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FOR MY FATHER, I ALWAYS TRIED TO FOLLOW YOUR EXAMPLE.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One: Reveal
MALUM:
 
 War has a way of breaking people, but for Malum and Thea, it had done something unexpected—it brought them back together. Passion ignited like a wildfire, consuming them in a shared fervor that neither could nor wanted to resist. They indulged in each other, every moment charged with the unspoken need to reclaim the time they had lost.  
 Their days were filled with unshakable smiles, their bond a source of joy and solace that erased the pain of their separation. It felt as though no distance had ever existed between them.  
 During Malum’s medical leave from the war, they ventured to the Ahdrid Region of Ishvara, a place renowned for its serene coastal towns. The Eastern coastline was a haven of relaxation, with ancient ruins crumbling in silent testimony to forgotten civilizations. Pebble-strewn beaches sparkled under the sun, the air heavy with the aroma of fresh seafood from family-run cafes. The warm, languid climate was a balm to Malum’s battered soul after the horrors of battle.  
 It was there, amidst the tranquil charm of Ahdrid, that they quietly became engaged. There would be no grand ceremony, not while the fighting raged on. But for now, their secret union was enough—a private joy they carried together.  
 Malum’s injury had granted him this unexpected reprieve. Chancellor Flaero himself had approved his leave from the Ningal after Malum’s arm was severed just below the elbow in a duel with the fearsome Ijani Knight, Adama Sardar. Though Malum had returned the blow, wounding Adama deeply, he imagined his adversary was enduring his own painful recovery.  
 Thea had been his savior, stemming the life-threatening bleeding on the battlefield. But it was to the surprise of Malum that Soror Modron, a wielder of arcane and shadowy powers, had given him back his functionality. She had forged him a metal forearm and hand so masterfully crafted that it moved with uncanny precision. Where she had found such strange, otherworldly materials, or how she had shaped them into this perfect prosthetic, Malum didn’t know. He suspected her deep knowledge of dark magic was at play. The cold, unyielding strength of his new limb was a constant reminder of the sacrifices they both endured—and of the resilience that had brought them back to each other.  
 Malum marveled at the precision of his metal hand. It moved with the same fluidity as his flesh once had, responding seamlessly to his thoughts. When he ran his fingers over Thea’s skin, the cold touch of metal moved like his other hand, but it lacked the feeling. He had control over it, but it could never replace the feeling of flesh on flesh.
 But beneath his calm exterior, conflicting emotions churned. Soror Dominus had slaughtered his brother Kai before his very eyes, a moment etched into Malum’s memory with unrelenting clarity. Malum had avenged Kai by killing Dominus. 
 The Shadow Coven or Sorors of the Hagar Covenant, it didn’t matter what name they chose to go by, Malum hated them for what they did to Kai. Not to mention the things Thea had told him about her parents, and how she blamed the Witches for their deaths.
 Still, the irony was sharp: his very survival depended on their magic. Soror Modron’s skill had saved him, crafting the metal hand that now served him so well. Chancellor Flaero had assured him that Dominus had acted alone, her betrayal unreflective of the others in her order. Malum had doubted this at first, but as time passed, the icy wall of his distrust began to crack.  
 Before setting out for the Ahdrid Region, Malum and Thea made a detour to the farm where their story began—Thea’s family homestead. The place held bittersweet memories, not least because it was where her father, Kiron—Malum’s mentor, was laid to rest.  
 Their visit wasn’t just sentimental; it was practical. They were there to retire Malum’s horse, Nox, and his faithful, if stubborn, donkey, Stully. Both animals had served him well, but the war-torn world was no place for them now. They delivered the pair to farmer Herm, Thea’s old neighbor and the new owner of her family’s land. Herm’s pastures were vast and lush, an ideal sanctuary for the animals. There, Nox and Stully would join Thea’s horse, Morgan, who had been left in Herm’s care when Thea sold the farm.  
 Malum hesitated to part with them. He’d grown attached, even to Stully’s obstinate nature. But he knew the dangers of the road ahead; one misstep could lead to their suffering. Reluctantly, he let them go, trusting Herm to give them a safer, simpler life.  
 As they traveled, Malum noticed how Ishvara seemed to breathe easier now. The land, once parched under the reign of the Tsar, had been rejuvenated by heavy rains and improved weather. But it wasn’t just nature that had changed—political stability under Chancellor Flaero had transformed the region.  
 Ishvara flourished like a garden in full bloom. The Chancellor’s policies had revitalized agriculture and trade, ensuring an abundance of supplies even amid the ongoing war. Under his leadership, resources once hoarded by the aristocracy were redistributed, placing power and prosperity into the hands of commoners and government stewards. Mining and farming, the lifeblood of the region, now thrived with fair rewards for those who toiled.  
 The Republic’s formation had further strengthened this newfound stability, empowering Flaero to unify Ishvara and its allies. Ishvara was no longer a fractured land of struggle and disparity; it had become the cornerstone of reconstruction for war-ravaged nations. As they journeyed, Malum felt a quiet pride in seeing his homeland rise, its resilience a reflection of his own.  
 The lands and resources of Ishvara’s northern neighbor, Qamata, had once belonged almost exclusively to its tribes, safeguarded as part of their ancestral heritage. But with Qamata now part of the Republic, Chancellor Flaero had negotiated a pivotal agreement. Mining and farming would be expanded to include all citizens of the Republic, including the tribal lands. It has benefited both so far, despite the initial backlash.
The decision didn’t come easily. The three main tribes of Qamata harbored deep reservations, fearing the toll such exploitation could take on their lands and the delicate balance of nature. The lush forests, sacred grounds, and abundant wildlife could suffer irrevocable harm. Yet, recognizing the dire need for resources in these trying times, they reluctantly consented. Their sacrifice was a testament to their unity with the Republic, a gesture of solidarity in a time of rebuilding.  
 Anahiti, a small and ancient land of islands, was among the most in need. Its capital lay in ruins, its once-proud naval fleet reduced to scattered remnants. Joining the Republic had brought hope, along with an agreement to harness its maritime expertise. With their shipbuilding skills and unparalleled knowledge of the seas, Anahiti’s people were poised to bolster the Republic’s naval forces, fortifying the strength of its expanding dominion.  
 Hanwi, however, had borne the brunt of the war. Its two largest cities had been razed to the ground, its King and Queen lost to the conflict. The military lay shattered, and its people were left to pick up the pieces of their broken nation. Joining the Republic had given Hanwi the lifeline it so desperately needed. With aid from their new allies, Hanwi began the arduous task of rebuilding.  
 Yet, Hanwi’s struggles were far from over. Its long border with Nanook made it the war's frontline, a constant threat from Kittisek Khan and his forces. Kittisek Khan’s armies had been a relentless menace, his Ijani Knights a formidable foe for all. Recent victories, however, had forced them back into their own territory, providing a fragile reprieve. This opening allowed humanitarian groups like the Order of the Medicine Wheel to deliver much-needed aid to the devastated region.  Thea was on leave from this Order of the Medicine Wheel to be with Malum.
 Far from the chaos and ruin, Malum and Thea found themselves in a world of tranquility. On a balcony overlooking the endless expanse of the sea, they held each other close as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting fiery hues across the water. The night air still carried the warmth of the day, soft and inviting. There were no echoes of battle here—only the gentle rhythm of waves lapping against the shore, the melody of songbirds, and the delicate perfume of flowers blooming in neatly arranged pots.  
 Here, amidst the beauty and stillness, the weight of the war seemed to fade. Their future, though uncertain, felt limitless. They made love under the open sky, savoring every moment before the dawn brought separation.  
 Morning would see Thea departing for Hanwi, returning to her mission with the Order of the Medicine Wheel. Malum, meanwhile, would journey to meet with Chancellor Flaero, healed and ready. Malum’s next chapter of his path is yet unwritten.  
 For now, though, they had this fleeting moment of peace, a brief oasis in the storm that awaited them.  
 
- - -
 
 Malum arrived at Caro Vorare, the stronghold of the Ningal, hidden deep within a remote and rugged mountain range in Ishvara. Built under the direct orders of Chancellor Flaero as one of his first significant acts of leadership, the fortress embodied both ambition and secrecy.  
 Caro Vorare wasn’t merely a fortress—it was a sanctuary. Flaero had envisioned it as a place where the Ningal could operate autonomously, free from the oversight of the government and other military branches. It was here that individuals gifted with the ability to connect to the elusive O element came to hone their powers. Training was comprehensive, encompassing mastery of their abilities, martial combat, strategy, and physical conditioning. But Caro Vorare also served as a haven; Knights of the Ningal could retreat here to rest, recharge, and rejuvenate in private chambers tailored for their comfort.  Nothing kept away from the Chancellor’s most elite unit, as long as it was he who held the leash.
 Every luxury imaginable was provided without restriction, and services were freely offered to all members of the Ningal. The fortress had become a symbol of pride for Chancellor Flaero, who ensured its perfection and maintained his own residence within its secure walls.  
 The location itself was nearly impregnable. The surrounding mountains formed a natural barrier, making access treacherous and easily defendable. The fortress was built into the rocky peaks, its jagged silhouette blending seamlessly with the rugged terrain. Dark stone and minimal external lighting ensured it remained nearly invisible at night, cloaked in shadow and secrecy.  
 Layers of fortifications enveloped Caro Vorare, each designed to repel any would-be invaders. The outermost curtain wall encircled a mountain peak, its defenses bolstered by watchtowers, flanking towers, and a barbican guarding the singular gate. A drawbridge and portcullis added further layers of security.  
 Within the lower bailey, the fortress came alive. Housing, training grounds, and other essential facilities buzzed with activity. Above it stood the secondary curtain wall, even taller and reinforced with additional towers and another fortified gatehouse. Beyond this wall lay the upper bailey, where higher-ranking members lived and trained.  
 The innermost wall protected the heart of Caro Vorare. Here, the most critical chambers and meeting halls resided, reserved for the elite ranks of the Ningal. It was within these walls that Chancellor Flaero often convened with his trusted advisors, shaping the fate of the Republic.  Even though Dhara was still the capital and housed the houses of government, Caro Vorare was where the true power lay.
 The road leading to Caro Vorare was equally guarded. Numerous checkpoints and fortified guardhouses dotted the narrow, winding path. Each sentry was personally selected by Flaero, ensuring loyalty and vigilance at every turn.  
 As Malum entered the Chancellor’s private chambers, Flaero greeted him with open arms, his demeanor warm and inviting. The room was an elegant blend of luxury and practicality, its walls adorned with dark tapestries depicting the triumphs of the Republic and the rise of the Ningal. A large map of the world dominated one corner, while a low-burning hearth cast flickering light across the stone floor.  
 “It’s good to see you, my friend,” Flaero said, his voice rich with genuine affection. “You’ve been missed here. How was the recovery? Ahdrid is a lovely place,” Flaero said with a gleeful smile, leaning casually against the edge of his ornate desk.  
 Malum frowned, his annoyance surfacing immediately. “How did you know I was there?”  
 “Oh, it just so happens I’ve stayed there myself and know a few of the local innkeepers. When two handsome people show up in a small town like that, word tends to spread,” Flaero replied with an air of practiced nonchalance.  
 Malum’s skepticism deepened. He didn’t buy the story for a second. Flaero had likely sent someone to shadow them—it was too coincidental otherwise. Yet, Malum couldn’t bring himself to be angry. He had briefly entertained the idea of disappearing with Thea, and Flaero, ever the strategist, must have predicted it.  
 “The rest seems to have done you good. You look as sprightly as a robin at dawn,” Flaero continued, his tone lighthearted.  
 “I do feel better,” Malum admitted, though he remained guarded.  
 “Good! And your injuries? All healed up? Ready to finish this conflict once and for all?” Flaero clapped him on the back, his exuberance unrelenting.  
 Malum’s brow furrowed. “Finish it? Are we really that close?”  
 “With you on the front lines, we could be,” Flaero said with a grin. “Who knows? You might be back on holiday before you know it.”  
The suggestion intrigued Malum, but didn’t dissolve his suspicion. Flaero was a man who thrived on half-truths and hidden motives.  
 “I won’t be sending you alone, of course. You’ll have help,” Flaero added, his voice taking on a deliberate tone.  
 Malum’s eyes narrowed. “So you mean to send me straight to war? May I guess my companions? Atoc Baal and Lady Veneno?”  
 “Yes,” Flaero confirmed. “You worked well with them before.”  
 Malum tensed at the mention of Veneno’s name. While his rekindled relationship with Thea had given him clarity in many ways, it hadn’t entirely dispelled the lingering confusion surrounding Veneno. He told himself there was nothing between them, but he couldn’t deny the pull he had felt towards her. When Veneno visited him during his recovery, an unspoken tension had hung in the air—a magnetic but unsettling undercurrent he couldn’t ignore.  
 Perhaps that was why he had clung to Thea so quickly, hoping that fully committing to her would quell his inner turmoil. But now, the prospect of working with Veneno again threatened to unravel his carefully constructed resolve.  
 “Are you not pleased?” Flaero’s sharp eyes studied Malum. “Would you prefer I assign you a different team?”  
 Malum straightened, masking his unease. “No, there’s no need. They’re both skilled warriors, and I’d welcome them on any mission.”  
 He resolved to address the issue directly with Veneno, telling her he was committed to someone else. But deep down, he knew it wouldn’t be that simple.  
“There’s more,” Flaero said, his joviality fading as he leaned closer. “I wanted to tell you this part in person because I suspect you won’t like it. I’m sending Black Legion soldiers with you. And a contingent of Sorors.”  
 Malum’s face hardened. The room seemed to chill as the implications of Flaero’s words settled. The Shadow Coven’s Black Legion and the Sorors—figures of distrust and darkness—would be part of his mission.  He wasn’t sure he could control his hatred of these demons.
 Malum didn’t react outwardly to the revelation, though it settled heavily on his shoulders. He had suspected something like this might be coming. Instead of lashing out, he reflected on the Sorors he had encountered—two had saved him from Adama Sardar, and another had healed his grievous wounds. While he didn’t trust them fully, he acknowledged that perhaps they deserved a chance to prove themselves.  
 “I’m assigning Soror Sfiso and whomever else she chooses to your team,” Flaero began, his tone sharpening. “I’m doing this for two reasons. First, I don’t trust them completely, and I need you to keep an eye on them. Second, they’re powerful. If deployed correctly, we can end this war much faster.”  
 As always, Flaero demonstrated his knack for seeing the bigger picture. Malum didn’t always agree with his methods, but Flaero’s decisions had a way of proving themselves over time. Malum nodded reluctantly, choosing trust over doubt yet again.  
 “I’ll do as you ask,” Malum replied firmly.  
Flaero’s expression shifted, growing uncharacteristically grave. “I’m afraid I’m going to test your trust even further,” he said.  
 “What do you mean?” Malum asked, his voice edged with suspicion.  
 Flaero leaned closer, his piercing gaze locking onto Malum. “I’m going to share a secret with you. One that only a handful of people know. One that has weighed on me for years.”  
 Malum hesitated, sensing the magnitude of what was about to be revealed. “Go on,” he urged, though trepidation tightened his chest.  
 “First,” Flaero said, “have I not always been honest with you? Even when it was difficult?”  
 Malum gave a curt nod. “You have.”  
 “I told you about the rumors surrounding Thea, even when I suspected they were false. And I was relieved they were,” Flaero said, pausing to gauge Malum’s reaction.  
 Malum remained silent, his focus unyielding.  
 “I confided in you about the alliance with the Shadow Coven before anyone else knew. I made you the head of the Ningal. My trust in you has always been absolute.” Flaero’s words were measured, his tone weighted.  
 “Just get to it,” Malum urged, his patience thinning.  
 Flaero exhaled deeply. “Very well. My deepest secret is this: I am a warlock. The Shadow Coven raised me. My real name is Sevim.”  
 The words hung in the air, heavy and unrelenting. Malum stood motionless, his thoughts scrambling to make sense of what he had just heard. Slowly, the pieces began to align, and the realization struck with a crushing clarity.  
 “You’ve been lying to me this whole time?” Malum’s voice rose with anger. “To everyone?”  
 “Before you lose your temper, let me explain,” Flaero—no, Sevim—said quickly, holding up a hand. “I’m like Kiron. I escaped.”  
 That caught Malum off guard. His anger softened into wary curiosity. “Go on. Explain.”  
 “I left the Shadow Coven because I disagreed with their ways,” Sevim continued. “They wanted to use me for my powers, to mold me into a weapon.”  
 “You have powers?” Malum asked, the revelation piling atop the others. “So that’s how you’ve always known insights into connecting with the O element, even the darker powers. But why didn’t you use them when we needed help?”  
 “Because doing so would have revealed my true identity,” Sevim admitted. “It would have undermined all the progress we’ve made. Think about it—under my leadership, Ishvara has flourished. Prosperity, stability... all of it achieved without resorting to magic. I was elected, Malum. That’s the way it should be, isn’t it?”  
 “But they wouldn’t have elected you if they knew,” Malum countered.  
 “Precisely my point,” Sevim replied.  
 Malum’s eyes narrowed. “And what about your alliance with the Shadow Coven now? You seem awfully friendly with a group you claim to have feared.”  
 Sevim sighed, his shoulders sagging under the weight of his confession. “The Mother Superior threatened to expose my secret if I didn’t agree to the alliance. I don’t trust her, nor do I like what the Coven stands for. But it’s not the entire Coven—most of its members don’t know the full extent of her wickedness. That’s why I’m sending you with them. I need you to uncover the truth.”  
 “So, let me get this straight,” Malum said, his voice tight with disbelief. “You’re a powerful warlock, like Kiron, who escaped to avoid being used? Who hates the Witches but now joins them? You seek to use them to end the war and avoid being exposed? All this is for the benefit of the Republic or you?”  
 “The Republic.” Sevim nodded, his expression resolute.  
 For a moment, the room was silent, both men staring at one another as the magnitude of the revelation settled between them.
 “Why did you come with us to rescue Thea at the Witches’ stronghold? Weren’t you afraid they’d recognize you?” Malum asked, his tone sharp but probing.  
 “I was,” Sevim admitted. “That’s why I didn’t use my powers then. I wasn’t certain if they would recognize me after all these years. I took the risk because of my friendship with you, isn’t that what friends do for each other?”  
 Malum’s eyes narrowed as he pressed further. “Your friendship with my brother Kai—was that real or just another manipulation?”  
 “It was real,” Sevim answered without hesitation. “Everything I told you was real and truthful—at least as much as I could safely reveal at the time.”  
 Malum frowned, his mind racing. “And your mentorship? Helping me develop my powers? You said you learned from someone else with the ability. Was that true?”  
 “Yes, it was true,” Sevim said firmly. “I trained directly under the Mother Superior herself. I had to conceal her identity and my own connection to the Coven because I didn’t yet know if I could fully trust you. Can you understand now why I kept this hidden? This secret could ruin me, but I’ve chosen to trust you with it.”  
 Sevim’s voice grew softer, more earnest. “Now that you know the whole truth, I can complete your training. There’s nothing left to hide between us. I can teach you powers not even Kiron knew.”  
 Malum couldn’t deny the flicker of intrigue that stirred within him, though he knew it shouldn’t.  
 Sevim continued, his voice steady and persuasive. “And now you see why I formed the Ningal. It’s the only force strong enough to keep the Shadow Coven in check—for now.”  
 Malum studied Sevim carefully. This confession was a colossal risk, and Malum knew it. He should have been angrier, more distrustful. Yet, a part of him felt relief. The suspicions he’d harbored about his friend were finally laid bare, and the pieces of the puzzle clicked into place.  
 But questions still lingered. What would Thea or Kiron say about this? Kiron, who had escaped the Coven for the sake of love, was also a warlock. Could Malum condemn Sevim solely for his past association with the Shadow Coven? If Sevim’s story was true, he had risked his life to save Thea. But there was also the possibility he had never truly left the Coven and had been in league with them all along.  
 After a long moment, Malum made his decision.  
 “When do I leave for Nanook?” he asked.  He decided to trust his friend until he was given a good reason to turn against him. It could also provide a legitimate reason for him to leave the Ningal and be with Thea.
 Sevim’s expression shifted to one of cautious optimism. “Does this mean you wish to continue as my apprentice?”  
 “Yes, these powers you speak of have me intrigued,” Malum said, bowing his head slightly. “My Master.”  
 A rare smile crossed Sevim’s face, one of relief and satisfaction. He placed a hand on Malum’s shoulder. “Good. There’s still time enough for some secret training before your mission. But first, there’s something else I wish to share with you.”  
 Malum’s eyes flicked upward, curiosity piqued. “What is it?”  
 Sevim stepped back, his gaze turning serious. “This is a truth I’ve carried alone for far too long. If we’re to succeed, and if you are to master what I can teach, you need to know the full weight of what we’re up against.”  
 Malum braced himself, sensing that this revelation would be even more unsettling than the last.  
 “I don’t know if I can handle more revelations,” Malum admitted, a weariness creeping into his voice.  
 Sevim’s expression turned grave. “This isn’t about me this time. It’s about the Senate. The Shadow Coven and Kittisek Khan are formidable foes, but I fear we may have a third enemy within our own ranks.”  
 Malum’s brow furrowed. “Who?”  
“The Senate,” Sevim said bluntly. “More and more, they seem to obstruct my efforts. They limit my authority, hinder initiatives that could bring this war to a swift end, and seem intent on creating barriers at every turn. It’s not just incompetence—I fear some among them may be working for our enemies, hoping to be rewarded or take power for themselves. They are not lovers of peace; they serve their own desires.”
 “Anyone specific?”
 “Yes. The royals who joined us and now seek to enrich themselves. Princess Ichante, Prince Hotah, and many others. Hotah refused for the Ningal to take a seat in the Senate. I thought he’d help fight Kittisek Khan as thanks for us defending his nation. But he and his sister seem to want to fight me instead.”
 “But they helped us all along. I find it hard to believe they’d do that.”
 “Power does funny things to people, my friend.”  
 The words hit Malum like a cold wind. “If that’s true… what does it mean for the Republic?”  
 “It could tear us apart from within,” Sevim said, his voice heavy with concern. “We’ve only just begun, and if these seeds of betrayal take root, our fledgling Republic may not survive.”  
 Malum clenched his fists, his instincts screaming for action. “What can I do?”  
 “For now, nothing,” Sevim replied. “I only want you to be aware of the situation. If the time comes when we need to take extreme measures to root out this treachery, you must be ready.”  
 Malum’s eyes narrowed. “Extreme measures? You mean killings?”  
 Sevim met his gaze, unwavering. “I hope it doesn’t come to that. But if it’s the only way to protect what we’ve built, I’ll do what must be done.”  
 The room fell into an uneasy silence, the weight of Sevim’s words lingering like a storm cloud.  
 Sevim shifted the conversation, his tone softening slightly. “For now, focus on Kittisek Khan. I’ll keep watch over the Capital when I return shortly. I must remain as Flaero to the public for now. I must keep the Republic whole.”  
 Malum nodded, though the thought of hidden enemies within their ranks gnawed at him.
“Remember, greed and ambition are nothing new. Politics can be like a wolf pack—every wolf vying to be the alpha, tearing at the best cuts of meat while leaving scraps for the rest.”  
 Malum smirked, though his eyes betrayed his concern. “New Republic, same old greed and corruption.”  
 Sevim sighed, the weariness evident in his face. “That’s the truth of it. But if we can hold this fragile alliance together long enough, perhaps we can forge something stronger, something lasting.”  
 Malum didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he let Sevim’s words settle, knowing that their shared fight was far from over—and that the real battle for the Republic’s soul might not be on the battlefield at all.  
 Sevim’s expression shifted to one of sly anticipation, the wry smile playing at the corners of his mouth. He gestured for Malum to follow him to a secluded balcony that overlooked the jagged peaks surrounding Caro Vorare. The air was heavy, charged with the faint promise of a storm.  
 “Now to your training.”
 “Training?”
 “Yes, the first as your true master.”
 Malum liked the sound of that. He had craved a genuine master since the death of Kiron, Thea’s father. He wanted to reach his full potential.
 “Thunderstorms,” Sevim repeated, his voice almost reverent. “Nature’s symphony of chaos and control. There is no better metaphor for the power I’m about to teach you.”  
 Malum followed, his curiosity heightened. The sky, painted with hues of deepening gray, seemed to mirror the gravity of their conversation.  
 Sevim turned sharply, his cloak swirling like a shadow caught in the wind. “Before we start, let me ask you this: What do you think a sword is?”  
 “A weapon,” Malum replied, almost automatically.  
 “Good, but too simple,” Sevim countered, pacing as he spoke. “A sword is a conductor. It can channel your will, your strength, and—if you’re skilled enough—your connection to the O element. Right now, you’re swinging it like a blunt instrument. Effective, yes, but not extraordinary. Let’s change that. It needs to be an extension of your mind, of you.”  
 Sevim extended a hand, and with a flick of his fingers, the air around them began to stir. The faint rumble of thunder echoed in the distance.  
 “I’m going to teach you how to fight not just with force, but with precision and the elements themselves,” Sevim declared, his voice gaining a rhythmic cadence.   “Let’s start with your stance. Show me what I taught you before.”  
 Malum stepped forward, drawing his sword downward and leaning forward in an invitation to attack.  
 “Good,” Sevim said, circling Malum like a hawk. “Now, imagine your sword isn’t just steel. Imagine it’s a lightning rod, ready to pull the storm down to meet your enemies.”  
 Malum frowned, unsure what Sevim meant, but he tried to visualize it. His grip on the sword tightened as he focused on the space around him.  
 Sevim raised his hands, the air crackling with unseen energy. “Feel it. The storm is more than just wind and water. It’s raw power, waiting to be claimed. Breathe it in, pull it toward you.”  
 Malum closed his eyes, his breath steadying as he focused. He could feel a tingling sensation creeping through his hands, into the hilt of his sword.  
 “Now, strike!” Sevim commanded.  
 Malum opened his eyes and swung the sword. A sudden, deafening crack split the air as a bolt of lightning arced from the sky, slamming into the blade. Sparks erupted around him, the ground vibrating with energy.  
 His breath hitched, his body trembling from the sheer force of the power he had just wielded.  
 Sevim’s grin widened. “Good. Very good. You felt it, didn’t you? That was only the beginning. By the time we’re done, the storm itself will bow to your command.”  
 Malum stared at his sword, now faintly humming with residual energy, and then at Sevim. For the first time, he felt a flicker of excitement—and fear—at the path that lay ahead.  
 “Where do we go from here?” Malum asked, his voice steady despite the adrenaline coursing through him.  
 “I shall teach you what others feared to teach you. I shall show you the secrets that only the witches know. You will become an unstoppable force, like a storm.”  “Even more powerful than you?” Malum dared to say. 
 Sevim’s eyes gleamed, a mixture of approval and calculated caution. He stepped closer, his presence radiating authority. “Bold words, Malum. But strength of will alone is not enough. To wield the power I offer, you must confront your deepest fears and emerge unbroken. Are you prepared for that?”  
 “I am,” Malum replied without hesitation, gripping the hilt of his sword tightly.  
 Sevim nodded, gesturing for Malum to follow him deeper into the fortress. They descended through winding corridors, the torches flickering with an eerie glow that seemed to bend toward Sevim as he passed. Finally, they arrived at a chamber carved into the mountain itself. The air was dense, charged with an unnatural energy that made Malum’s skin prickle.  
 The chamber was sparse but imposing. In its center stood a circular pool of shimmering liquid that pulsed faintly with light, as if alive. Strange symbols etched into the stone floor surrounded it, glowing faintly in a language Malum did not recognize.  
 “This,” Sevim began, his voice echoing off the cavern walls, “is the Mirror of Aayne. It is both a tool and a trial. Through it, you will face the shadows within yourself. Only then can you harness the full power of the storm.”  
 Malum stared at the pool, the surface rippling as if sensing his gaze. “What do I have to do?”  
 “Step into it,” Sevim instructed. “It will show you what you fear most, what you desire most, and what you truly are. Face these truths without flinching, and you will emerge stronger. Falter, and the mirror will consume you.”  
 Malum hesitated for only a moment before stepping toward the pool. His reflection wavered as he drew closer, shifting and distorting. Taking a deep breath, he stepped into the liquid, which was surprisingly warm and viscous.  
 The world around him dissolved in a swirl of light and shadow. For a moment, he felt weightless, suspended in an endless void. Then, images began to take shape—a battlefield littered with the dead, a shadowy figure standing among them with a blade dripping blood. It was him.  
 He saw Thea, her face etched with sorrow, turning away from him as another figure stepped into view—Veneno, her gaze burning with longing and betrayal. He saw Sevim, not as his friend but as a warlock cloaked in darkness, commanding legions of shadowy figures.  
 Finally, he saw himself, standing at the head of a storm, his sword raised high as lightning danced around him. Power coursed through him, but he was alone, utterly alone, as the storm swallowed everything in its path.  
 “Do you understand now?” a voice echoed, deep and resonant. It was Sevim’s, yet not his. It came from everywhere and nowhere.  
 Malum clenched his fists, the images swirling around him like a vortex. “I see it. The fear. The power. The cost.”  
 “Then prove you are worthy,” the voice challenged.  
 Malum steadied himself, planting his feet as the storm within the mirror grew. Lightning struck, and he raised his sword, ready to confront whatever the abyss threw at him.
 Malum gasped for air, his body trembling as he collapsed onto the cold stone floor beside the pool. His clothes were damp, clinging to him, and his heart pounded violently in his chest. He glanced around, disoriented, before his eyes locked onto Sevim, who stood motionless, his arms crossed, studying him with a calm yet piercing gaze.
 “You faced the abyss,” Sevim said, his voice low and steady. “And you returned.”
 Malum struggled to sit upright, his mind racing with the haunting image of the monstrous creature. “What... what was that?” he asked, his voice hoarse. “It was like nothing I’ve ever seen. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t fight.”
 Sevim crouched beside him, his expression unreadable. “That was the manifestation of your fear—your helplessness. The mirror doesn’t lie, Malum. It shows you the truth of yourself, stripped of pride and pretense. You were frozen because, deep down, you fear that some battles are beyond your strength. That there will come a time when you cannot save yourself or those you love.”
 Malum clenched his fists, frustration rising in him like a tide. “But I’ve faced fear before. I’ve fought and bled and survived. Why did this... thing paralyze me?”
 “Because this was not a battle of the body,” Sevim explained, his tone sharpening. “This was a battle of the soul. And your soul is still tethered to doubt.” He stood, towering over Malum. “But you are not broken. You returned. That means you have the potential to overcome.”
 Malum staggered to his feet, his legs unsteady. “What if I had failed? If I hadn’t woken up?”
 Sevim’s expression softened, if only slightly. “Then the mirror would have consumed you, and you would have become part of its depths—just another shadow to haunt those who enter it. But you didn’t. That means there’s strength within you yet, even if you do not fully grasp it.”
 Malum straightened, determination hardening in his eyes. “I won’t let that fear control me. Teach me, Master. Show me how to turn that fear into power.”
 Sevim’s lips curved into a faint smile, one that carried both pride and warning. “Good. But remember, Malum—power without control is chaos. And chaos devours even the strongest. If you are to wield the storm, you must master it, not let it master you.”
 With a flick of his hand, Sevim gestured toward the pool. “Rest. Reflect on what you saw. Tomorrow, we begin anew. The storm within you will not wait forever.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two: Rescue
 
OREN:
 
 The Masters of the Oracle returned to Lusa Island under the shadow of urgency, their faces grim with the weight of impending doom. They came bearing a dire warning: Imperata Lakoma and his forces were marching, and the good people of Lusa were in grave danger. Despite the plea, many farmers and merchants, hardened by years of toil and accustomed to uncertainty, resolved to stay. They clung to their land and livelihoods, unwilling to abandon all they’d built.
 At Kaya Temple, their home, the atmosphere was frantic. The Masters worked tirelessly to evacuate their Order, knowing the towering pillars that once symbolized ‘the sacred’ now posed a logistical challenge. The narrow corridors slowed their efforts, every moment feeling stolen from the grip of Lakoma’s advancing shadow. The impossible cliffs and natural features that once offered security from invaders were now an impediment to avoiding capture. The clock was ticking, and the Masters’ sense of urgency grew heavier with each passing second.
 Among them was Oren, moving as if burdened by an invisible weight. Shame gnawed at him like a restless beast. He believed this calamity was his doing, a cruel consequence of his choices. Oren had recently left the Temple with the desperate hope of protecting it, but his mission had spiraled into a cascade of failures. The warnings spoken to him should have taken root in his mind over the emotion in his heart.
 It began when Oren and Master Anoka, in an effort to mislead Lakoma’s spies from closing in on the Temple, they fled the island. Their journey was riddled with misfortune. Betrayal lurked in unexpected places, and when cornered, Anoka made the ultimate sacrifice, offering his life to ensure Oren’s escape. But even that was in vain. Oren still fell into Lakoma’s clutches. He left to save the things he coveted but wound up sowing the seeds of their destruction. 
 In Lakoma’s hands, Oren endured torment both physical and emotional. The Imperata, cunning and ruthless, exploited every ally Oren had found. A caravan of reformed criminals who had risked everything to help him was bound and broken, pawns in Lakoma’s cruel game. Their faces haunted Oren, their pain a constant reminder of the cost of his failure. And though Oren had escaped Lakoma’s grasp, he couldn’t shake the guilt that followed him like a shadow. Even now, with the Masters striving to save the Temple, the specter of Imperata Lakoma loomed closer. 
 All of Oren’s good intentions had turned everything sour. Two friends dead. Anoka and Shakopee. He wanted to help the farmers of Lusa Island, for they were vital to Kaya Temple, only to put them at risk now. He had made friends with the caravan, only for their torture. The good people of the caravan escaped the clutches of the Imperata at the same time Oren had, but they may never be truly free as long as the world is after him.
 The Masters of the Oracle had arrived just in time to aid in rescuing Oren and his friends. Yet, despite the offer of sanctuary, the caravan of friends chose a different path. They decided to seek out their families, hoping to shield them from harm, rather than stay under the Masters’ protection. It was a bittersweet farewell. Oren understood their decision but felt the weight of uncertainty as he watched them disappear into the horizon.
 He hoped, with every fiber of his being, that his absence would ensure their safety. Without him, perhaps Imperata Lakoma’s relentless interest would fade, granting the caravan a chance to rebuild their lives and find peace. A quiet hope stirred in him that they could resume a semblance of normalcy—a life free from fear.
 Now, Oren was back among the Masters. Their presence was a source of reassurance. Trained warriors and wise strategists, they could handle whatever came their way. But Oren’s thoughts strayed elsewhere, heavy with concern for the villagers. The farmers and merchants who lived near Kaya Temple had always been the backbone of their existence. Their generosity provided the food and supplies that sustained the Masters in their remote sanctuary. 
 Yet, Oren’s relationship with the villagers was complicated. Before his ill-fated journey with Master Anoka, Oren had tried to repay their kindness by using his gifts. He healed the sick and mended broken crops, small miracles that earned their gratitude. But one act changed everything—a moment of desperation where Oren revived a child from the grip of death. It should have been a triumph, but instead, it sowed fear. The villagers began to look at him differently, their awe turning to unease. Oren’s powers, once a blessing, had become a source of mistrust. The shift left him disillusioned, yet his desire to help them never wavered.
 Now, there was little he could do for them. Oren could only hope and pray that Imperata Lakoma’s vengeance would not extend to the people of Lusa Island. They had fulfilled their mission: they had warned the villagers. Whether they heeded the warning or not was no longer in his control. The best course of action was clear—he needed to leave the island. Every moment he remained risked drawing Lakoma’s wrath closer to those who didn’t deserve it.
 As Oren prepared to depart, he cast one last glance toward the distant horizon, a silent promise etched into his heart. He would return, not as a burden, but as the protector the people once believed him to be.
 The unscalable cliffs and natural features that surrounded the temple once offered security, but now only aided in slowing them in their escape. Every bit of luck seemed to fall into their enemies’ hands.
 Imperata Lakoma’s forces were relentless, an unyielding tide of malice that would batter at the walls of Kaya Temple until there was nothing left. The Masters of the Oracle understood the peril. Kaya Temple, their sanctuary for generations, had become a liability.
As the Masters made their preparations, Oren wrestled with his guilt and determination. If fleeing meant sparing even one life from Lakoma’s cruelty, then it was the only choice.
 Oren glanced at the monks and villagers gathered in solemn preparation, their faces etched with quiet resolve. He knew they shared his doubts and fears but also his determination. The journey ahead would test them all, but it was a test they had to face. Kaya Temple might fall, but its spirit—the bond they shared—could not be extinguished. 
 Kaya Temple was Oren’s home, a place of memories and roots, but it was no longer safe. The mere mention of his name here could bring danger to anyone who dared to help him. The best course was to leave—leave the island, leave everything behind, and sail to foreign lands where Imperata Lakoma’s reach might falter. All they could do was hope to vanish into the shadows, to find a place where Lakoma’s gaze wouldn’t follow, and to hold on to the fragile possibility of peace.
 Anahiti’s secret, “the Island of the Blessed”, the place where the Masters had first found Oren as a boy, came to mind as a possible refuge. But even that idea felt fragile. Oren knew little of the wider world beyond Lusa. His ill-fated journey with Master Anoka had been his only glimpse of life outside the Temple. Maps he had studied over the years hinted at distant possibilities, but those lands remained a mystery. Heta Island, in the Kingdom of Eladoer to the east, was the closest and most direct option. Oren had traced its outline on maps so often he could imagine its shape, but the people and terrain were as foreign to him as stars in the northern night sky.  
 For guidance, Oren turned to Master Hiawatha, the serene and steady leader of the Masters of the Oracle. Hiawatha’s wisdom and experience made him the anchor in their storm of uncertainty. Rumor had it that in his youth, Hiawatha was a scrappy adventurer, a far cry from the tranquil figure he now embodied. If anyone knew where they should go or what to do next, it was him.  
 Suddenly, a frantic monk burst into their midst, his breath coming in sharp gasps. “Imperata Lakoma’s forces are at the harbor! They’ve already destroyed our ships!”  
 Oren’s heart sank as he instinctively turned westward. Black smoke curled into the sky above the coastline, darkening the horizon and shattering any hope of an easy escape. The realization struck him hard: leaving the island was no longer a simple matter. They needed help, and they needed it fast.  
 Master Hiawatha wasted no time. His calm demeanor didn’t waver as he summoned the leaders of the Masters to his side. In a voice both resolute and measured, he laid out their desperate plan.  
 “Masters Wabasha and Mankato, take as many villagers as will follow you and head east. Seek a way off the island from the neighboring coves. Masters Keota and Orono, take the monks and all other Masters south. If the Imperata’s forces follow, do not engage—focus on escape. I will go north with Oren, Master Nokomis, and two monks. We’ll try to lose them in the mountains.  
 “If any of you find passage off the island, head to Ulu Island first. It is isolated and should buy us time to regroup.”  
 Oren listened intently, a pit of anxiety twisting in his stomach. The groups would scatter like seeds in the wind, each carrying the hope of survival but none assured of safety. He cast one more glance at the smoke on the horizon, steeling himself for what was to come. The road ahead was unclear, but there was no time for doubt. Their only choice now was to move—and to hope they stayed one step ahead of the darkness chasing them.
 “To the Lake Temple?” Master Wabasha asked, her tone seeking clarity but betraying no hesitation.  
 “Yes,” Hiawatha replied flatly, his voice a sharp edge cutting through the chaos.  
 There was no further discussion. Everyone moved swiftly to follow his orders. Hiawatha didn’t linger, already leading Oren and the others northward along the rugged trail. Each carried a travel bag packed with essential supplies: a sleeping mat, warm clothing, and a meager ration of dried fruit. It wasn’t much, but it would have to suffice.  
 The northern route took them toward the mountains, where they hoped to reach the small fishing communities along the coast on the other side. As they climbed higher, the trail quickly became steeper and rockier, testing their endurance.  
 “What is the Lake Temple, Master?” Oren asked, his voice cutting through the rhythmic crunch of their boots on the gravel. Hiawatha, walking briskly ahead, didn’t break his stride.  
 “It’s a small, floating temple on a remote lake on Ulu Island,” Hiawatha explained, his tone even but laced with urgency. “Many Masters have gone there over the years to isolate and reflect. It’s a place of peace and solitude, not widely known. The shepherds who live on Ulu keep to themselves and avoid the lake entirely. It might be a good hiding place—though it won’t hold all of us. But that’s not our concern right now.”  
 Oren nodded, falling into silence as they pressed onward. Master Nokomis brought up the rear of their group, his sharp eyes scanning the trail behind them. The two monks traveling with them were Mahtomedi, known as “Mead,” and Minnetonka, nicknamed “Tonk.” Both were fit and well-suited for the grueling pace.  
 Oren knew the two young monks were still training, Masters in the making. They hadn’t yet fully realized their powers, nor were they ready to teach. But Mead and Tonk carried themselves with quiet determination, their youthful energy lending strength to the group.  
The temple had always begun the same way for everyone—with the title of Novice. Most who bore it were children, carried across restless waters to the island for reasons as varied as fate itself. Some arrived by devotion, others by desperation, and some by mysteries no one spoke aloud. They were not bound to faith, not chained to doctrine—only to the discipline of the temple’s laws.
 When the years ripened them, each stood at a quiet crossroads. They could remain, surrendering their lives to the eternal pull of the Source, or step beyond the island’s shores and return to the ordinary world. Not all could hear the Source’s call. Not all could touch its power. Those who could were guided with deeper teachings, yet within the temple walls, all were treated as equals—no child raised above another.
 In their youth, the Novices wandered the temple’s many halls, learning the ways of every discipline, absorbing wisdom like rain into thirsty earth. But those who chose to stay were reborn as Initiates. Then came the Masters—solemn figures of strength and patience—who claimed them as students and shaped their raw potential into purpose.
Now the children and Initiates had departed, guided by Masters Wabasha and Mankato. Their absence stirred a fragile hope. Imperata Lakota’s soldiers, hunting relentlessly for Oren, might lose themselves among so many young faces and scattered footsteps. Oren clung to that hope, though unease gnawed at him. The distraction they offered was dangerous, and he could only pray their courage would not cost them dearly. Yet they had gone willingly—brave, steadfast, unyielding.
 Beyond Initiation lay the rank of full monk, where discipline gave way to something quieter and more profound—a journey inward. At this stage, the path was no longer prescribed but discovered. Tonk and Mead had reached this threshold, standing at the edge of futures still unwritten. In time, they might rise to become Masters themselves, guiding new generations, or they might walk alone into solitude, seeking truth beyond all companionship. The temple offered countless roads, branching endlessly.
 But not for Oren.
 His path was different—sealed long before he could choose it, shaped by forces beyond will or desire. His future was not a road to be walked, but a destiny already unfolding.
 Elsewhere, the remaining Masters and monks had fled the temple under the leadership of Master Orono and Keaota. Without children to slow their flight, they might reach sanctuary swiftly—perhaps swiftly enough that Lakoma’s gaze would pass over them entirely. It was a fragile hope, yet hope nonetheless.
 Oren alone carried the burden of sight. Visions flickered endlessly before him—shattered possibilities, branching outcomes, futures born and extinguished in the space of a breath. He saw triumph and ruin, survival and loss, each as vivid as the last.
And he told no one.
 As they climbed over another ridge, Oren glanced back—and his stomach dropped. Far below, moving steadily across the hills, were white-and-gold-armored soldiers.  
 “They’re following us,” Oren said grimly, his voice low but tight with tension.  
 Master Nokomis, sharp and alert, confirmed it with a single glance. “It seems we weren’t lucky enough to draw their attention elsewhere.”  
 Hiawatha didn’t pause, but his tone grew steely. “Then we keep moving. We cannot let them close the gap.”  
 The group quickened their pace, their steps now urgent and deliberate. The rocky trail grew more treacherous, but there was no time to falter. With the soldiers closing in, every second counted.  
 Oren felt a pang of guilt. He couldn’t help but feel responsible for the danger they were in. Imperata Lakoma only wanted him. Yet, as he looked ahead at Hiawatha’s unwavering stride and back at the determined faces of Mead and Tonk, a flicker of hope stirred within him. If anyone could outmaneuver Lakoma’s forces, it was this group. They just had to stay ahead—long enough to reach safety.  
 Oren wasn’t afraid of a fight. All five of them were capable warriors, their skills honed through years of training. What gnawed at him wasn’t the thought of battle—it was the fear that this would never end. The constant running, the relentless pursuit—it was a cycle he desperately wanted to break.  
 They were climbing through the Nangier Massif, a treacherous stretch of land known as the "desert of rocks." The granite massif, formed by ancient volcanic activity, was a jagged expanse of sharp cliffs and steep rises. In some places, the terrain was barren and alien, with sheer drops that appeared without warning. The little vegetation that existed clung stubbornly to life—short grasses, lichen, and tough shrubs scattered across the rocky expanse. Hiding places were few, and the open landscape felt oppressive under the harsh sunlight.  
 The valleys offered a brief reprieve. The soft lichen underfoot cushioned their steps, allowing them to break into a jog. Even so, Oren struggled to keep pace. He was in good shape, but his short legs made it hard to match the strides of the taller men. Despite their unspoken encouragement, he knew he was slowing them down.  
 As they reached the lowest point in the valley, Oren glanced back. At the ridge above, the sunlight glinted off white and gold armor, stark and menacing against the rocky peaks. The soldiers hadn’t given up—not even close.  
 Hill after hill, they pushed forward, lungs burning and muscles aching. Each time Oren dared to look back, more soldiers appeared, their numbers swelling like a shadow growing longer with the sun. He couldn’t count how many pursued them now, but it didn’t matter. Exhaustion was setting in, and he knew that stopping was not an option.  
 The terrain began to shift as they descended from peaks and into wetter, wilder lands dotted with fields. Here, the sharp granite gave way to patches of cultivated earth—rice paddocks, rows of sweet potato plants, and coffee bushes lined the landscape. The clouds dumped water on these lands as they struggled to move over the high rocks. But the eerie stillness of the place set Oren on edge.  
 The fields were empty, the farmhouses silent. No workers tended the crops, no voices called out from the buildings. It was as if the entire area had been abandoned in a hurry. The quiet made the hairs on the back of Oren’s neck stand up.  
“They’ve already come through here,” Master Nokomis muttered grimly, his eyes scanning the deserted landscape.  
 Oren’s chest tightened. The soldiers weren’t just behind them—they had spread out across the island, leaving fear and emptiness in their wake. Every step forward felt heavier, the weight of responsibility pressing down on Oren like the unforgiving sun above.  
 Ahead, Hiawatha raised his hand, signaling the group to slow down. The trail narrowed into a winding path between the paddocks, and they needed to stay alert. Oren tightened his grip on the strap of his travel bag and pressed on, his resolve hardening.  
 They had to keep moving. They had to stay ahead. Somewhere, out there, was safety. And Oren vowed they would find it, no matter what it took.  
 At least word had spread. Oren clung to that faint hope as they passed the abandoned fields. Perhaps some farmers had heard the warnings and fled, taking their families to safety before the soldiers arrived. Yet, in the back of his mind, Oren couldn’t shake the grim thought that the crops surrounding them—lifelines for so many—would likely soon be torched by the advancing soldiers.  
 The land was dotted with small lakes and ponds, their shimmering surfaces glinting under the sun. They served as vital irrigation for the fields, but to Oren, they looked like oases. His throat was parched, and the thought of stopping to drink tugged at him. Still, he knew better than to linger. Time was not on their side.  
 An idea struck him as they ascended another hill, the soldiers drawing ever closer behind. Oren slowed, his gaze landing on a cluster of large boulders nestled on the slope.  
 I can do something, he murmured to himself, already moving toward the rocks.  
 “Why are you stopping?” Master Nokomis snapped, turning back with a frustrated glare.  
 “Go,” Oren replied firmly. “I’m going to block the pass. It won’t stop them, but it might buy us time.”  
 Nokomis hesitated, clearly torn, but Hiawatha’s steady voice called out from ahead. “Let him. He knows what he’s doing.”  
 Oren wasted no time. Stretching out his hand, he focused on the largest boulder, feeling the familiar hum of energy coursing through him. The massive stone shuddered, then rose from its earthen cradle, defying gravity as Oren guided it into position. He repeated the process with a second boulder, his movements quick but precise.  
“Not my best work,” he admitted as he stepped back to inspect his makeshift blockade, “but under the circumstances, I hope it’ll hold.”  
 Deep down, Oren knew he could have done far more. He could have unleashed his full power, sent the entire mountainside crashing down on the soldiers, ending their pursuit in one devastating blow. But he couldn’t. Life wasn’t that cheap to him. Taking lives, even in self-defense, was a line he avoided crossing at all costs.  
 It was that restraint—his refusal to become the weapon prophesied before his birth—that set him apart. The prophecy had spoken of a force capable of unspeakable destruction, a force that turned out to be Oren himself. But the Masters of the Oracle had never seen him as a weapon. They had taught him to be more than the prophecy foretold, to use his immense power to heal and protect rather than destroy.  
 Now, however, it was Oren who needed saving.  
 As he moved the final boulder into place, the ground beneath him trembled. The unstable earth shifted, and before Oren could react, the slope gave way. A landslide erupted, rocks, soil, and debris cascading down the hillside in a deafening roar.  
 “Oren!” Nokomis shouted, his deep voice laced with panic as he and the others watched helplessly from further down the trail.  
 The rushing torrent of debris carried Oren with it, tumbling him toward one of the small lakes below. Sharp rocks and splintered wood tore at his skin as he was being dragged, leaving cuts and bruises in their wake. He tried to focus, to summon his power and stop the slide, but the chaos had overwhelmed him.  
 Cold water enveloped him in an instant, the shock stealing the breath from his lungs. The world around him spun, a chaotic blur of murky water and swirling debris. He struggled, reaching out, but his strength was fading. The weight of the earth and water bore down on him, and his vision began to dim.  
 Then, everything went dark.  
 
- - -
 
Oren’s eyes fluttered open to the sight of an unfamiliar face hovering above him. The man, drenched from head to toe, studied Oren with an expression that wavered between concern and curiosity. Droplets of water rolled off his dark hair and splattered onto Oren’s face.  
 “You alright?” the man asked, his voice steady but tinged with urgency.  
 Oren blinked, trying to focus. He became acutely aware of the dull ache radiating throughout his body—small, sharp pains peppered his skin, and an overwhelming fatigue pinned him to the ground. He tested his limbs and, relieved to find no serious injuries, attempted to rise. His strength faltered, and the man leaned down to help him up.  
 “Thank you,” Oren murmured, his voice hoarse. “What... what happened?”  
 The man didn’t answer. His gaze shifted past Oren, fixing on something behind him. Oren followed his eyes and saw Master Hiawatha and Nokomis hurrying toward them. The man seemed preoccupied, almost as if he were weighing the newcomers’ intentions.  
 It was then Oren noticed the deep crimson streak running down the side of the man’s face. Blood seeped from his left ear, staining the collar of his tattered shirt.  
 “Your ear,” Oren said weakly, pointing at the injury. “It’s bleeding.”  
 The man didn’t respond, still watching the approaching group.  
 “Your ear is bleeding,” Oren repeated, louder this time.  
 The man touched his ear absently, his fingers brushing the blood as though noticing it for the first time. He examined the wet crimson on his fingertips with a detached curiosity.  
 By now, Hiawatha, Nokomis, and the two monks—Mead and Tonk—had reached them, their faces marked with relief and exhaustion.  
 “What happened?” Oren asked again, hoping someone would finally fill in the gaps.  
 “You got caught in the landslide,” Hiawatha explained, his voice calm but firm. “It dragged you into the lake. This man saved you—pulled you out before you drowned. He risked great injury in doing so.”  
 Hiawatha turned to the man, his expression shifting to one of gratitude. “And you are…?”  
 The man straightened, realizing the unspoken question. “Laurin. Laurin Lozen,” he said simply. Then he looked at Oren with a faint smile. “And you’re Oren.”  
 Oren blinked in surprise. “How do you know my name?”  
 “I came to see you once in a nearby village,” Laurin replied, his tone cryptic. “But that’s a story for another time.” His hand went to his bleeding ear again, and he winced. “Right now, I’m dealing with this blooming ear. It doesn’t want to cooperate with me.”  
 Nokomis, ever pragmatic, interjected, “We need to move. The soldiers are still on our trail. They have Tribunes, that rock slide is only a temporary setback.”  
 Oren turned back to Laurin, gripping the man’s hand firmly. “Thank you. No, really. Thank you for saving me.”  
 Laurin tilted his head, frowning. “What did you say?”  
 “I said thank you,” Oren repeated, concern flickering in his eyes. “Is your ear alright? You don’t seem to hear me when you’re not looking at me.”  
 Laurin gave a rueful smile, glancing at the bloodied hand he’d pulled away from his ear. “I suppose not. Looks like this ear might’ve given out for now. A rock or debris must have gotten it.”  
 “Can you hear at all?”
 “I don’t know. Let me try it. Ask me something, and I’ll look away.” Laurin said wanting to test it.
 Oren asked a question but got no response.
 “Did you say anything yet?” Laurin asked. 
 “I did. It seems that in saving me, you damaged your hearing. I’m sorry.” Oren said apologetically.
 Laurin thought about it a moment and said, “I’m sure it will come back in a minute—probably full of all that junk.” Laurin dipped his good ear towards the master.
 “Can you come with us? You will be in danger if you stay. Imperata Lakoma’s soldiers are behind those rocks and will kill you or worse. It will only be temporary.” Hiawatha asked, his tone wary but respectful.
 Laurin hesitated, scanning the group. “Depends. Where are you headed?”  
 Hiawatha’s gaze hardened, his resolve unshaken. “Somewhere safe. Somewhere far from the Imperata’s reach.”  
 Laurin considered for a moment, then nodded. “I’ll guide you through this area. These lands are my home now—I know their secrets better than the Imperata’s men ever will. But after that, fate can decide my future. I’ve been floating on the wind for a while now; it seems like the wind is blowing me in your direction.”  
 Oren’s heart swelled with relief. They had a guide now, someone who knew these treacherous lands. The Masters were familiar with the island, but they did little exploration as they were dedicated to the Monastery. With Laurin, maybe, just maybe, they could outpace the soldiers and find the safety they so desperately sought.  
 “Where are you heading?” Laurin asked. 
 “We’re trying to make it to the coast; we have to leave the island,” Hiawatha said. 
 “A ship? Is that what you need? I can help you get there. I know the best Captain around. Old Shipwreck.” Laurin offered. 
  “Shipwreck? Is that his name?” Oren asked, concerned. 
 “Yes, but it’s because he scavenges, not because he causes them,” Laurin explained.
  “That’s a relief.” 
 Oren felt guilty as he saw more blood running down the man’s cheek.
  “If you let me, I can stop the bleeding. I’m not sure I have time for a proper healing.” 
 Oren put his hand on Laurin’s ear, and he jumped a little at Oren’s touch. After Oren removed his hand, Laurin touched his injured ear several times to check for blood, but the flow seemed to be stopped for now.
 “Now it is my turn to thank you,” Laurin said graciously.
 Hiawatha squinted in the direction Laurin was pointing. The trail Laurin mentioned wasn’t much of a trail at all—just a faint, overgrown line snaking through the tall grass and terraced hills. It didn’t seem like the most direct route, but Laurin’s confidence in his suggestion was evident.  
 “Why this way?” Hiawatha asked cautiously, his sharp eyes scanning the area.  
 Laurin adjusted the strap of his travel pack, his bleeding ear forgotten in his focus. “It’s not a trail most people use. It’s narrow and tricky, but it cuts through the hillside and avoids the main routes. Soldiers will stick to the easier paths—they’re in a rush, just like us. This way will take longer, but it’s safer.”  
 Oren glanced at Hiawatha and Nokomis, waiting for their decision.  
 “We don’t have time to waste, Master Hiawatha,” Nokomis said with a note of urgency. “But if Laurin knows the land, we should trust him.”  
Hiawatha gave a short nod. “Lead the way, Laurin.”  
 Laurin broke into a steady pace, and the group followed. The hidden trail twisted and turned, cutting through thick patches of wildflowers and tall grass. Oren marveled at how Laurin seemed to know every dip and turn of the terrain, even as the path became more obscure.  
“Do you know this Captain Shipwreck personally?” Oren asked as they navigated a narrow ledge overlooking a small valley.  
 Laurin chuckled, his voice carrying over his shoulder. “Know him? He’s my dearest pal. More of an acquaintance, had some rough patches, but tight as a bunch of bananas. He’s a bit eccentric, but there’s no one better for slipping past the Imperata’s blockades. If he’s still at the harbor, he’ll get us out.”  
 As they descended into another terraced valley, Laurin suddenly stopped again, raising a hand to signal the group to halt. His body tensed, and he crouched low to the ground.  
 “What is it?” Nokomis whispered, moving up beside him.  
 Laurin motioned for silence and pointed to a grove of trees further down the slope. The faint glint of sunlight on metal betrayed the presence of soldiers.  
 “They’ve sent scouts ahead,” Laurin murmured. “If we keep going this way, they’ll spot us.”  
 Hiawatha stepped forward, his expression calm but serious. “Is there another way around?”  
 Laurin nodded. “There’s a stream up ahead that cuts through the valley. We can follow it east and avoid them, but it’ll take longer.”  
 “But this will take us to the city,” Hiawatha said.
 “We don’t want the city. We want to go to Shipwreck’s place. This trail will get us there, alright.” Laurin insisted.
“Are you sure?” Nokomis asked.
 “Sure as rain on a wedding. Trust me. I know the way.” 
 Before the others could agree, Laurin had already started down the other trail. Everyone was looking at Hiawatha.
 “I guess we follow him now.” Hiawatha weighed the options quickly. “Better to take the longer route than risk confrontation. Lead on.”  
 
- - -
 
 As they approached the coast, the trail became thick with vegetation. The jungle and forest had taken over the hills. There were plants with large leaves that would block the trail, and they’d have to push to the side to pass.  
 They came to a small coastal village. The houses were all made of wood and thatch. Stilts were used to prop up all the houses, as this area was prone to flooding depending on the tides.
 There was dried fish on racks all over town, as it was clear what sustained the people here. Dried palm leaves were clipped together and tied to wood posts to create fencing. Clotheslines were strung out with simple linens for bedding and a few clothes.
 The people in the village all stared at them but left them alone. The Villagers would have recognized the Master’s clothing and would have known where they came from. 
 “Should we warn these people that soldiers will be coming?” Oren asked.
 “They know. They just would rather die than give up their boats and nets. Taking those away from them would be the same thing as killing them.” Laurin informed.
 They followed Laurin to the beach, where there were rows of fishing nets lined out. After the nets were old wooden boats with oars. Most of the boats looked like they needed to be replaced years ago. The group moved quickly but cautiously, navigating the uneven sands. Villagers continued to watch them from the safety of their stilted homes, their expressions a mix of fear and curiosity.  
 “Shipwreck has bigger boats than those, I hope?” Oren asked Laurin.
 “Sure, Shipwreck has the biggest boat around these parts,” Laurin assured.
 They came to the edge of town and what appeared to be one of the most disheveled looking home in the village. Laurin was standing at the door of the stone building with no roof. It looked like it had been abandoned years ago. It didn’t look safe to go inside.
 “Shipwreck? You in here?” Laurin yelled.
 “Go away! I’m trying to sleep.” Grumbled a voice from inside.
 “We need your boat,” Laurin said.
 “You can’t have it. I just got back, and I need to rest. Go away.” The voice barked.
 “We can pay you.” Master Hiawatha said.
 There was a stirring of noise going on inside the building, and a grizzled old man came to the door. He was barefoot, his sun-darkened skin streaked with salt and grime. His hair was a wild mess of gray, and his beard seemed to have caught as much seaweed as the nets. He had a grimy white traditional tunic. He put on a Non La hat and stood a little straighter. Despite his disheveled appearance, his sharp eyes glinted with intelligence.  
 “How much?” The man asked.
 “Two thousand.” Hiawatha said, “But we must leave now, or the offer is dead.” 
 “Don’t give a man much time to bargain or think, do you?” The man rebuked. “A bunch of you crazy old monks and a boy need to leave immediately. I’d say you were in trouble. Don’t know if two thousand will be worth all of that. Answer is no.” Shipwreck reasoned.
 “Shipwreck, you’d be doing me a favor. Remember how I helped you out when you needed money, old pal?” Laurin said.
 “Yeah, I do, as you never cease to remind me, old pal.” The man said reluctantly. 
  “We’ll pay whatever you need,” Hiawatha said, cutting to the point. “But we have to leave now.”  
 Shipwreck let out a bark of laughter. “Pay? What do monks have to pay with, enlightenment?”  
 Nokomis bristled at the insult, but Hiawatha remained calm. “We have skills that may be of use to you later. But right now, all we can offer is gratitude—and a promise to help this village if it ever comes under threat again.”  
 “Threat?” Shipwreck raised his eyebrows, not amused at the worsening condition of the bargain.
 “There are probably hundreds of soldiers after us. They may have gone to the North looking for us, but it won’t take them long to figure out where to look for us next.” Hiawatha warned.
 “Did you say Hundreds? Laurin Lozen, you’re lucky I don’t beat you for bringing this to my doorstep.” 
 “Where’s your ship?” Oren asked, changing subjects.
 “Are you blind? It’s right there.” Shipwreck said, annoyed.
 Oren was looking at a small Thuyền Thúng boat. 
 “I thought you said he had a big ship?” Oren asked, disappointed.
 “Yeah, it is a big ship. The biggest in this village.” Laurin said.
 “It’s the size of a water basin.” Oren protested.
 “Not that one child.” Shipwreck scowled. “That will just take us to the boat. My ship is there,” he said, pointing to a sea arch.
 Oren could make out a sailboat that was hiding well by the rocks. What little he saw, he now could tell it was a Thuyen Buom-style sailboat. The sails were composed of hundreds of patchwork sheets sewn together. It was like the whole thing was barely holding together.
  “Don’t you worry, little fella. Old Shipwreck will get you to where you need to be,” the man assured and patted Oren on the head.
“Don’t you worry about the boy,” Nokomis said, getting in Shipwreck’s face. Shipwreck was clearly intimidated.
 Shipwreck looked over Nokomis’s shoulder and eyed Hiawatha for a long moment, then spit into the sand. “Fine. I’ve got a boat. She’s not pretty, but she’ll get you where you’re going. I’ll even take you myself, seeing as how you’re bound to be trouble. Where to?”  
 “The island of Ulu
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