter. He found them with hands at each other’s throats and put a stop to it in a fury. “Fools. All of you. What do you think you’ll find here worth fighting over? Nothing. There’s nothing. Do this again, and I leave you to it. I’d rather die alone than live surrounded by working men who resent working and artists too lazy to make anything worth the name.”

That kept them from each other’s throats, but the silence after was worse than the shouting had been. It pushed the mason and physician closer together, and it broke whatever had been holding the musician and sage’s truce in place. Alone after breakfast, each blamed the other — the sage told the musician his cooking had started it all; the musician told the sage his mornings of oversleeping had done the same. Their resentment did more damage to the idea of art than any argument had — real art draws people in. This was only driving them apart.

That same day, once the hunter had gone, the physician finally said what he’d been holding back. To the mason: “I’m not interested in helping you. It makes me feel owned. I’ve seen the anger in your eyes some mornings, even when you don’t say it. You think you’re stuck with a fool, but a fool can still be reached. Let me have even a little time with the herbs, the plants — something of my own in this — and I’ll come to the work willingly instead of dragging myself there. I don’t want to leave this island having walked past a hundred stories I never got the chance to understand, because I was too chained to my hours to look.”

“I’ve never worked alone in my life,” the mason said. “There were always others under me who knew what they were doing. Working with someone new to it is hard enough — working with someone who doesn’t even want to learn is worse. But what you said reaches me. I want to see you actually want this — the work and the experimenting both. Just — no one else hears about this arrangement.”

The sage’s own unease had been building for days — mute through the daylight, mute at night, mocked every morning, starved of the one thing that had ever quieted his mind. He wanted the word “dormant” off him, and he understood, eventually, that the only way through was to make peace with the musician using the one thing he actually had: his knowledge.

The musician had been circling the same idea. Days and nights of singing to no one, of cooking that no one thanked him for, had worn a hole in him no
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