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The storm roared to life with a ferocity that shook Rovan to his core. Thunder rumbled like the wrath of an ancient god, reverberating through his chest. He flinched as a jagged bolt of lightning split the night, illuminating an island shrouded in mist far across the churning sea. The air around him crackled, charged with an unnatural energy that made every hair on his body stand on end. An eerie, primal dread clawed at his mind, whispering of things best left unseen.

The ship was a beleaguered beast, tossed and battered by the merciless waves. Rain lashed against the deck in icy sheets, and the howling wind screamed through the rigging, tearing at the sails like a predator. Rovan clung to the slick railing of the Main Deck, his knuckles white with the strain. Every heave of the vessel sent his stomach lurching, the timbers beneath him groaning like a wounded creature under the relentless assault of the sea.

His gaze fell to the abyss below—a surging expanse of ink-black water, frothing and alive with a malevolent force. The ship carved through the waves, its bow rising and plunging like a dagger thrust into a living thing. Each crest they scaled felt like a victory, each trough a threat to swallow them whole. A bitter thought clawed its way into Rovan’s mind: Would this be the last voyage he ever made? 

Salt spray stung his eyes, mingling with the rain to blur his vision. His soaked clothes clung to his skin, the cold biting deep into his bones. The wind carried the tang of brine and fear, a sharp, bitter flavor that filled his mouth. Somewhere deep within, he felt the fragile thread of his courage fray. 

The storm raged on, unrelenting, a furious tempest that mirrored the turmoil in Rovan’s heart. Every crashing wave, every scream of the wind seemed to taunt him, daring him to hope, to survive. His trembling hands tightened on the railing as he fought to keep his footing. Above him, the storm clouds churned, a dark and brooding sky that seemed to close in, heavy with the weight of his fears. 

And yet, through the chaos, Rovan stood. Afraid, but resolute. If this storm marked his end, he would meet it head-on, a defiant shadow against the merciless tempest. 

Rovan’s dinged and battered armor clung to him like a second skin, every joint and seam choked with rainwater. His clothing sagged beneath it, heavy with the storm’s relentless downpour, each sodden fold rubbing against his raw skin. The pungent scent of mold and rot filled his nostrils, a cruel reminder of the ship’s damp confines and the price of unending storms. Yet, despite his disheveled state, there was a softness in his brown eyes—a warmth that contrasted starkly with the biting cold and his dire surroundings. His face, though young and handsome, bore the weary marks of an uncharted journey, his tangled hair plastered against his face by the merciless wind and salt spray. 

He hadn’t been prepared for this. When the call came to leave Tara with his Master, Akiva, there was no time for farewells or explanations. The urgency had swept them away like leaves in a gale. Rovan still didn’t fully grasp the situation, but his intuition—a gift tied to the O element—whispered of a larger truth. Strange, vital forces were at work, ripples in the fabric of existence that he could feel as surely as the storm battering their ship. This was why they had ventured into the unknown. That’s why he had left behind the life he knew.  

Rovan’s thoughts drifted to Akiva. She was more than a mentor—she was a pillar of strength, a guiding star in the chaos of his world. A Knight from Zehra, Akiva had every reason to dismiss him, a young apprentice from Tara, yet they had forged a bond that transcended the rivalries of their kingdoms. Loyalty bound them to Sultan Graeo’gi, Ruler of Anahiti, but their true allegiance was to each other, forged in countless battles and tempered by trust.  

Their journey was perilous, but the stakes were greater than either of them. The O element—nature’s amplifier of mortals into the Source of All Things—was the foundation of the Knights’ power. It wasn’t merely a tool; it was a force that connected them to the essence of the world. Most Knights shaped the O element into weapons—sleek swords, formidable staffs, or intricate jewelry—to channel its energy. Yet the element itself was limitless, its power bound only by the will of its wielder and their amount of talent.  

The world’s Orders, each dedicated to the mysteries of the O element, varied in approach and philosophy. But for Rovan, the solitary wisdom of a single Master was enough. Akiva was both guide and challenge, a constant reminder of what he aspired to become. She was stern, unyielding, and occasionally insufferable—but she was also the most formidable Knight he had ever known.  

As the storm continued to rage, Rovan tightened his grip on the ship’s railing. The uncharted waters before them mirrored the uncertainty swirling in his heart. Yet, in that uncertainty, he felt a spark of something greater. Somewhere ahead lay the answers they sought—and the power that could shape the fate of kingdoms.  

For now, though, the storm demanded his full attention. 

The ship, its wood weathered and its sails marked with the sigils of the Masters of the Oracle, cut through the storm-tossed waters with grim determination. Its presence here was a gamble—a defiance of the strict Anahitian edicts that forbade foreign vessels from trespassing. By aiding these outsiders, Rovan and his Master, Akiva, were walking a razor’s edge. If their journey were discovered, treason would be the accusation, and Sultan Graeo’gi, known for his ruthless judgments, would not hesitate to mete out swift and severe punishment.  

The storm’s fury raged on, but the tension aboard the ship was even more palpable. Rovan stood at the port side, his hands clamped tightly around the railing, the salt spray mingling with the rain that drenched his face. Each time lightning illuminated the distant island, he flinched, his body reacting instinctively despite knowing the storm’s rhythm by now.  

Nearby, Master Akiva spoke in low, urgent tones with Master Nokomis, a man whose reputation preceded him. Known across the Republic of Viracocha as the most respected swordsman, Nokomis was a figure carved from legend. His white hair receded at the temples, and his neatly trimmed beard framed a face etched with deep lines—a map of wisdom and experience. He wore the flowing white linen robes of the Master of the Oracle’s monks, a stark contrast to the black staff he carried with quiet authority.  

Rovan watched from the corner of his eye, grateful not to be the focus of Nokomis’s piercing gaze. The elder Master’s sharp, unyielding eyes seemed to peer straight into the soul, and Rovan was glad that today, they weren’t directed at him. Akiva carried most of the conversation, her tone assertive yet respectful. Nokomis responded sparingly, his words deliberate, each one carrying the weight of authority.  

The Masters of the Oracle hailed from the distant Republic of Viracocha, an Order steeped in mystery and tradition. Akiva had told Rovan of their Seven Masters traveling with them, each a towering figure in their respective fields. Nokomis is a master of martial arts and military tactics. Unlike the Anahitian way of training, where an apprentice bonded deeply with a single Master, the Oracle’s teachings came from many, offering a balanced but less intimate education.  

Rovan’s gaze drifted to the horizon, where two other ships emerged through the curtain of rain. His muscles tightened with unease, his instincts urging caution. Were they allies, or did they bring more danger to an already fraught mission?  

Akiva’s voice snapped him back to the present. She had left her conversation with Nokomis and approached him, her dark eyes gleaming with a mix of amusement and reprimand. “Rovan,” she began, a note of whimsy in her tone, “I need you to focus on the here and now, my young apprentice. You’ve been drifting off ever since we set sail.”  

Her words were gentle, but her meaning was clear. Rovan straightened, forcing his mind back to the task at hand. The storm, the island, the ships—they all demanded his attention. Whatever lay ahead, it would require the full measure of his courage, skill, and focus. The path they were on was perilous, but there was no turning back now.  

“Yes, Master. Of course, Master,” Rovan replied, standing straighter, his posture snapping into disciplined form.  

Master Akiva stood before him like a figure from legend, her golden armor gleaming despite the dim, stormy light. Warpaint streaked her face in fierce patterns, emphasizing her sharp cheekbones and the resolve etched into her expression. She towered over Rovan, her muscular frame radiating power and authority. Her dark skin, adorned with intricate tattoos, bore the marks of battles won and vows kept—though the storm’s gloom rendered the designs nearly invisible. A sword hung at her side, and Rovan knew it was a weapon she wielded with unmatched precision.  

By contrast, Rovan’s dull, grey armor felt almost inadequate. He had confidence in his swordsmanship, but his armor lacked the polish and grandeur of his Master’s. Still, he drew courage from her presence. Despite the storm, despite the dangers ahead, Rovan felt safer with Akiva at his side.  

They were close to the island now, the outline of its jagged shores looming larger with each passing moment. The other ships hovered nearby, their crews tense and waiting. Rovan’s sharp eyes caught the flags flying from their masts—those of Hanwi and Eladoer, allies in their mission. His initial worry eased; for now, at least, they were not alone.  

Among the other crews, Rovan spotted the distinctive symbols of the Order of the Medicine Wheel—the wheel insignias emblazoned on their surcoats gave them away. Known for their healing arts, the warriors of the Medicine Wheel were a curious mix of combatants and medics. Their presence reassured him; they would be a boon if the worst came to pass.  

The seas calmed as the ship approached the island, though the storm’s fury still raged above. Lightning continued to lash the rocky landscape, followed by thunder that felt as though it could crack the heavens. Rovan’s gaze swept over the island itself—small but striking, its surface dotted with rock formations that seemed deliberately sculpted rather than shaped by time and nature. The eerie symmetry of the stones was unsettling, as was the feeling that this place didn’t quite belong to the world he knew.  

Akiva’s voice broke through the ambient roar of wind and waves. “Rovan,” she began, her tone steady but charged with purpose. “We’re here because the Masters of the Oracle had a vision. They saw this island and sensed a weapon of immense importance hidden here. There’s a good chance others—those with darker intentions—have sensed it too. It’s our duty to ensure this weapon falls into the right hands. I trust Master Nokomis, and he trusts us. That’s enough.”  

She turned to face him fully, her dark eyes locking onto his with an intensity that made his pulse quicken. “This is no ordinary place. We have found the Island of the Blessed, a place of ancient power. I need to know, Rovan—are you prepared to give your life for this cause? The fate of this world might rest on what happens here.”  

Lightning split the sky, illuminating the ship in a stark, white flash. Thunder rolled through the air, shaking the deck beneath them like the tremors of an earthquake. Akiva held out Rovan’s sword, the blade gleaming in her hands as if it carried its own light.  

“I have complete faith in you, my Apprentice,” she continued. “But now, I must ask more of you. Will you pledge yourself to the ancient Order of Anahiti, the one thought extinct by all but us? Will you stand beside me—not as my Apprentice, but as my equal? A Knight of the Order of the Sun, ready to face whatever comes?”  

The Order of the Sun was uniquely Anahitian, and Akiva was the only known member left. It is why she was the only one privileged with the Gold armor and Sigils of the forgotten Order.

Rovan hesitated only for a moment, the weight of her words sinking in. He reached out, his hand trembling slightly, and gripped the hilt of his sword. The storm raged around them, but his resolve burned brighter than the lightning overhead.  

“I pledge myself,” he said, his voice firm despite the tempest. “To the Order of the Sun and to you, my Master—my fellow Knight.”  

Akiva’s lips curved into a rare, approving smile. “Then let the storm do its worst. We’ll weather it together.”  

Rovan steadied himself, then dropped to one knee, bowing his head with reverence. “I am prepared, Master.”  

Master Akiva took his sword, its steel catching the brief flashes of lightning in the storm-tossed sky. She tapped it lightly against each of his shoulders, her voice resonating with authority as she recited the ancient oath of their Order. When she finished, she looked down at him, her expression proud yet solemn.  

“Rise, Sir Rovan, Knight of the Order of the Sun,” she proclaimed.  

Rovan rose, the weight of the new title settling on him like a mantle of both honor and responsibility. The storm seemed to echo the moment, its ferocity pausing briefly as if nature itself acknowledged the ritual’s significance.  

- - -
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The Island of the Blessed was a name that had always felt more legend than reality—a whispered story of magic and mystery from a time long forgotten. Now, as the ship drew closer, Rovan felt the gravity of its truth. The island loomed ahead, carved by forces beyond mortal understanding.  

The storm suddenly stilled, leaving an eerie quiet in its wake. The seas turned calm, and an unnatural darkness descended, thick enough to obscure the stars. It was as if clouds had drifted to veil the nightscape, but there was no indication that there was any of the sort. Rovan had never seen nature act with such deliberate strangeness.  

What madness is this? he thought, gripping the ship’s railing as the silence pressed against his ears. Around him, the crews on the other ships sat in tense anticipation, as if waiting for something beyond comprehension.  

Then the sky erupted in brilliance. Streaks of fire tore across the heavens, illuminating the darkness like a celestial inferno. The stars seemed alive, raging with fury and movement, defying their usual stillness. Rovan stood frozen, awe and fear warring within him. The streaks didn’t fall to Earth but instead stretched across the skies like fiery veins, lighting the world as if a cosmic torch had been ignited.  

Master Hiawatha, the leader of the Masters of the Oracle, shouted with a voice that cut through the surreal scene. “This is it! The sign we’ve been waiting for!”  

Rovan thought to himself, We were waiting for a sign?

The crews sprang into action. Two ships sailed around the island, their mission to find light beneath the water’s surface—an entrance hidden in the depths. Rovan’s ship stayed vigilant, watching for threats and keeping its gaze on the horizon.  

Word soon reached them that one ship had found the glow. Rovan’s ship moved to the island’s southwest corner, where the waters shimmered with an ethereal light. As they approached, Rovan noticed the island’s distinct serpent-like shape, its curves and ridges twisting unnaturally. Beneath the surface, a radiant glow pulsed like light refracted through a gemstone. It was mesmerizing, and Rovan couldn’t begin to fathom what lay below.  

The three ships formed a defensive formation, and Master Nokomis began selecting knights to dive. Rovan’s Master, Akiva, was among the chosen, and naturally, so was he. The realization struck Rovan like a wave: This is why they brought us. The people of Anahiti are known for their strength in water.  

The plan was simple but daunting. They would dive into the icy depths, following the shimmering light to an entrance that led to the weapon. Akiva, the strongest swimmer, would lead the way, while the others protected against any dangers lurking below.  

The moment came. One by one, they took deep breaths and plunged into the frigid water. The cold was shocking, wrapping around Rovan like a vice. The world turned to darkness, save for the glimmering beacon below. He spotted Akiva’s golden armor ahead, her movements graceful and purposeful, a lifeline in the abyss.  

Rovan swam hard, his muscles straining as he followed the light. His lungs burned, and his arms ached, but he pushed forward, desperate to reach the entrance before exhaustion claimed him.  

Shapes began to emerge in the shimmering glow—a vast form, unmistakably carved by hands long gone. Rovan’s heart raced as he realized what it was. An enormous stone serpent loomed ahead, its mouth agape, its intricate scales etched with ancient precision.  

As his lungs screamed for air and his arms grew leaden, he saw the others disappearing into the serpent’s mouth. He hesitated, dread clawing at his resolve. The sight was both magnificent and terrifying, a relic of a time when gods and monsters ruled the earth.  

With a deep, reluctant breath, Rovan followed, propelling himself forward. The serpent’s jaws yawned wide, and he entered the darkness, hoping the next stroke would bring him closer to the air—and to answers.   

Stalactites jutted downward like jagged fangs, an ominous greeting in the belly of the stone serpent. The oppressive tunnel seemed alive, its arched, cavernous walls resembling the sinewy esophagus of a beast. Rovan’s unease grew with every stroke. The airless journey stretched on, his chest burning and mind teetering on the edge of surrender. Darkness pressed against his vision, and a fog of exhaustion threatened to pull him under.  

Then, Master Akiva’s blade flared with radiant energy, and one by one, the others followed suit, their swords glowing like beacons in the abyss. The O element’s light spilled across the tunnel, revealing its serpentine curves as it twisted downward. But there was still no sign of air, no reprieve for Rovan’s lungs screaming for relief.  

Suddenly, a streak of bright blue light tore through the tunnel, disorienting him. It swirled and danced around his vision, obliterating the sight of his companions. The tunnel seemed to melt away as he felt himself plummeting—or was it flying? The sensation was overwhelming, like being caught in a vortex, the world spinning out of control.  

Rovan’s consciousness faltered, and a comforting darkness took hold.  

—-
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Rovan awoke lying beside a crystal-clear pool, its surface so still it mirrored the world above. Long grass cushioned him, and the air smelled sweeter than anything he had ever breathed. He blinked, dazed, realizing he was no longer in the storm-tossed chaos of the serpent’s maw. Sunlight streamed down in golden beams, warming his face. Around him, wildflowers swayed gently in the breeze, their vibrant colors dazzling his senses. Birds chirped a melody of life and calm, a stark contrast to the ominous silence of the underwater cave.  

He pushed himself upright, his hand brushing against the soft, damp ground. Nearby, his companions stirred, each wearing the same expression of confusion and awe. Rovan’s eyes searched for his Master and found her standing resolutely, sword drawn, her gaze fixed on something monumental.  

Rovan followed her line of sight and gasped. Before them lay a massive mound, covered in long grass and dotted with blooming flowers. It was no ordinary hill. The shape was unmistakable: a reclining figure of a woman, her form sculpted by nature itself. Two gentle slopes rose like breasts, and higher still, two peaks resembled bent knees. The mound’s midsection swelled into a rounded belly, its proportions maternal, almost sacred.  

At the base of the figure, between her knees, lay a dark entrance from which a gentle stream flowed, feeding the pool beside them. The water shimmered with a faint, otherworldly glow.  

“A pregnant lady of grass,” Rovan whispered, awe-stricken. The realization struck him like a thunderbolt. The mound was not just a formation but a representation of life itself—a monument to creation.  

The others began to gather, equally spellbound by the surreal sight. “What is this place?” one of the knights murmured, still shaking the fog of confusion from their mind.  

“This isn’t just another corner of the world,” Akiva said, her tone steady but tinged with wonder. “We’re on the opposite side of the planet—or at least what we once thought was the planet.”  

Master Mankato, the scholar of the metaphysical, stepped forward, her expression grave. “If we are even still on the planet—or in our own time and space.”  

Rovan’s pulse quickened at her words. He had heard of Master Mankato’s deep connection to the O element, her ability to sense and interpret its mysteries. If she believed they had transcended their world, who could argue?  

His gaze returned to the mound, the stream, and the dark entrance that beckoned them forward. “Life... was it created here?” he wondered aloud, his voice barely above a whisper.  

Akiva’s eyes softened, though her grip on her sword remained firm. “Your guess is as good as any,” she said. “But we’ll find no answers standing here. If this place holds the weapon that Master Hiawatha spoke of, it lies within.”  

The group exchanged glances, uncertainty etched into every face. Yet, one by one, they nodded, steeling themselves for what awaited.  

Rovan couldn’t shake the profound sense of reverence and dread that hung over this place. To enter the womb of the heavens itself—to step into the cradle of creation—was unlike anything he had ever imagined. Was this even possible? But with the sky a golden hue and the air sweet with possibility, he felt ready to face whatever came next.  

“Lead the way, Master,” he said, stepping forward. Akiva glanced at him, her expression filled with pride and determination. Without a word, she advanced toward the entrance, and the others followed, their steps heavy with purpose and anticipation.

“How is that possible?” a voice called from the back, its owner hidden in the shifting shadows of the group.  

“I don’t know how,” Master Mankato replied, her tone steady despite the uncertainty. “But we can all feel the truth of it, can’t we?”  

Murmurs rippled through the group, a mix of unease and reluctant agreement.  

“What’s the plan now, Master Nokomis?” one of the knights asked, their voice tinged with urgency.  

Master Nokomis’s expression remained impenetrable. “Two of you will stay here by the entrance,” he commanded, gesturing to the womb-like opening behind them. “If anyone follows us, you must ensure our path remains secure. The rest of you will come with me through the mound’s entrance. The labyrinth is said to be treacherous, and we’ll need markers to find our way back. At every fork in the path, someone will stay behind.”  

Rovan and his Master exchanged a glance, then fell in line behind Master Nokomis as he strode toward the ominous entrance.  

—-
[image: ]


The passage within was narrow and oppressive, the walls slick with moisture and tangled with roots. Dust and vegetation clung to every crevice, and the air was thick with the damp scent of decay. Water trickled below their feet, the sound echoing in the confined space, amplifying the sense of isolation.  

Their swords glowed faintly as they moved, the light cutting through the oppressive darkness. The group worked in grim silence, slashing away cobwebs and creeping vines that clawed at their armor.  

As the tunnels split, Master Nokomis assigned knights to stay behind at each fork. Rovan was the first to be left behind. He lingered at his designated spot, watching as the glow of the others’ swords faded into the distance, leaving him shrouded in shadow.  

Leaning back against the wall, Rovan crossed his arms in frustration. The air here was rank, a blend of mold and rot that clawed at his senses. He occasionally ignited his sword’s light, its glow comforting, though it did little to dispel the oppressive darkness. The faint skittering of unseen creatures prickled at his nerves. He fought the urge to swat at imagined bugs crawling on his skin, instead focusing on his training—quieting his mind and resisting the gnawing unease.  

Time stretched endlessly. Rovan’s eyelids grew heavy, his thoughts wandering aimlessly, until a sudden shout jolted him from his haze.  

“Go!”  

The command was sharp, urgent. Without hesitation, Rovan pushed off the wall and sprinted toward the exit, the pounding of footsteps close behind him. The tunnel seemed to close in around him as he ran, the faint light of the entrance growing brighter with each step. 

Bursting into the open air, Rovan stumbled onto the soft grass, gasping for breath. Around him, the others spilled out, their faces marked with equal parts confusion and alarm.  

Master Akiva emerged last, her armor scratched but her expression fierce and determined. Rovan scanned the group and frowned—Master Nokomis was nowhere in sight.  

Moments later, the aged swordsman appeared, clutching something swaddled in cloth torn from his own white robe. His pace was hurried, his grip protective, and as he drew closer, Rovan realized what he was holding.  

A baby.  

The sight stunned Rovan. This was supposed to be a quest for a weapon, something forged from the heavens to change the fate of the world. Yet here, in the cradling arms of Master Nokomis, was a child.  

He glanced around, searching the faces of the others for answers. They were as bewildered as he was.  

“What... is this?” one of the knights stammered, unable to contain their disbelief.  

“There’s no time to explain,” Master Nokomis said sharply. His tone carried an uncharacteristic urgency. “We must leave now. Others will come for this child.”  

Rovan’s gaze shifted to the infant, its tiny face serene, as though untouched by the chaos surrounding it. A chill ran down his spine. This was no ordinary child—of that, he was certain. But what it represented, or why it had been hidden in the depths of the labyrinth, remained a mystery.  

Master Akiva’s voice cut through the confusion. “We move now! Back to the ships!”  

Without further hesitation, the group sprang into action, the weight of their discovery pressing heavily on their shoulders. Rovan couldn’t shake the feeling that they had unearthed something far greater—and far more dangerous—than any of them had anticipated.  

“Now what do we do? How do we get back?” someone pleaded, their voice trembling.  

“Isn’t it obvious? We go back the way we came!” snapped Master Nokomis, his tone sharp and unyielding.  

“Nothing about this has been obvious,” the other Master shot back, frustration lacing his words.  

But there was no time for argument. The tension was palpable, and the air itself seemed to hum with the weight of their decision. Without further hesitation, the group lined up and waded back into the water. Their hearts pounded in unison, each step plunging them closer to the unknown.  

—-
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Rovan awoke to the familiar suffocation of being underwater, his mind snapping to panic. He kicked hard, propelling himself upward, the weight of his armor dragging against him. When his head broke the surface, he gasped for air, his lungs burning.  

The world he returned to was unrecognizable. Chaos reigned.  

Smoke billowed from their shattered ships, their masts splintered and aflame. The once calm sea roiled with debris, and the sky above them churned as if it, too, were at war.  

Rovan’s eyes widened as he took in the horrifying sight: The Witch of Hagar and her Shadow Covenant had arrived. The world was on fire.

The Witch was more nightmare than legend, a figure whispered about in every corner of the known world. Some said she was born from darkness itself; others claimed she had bartered her soul for unfathomable power. Whatever the truth, her presence was undeniable, and the devastation around him bore her signature—a cruel and calculated destruction.  

“The Witch!” someone yelled, confirming Rovan’s fears.  

Her Covenant had been patient, lurking in the shadows until the Masters of the Oracle had done the hard work. Now, like scavengers, they sought to seize the prize without effort.  

Rovan quickly scanned the chaos, searching for options. The ships were burning or sunk; there was no escape by sea. Desperate, he turned toward the island’s jagged slopes. The land was unforgiving, but it offered a slim chance of survival.  

—-
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Rovan climbed the steep incline, the jagged rocks scraping against his armor. Ahead, he spotted Master Akiva leading a small group upward, their determination etched into every step. Master Nokomis was among them, the mysterious child cradled tightly in his arms.  

A deafening blast erupted behind them, sending chunks of the slope crashing down. Rovan barely managed to shield himself from the falling debris. His heart raced as he pressed onward, the sounds of pursuit growing louder.  

Looking back, he saw a small boat full of enemy soldiers rowing toward the shore. Their armor gleamed black, unfamiliar symbols etched into their breastplates. Rovan didn’t need to know their allegiance to understand their intent—they were here to kill.  

Blasts of crackling energy erupted from the sea, striking the cliffs near the fleeing group. The precision suggested the shots were meant to intimidate rather than destroy. The Witch wanted them alive—or at least, she wanted the child alive.  

—-
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At last, they reached the island plateau. For a moment, Rovan allowed himself a flicker of hope, but it was swiftly extinguished.  

The enemy was already there.  

Women in crimson robes, their faces obscured by deep hoods, stood in formation. Their hands crackled with eldritch energy, and their eyes glowed faintly beneath their cloaks. Behind them, soldiers clad in black armor formed a menacing wall, their weapons drawn and ready.  

The Masters of the Oracle, along with Rovan and his Master, moved instinctively, forming a defensive circle around Master Nokomis and the child.  

“Hold the line!” Akiva shouted, her voice a beacon of strength amidst the chaos.  

Rovan unsheathed his sword, its blade shimmering faintly with the O-element. His fear was momentarily eclipsed by a surge of determination.  

The O element was not the source of power or energy. It acted as an enhancer, focusing the energies of those who could connect. Both sides of this fight had warriors with this ability, but the Witches bent it to the dark.

The Witch’s forces closed in, their movements slow and deliberate, like predators savoring the hunt. A chilling laugh echoed across the plateau, sending a shiver down Rovan’s spine.  

And then, from the shadows of her soldiers, the Witch of Hagar herself stepped forward.  

Her crimson robes billowed as if moved by an unseen wind, her face obscured by a mask adorned with intricate carvings. Her presence was oppressive, and the very air seemed to grow heavier.  

“You have something that belongs to me,” she said, her voice cold and resonant.  

Master Nokomis tightened his grip on the child. “This child belongs to no one,” he replied, his tone defiant.  

The Witch tilted her head, amused. “Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong. You’ve brought me exactly what I’ve been waiting for.”  

Rovan’s grip on his sword tightened. His heart pounded in his chest, but he refused to falter. Whatever this child was, whoever it might become, Rovan knew one thing: they had to protect it.  

With a shout, the first clash of blades rang out, and the battle began.

Rovan and his companions were cornered—trapped on the precipice of a plateau with no way down and no safe path forward. Enemy ships loomed on the horizon, maneuvering to cut off any escape. Below, the Witches' flagship had anchored, its crimson sails billowing like bloodstained banners in the wind. A fleet teeming with red-robed figures and armored soldiers sprawled across the waters, poised for the kill.  

But Rovan and the Masters of the Oracle were not so easily cowed.  

Master Orono stepped forward, his gaze steady despite the chaos surrounding them. “I have an idea!” he declared, his voice cutting through the tension.  

The others turned to him, their expressions a mix of skepticism and hope. Master Hiawatha raised a brow. “Well? Don’t keep us waiting. What’s your plan?”  

Orono replied. “I need to meditate, and while I do, you’ll have to keep me safe.”  

A chorus of exchanged glances followed, some bemused, others resigned. Still, they did as he asked, forming a protective circle as Orono lowered himself to the ground, shutting his eyes and clutching his staff with both hands.  

Akiva said Master Orono used his deep connection to the O element to communicate with animals. It was something anyone could do who could connect to through the element, but Orono was a master at it. 

The Witches, sensing defiance, unleashed their legions. From below, dark-armored soldiers swarmed the cliffs like a colony of enraged ants, their weapons glinting in the moonlight. On the plateau itself, a squadron of forty warriors charged forward, their movements precise and coordinated. The Masters held their ground.  

Rovan scanned the scene, his heart pounding as he watched the soldiers clawing their way up the slopes. “They’re everywhere,” he muttered.  

“Good,” Hiawatha said with a wry grin, stepping to the edge of the plateau. He raised his staff high, its tip glowing with an ominous blue light. With a sharp motion, he unleashed a devastating pulse of energy. The ground shook violently, dislodging massive rocks that hurtled downward. The soldiers ascending the cliffs were flung like rag dolls. Rock debris and chunks clambered onto those who tried to hold on, and they fell. Their screams were swallowed by the crashing waves below. When the dust settled, only fragments of armor and broken bodies remained.  And yet, the enemy sent more reinforcements up the slope.

On the plateau, Master Wabasha acted swiftly, her staff glowing with a fiery orange hue. With a decisive sweep, she released a burst of energy that ripped through the advancing soldiers. The front line fell in a gruesome spray of blood and shrapnel, their bodies scattered like shattered puppets. The rocky ground was slick with gore, but still, more soldiers poured forth, undeterred.  

“They just keep coming,” Wabasha said, her voice tight with focus.  She may have been more of a librarian and studious, but she still commanded the power to connect and the heart of a warrior.

“They’re trying to wear us down,” Hiawatha replied, taking a defensive stance.  “The Witches are holding back, waiting for us to tire.”  

The Masters and Akiva fought on, their powers carving through wave after wave of enemies. Their strikes were precise, their defenses impenetrable—for now. But Rovan could see the strain in their movements, the subtle hesitation before each attack. The Witches were patient predators, and they knew the Masters’ strength had limits.  

And still, Orono meditated, unmoving amid the storm of battle. Whatever his plan was, it needed to work.  

The battle raged with relentless fury, each moment a cacophony of light, sound, and chaos. Masters and Akiva unleashed surges of energy from their staffs and swords, arcs of brilliant power slicing through the enemy ranks. Soldiers screamed in agony as the air shimmered with destructive force, their cries merging with the unceasing clash of metal and energy. The Masters, a shield of discipline and might, held their formation with unyielding resolve, protecting the child who was now the fragile heart of their desperate stand.

Perched on the plateau’s edge, they were cornered—yet it was their greatest advantage. The steep drop behind them meant there was no retreat, only the bitter option to fight or fall. Rovan cast a glance down the slopes, his heart a stone in his chest. How many of their comrades had been lost in the wreckage of ships, and how many still clung to life in these merciless seas? Fate’s cruel hand determined that now. All Rovan could do was pray it favored them. He tightened his grip on his sword, the metal slick with sweat and blood, his resolve unbroken even as exhaustion clawed at his limbs.

Waves of energy burst forth from his weapon, arcing toward the encroaching enemy. For Rovan, it was a moment both surreal and haunting—his first taste of combat beyond the training grounds. Each strike brought a pang of conflict. Life, precious and sacred, was snuffed out by his hand. Yet the faces of the enemy, twisted with merciless intent, reminded him of the stakes. Mercy would not be extended to him or the child. His Master had taught him to cherish life, but survival demanded a grim calculus. The child’s survival could mean salvation for many. The cost of failure was unthinkable.

“Focus, Rovan.” Akiva’s voice cut through the maelstrom, a steady anchor amidst chaos. A fleeting glance of approval passed between them. They stood back-to-back, unyielding as waves of soldiers crashed against their defenses. 

From the rear of the enemy lines, the Witches were ready, their hands weaving sigils in the air. Bolts of malevolent energy spiraled toward the Masters, the air crackling with dark intent. Rovan flinched, but the Masters were ready. Shields of light, impossibly strong, absorbed the blasts, shimmering with radiant defiance. The power wielded by the Masters was beyond anything Rovan could grasp; their manipulation of the O element was a symphony of mastery.

The battlefield glowed with the pulsating radiance of their duel, each explosion of light illuminating the smoke-choked plateau. Acrid fumes burned Rovan’s throat, and every breath felt like inhaling fire. His arms trembled under the strain of holding his blade aloft. Just when he feared his strength would give out, a commanding voice rang above the fray.

“Now! We make a run for it!” Master Orono’s shout carried hope and urgency. “Help has arrived!”

Help? Rovan’s mind reeled. What help? Were reinforcements on their way? He scanned the horizon, his heart sinking as his gaze fell on the water. Enemy ships circled the island like vultures, their guns poised for destruction. He saw no friendly vessels, no sign of salvation. 

Doubt clawed at him, but there was no time to question. The Masters began their descent down the jagged slopes, cutting through enemy lines with grim efficiency. The Witch’s troops gathered above to watch silently, their hesitation an ominous shift. Rovan’s eyes darted back to the enemy ships. How could reinforcements possibly reach them through this blockade? 

The Masters pressed forward, their energy blazing through the encroaching darkness. Rovan swallowed his fears and followed. Whatever awaited them below, he would meet it head-on.

Master Hiawatha led the charge like a storm personified, his sheer power carving a relentless path through the enemy ranks. His strikes were ferocious and precise, scattering opposition with every motion. Behind him, the Masters followed, unwavering in their purpose. The path led down to the water, but what awaited them there was shrouded in uncertainty.

A small boat packed with enemy soldiers came into view, its occupants scrambling up to intercept. Master Mankato joined Hiawatha, their combined energy blasts converging into a devastating beam of light. The boat exploded in a fiery cascade, fragments of wood and steel raining down onto the waves. The destruction cleared their route to the water’s edge, but it came at a cost—Rovan could feel the Masters’ energy reserves waning. Every action now had to count.

Master Nokomis had shielded the child throughout the chaos, his glowing energy barrier an unyielding cocoon of protection. His arms wrapped tightly around the small figure as he used his own body to block any stray attacks. The child’s survival was non-negotiable, and Nokomis bore the weight of that responsibility with stoic resolve.

Reaching the water’s edge, the group paused, tension thick in the air. No ship awaited them, no friendly banner waving in the distance. Rovan’s heart sank. All he could see were jagged rocks jutting out from the surf and enemy forces closing in from every direction. Master Orono stepped forward and let out a piercing whistle, the sound cutting through the chaos. It was an action that seemed futile. For what or whom could he be signaling?

Before Rovan could succumb to despair, the ground itself seemed to shift. Massive, hulking shapes began to stir among the rocks not too far from the island. The earth trembled as forms arose from the briny waters, revealing themselves not as boulders, but as enormous tortoises—creatures so vast they dwarfed any ship in the harbor. Their colossal shells gleamed in the dim light, patterns etched into their ancient carapaces like runes from another world.

Rovan’s breath caught in his throat. He had heard tales of the Giant Tortoises as a child, whispered legends passed down through generations. His mother spoke of them as protectors of the Island of the Blessed, ancient beings imbued with a deep, enigmatic wisdom. He had dismissed them as myths, stories to lull children to sleep. Yet here they were, lumbering toward them with purpose.

The tortoises moved with surprising speed, their immense bulk cutting through the waves effortlessly. As they neared, it became clear that they weren’t merely beasts—they exuded an almost palpable intelligence. Three of them stopped before the group, and Rovan watched in astonishment as Master Orono communicated with the creatures in some silent, intuitive way. The tortoises responded by lowering their massive bodies, making their shells accessible.

“Climb!” Master Orono shouted, his voice steady and commanding. 

The group scrambled onto the tortoises’ backs, finding handholds in the deep grooves of their shells. The enemy forces, desperate to stop their escape, unleashed a barrage of energy blasts. The tortoises, however, seemed impervious. Their ancient shells absorbed the impacts without so much as a crack. Even volleys from the enemy ships barely left scorch marks.

Once everyone was secure, the tortoises surged forward, their powerful limbs propelling them into the open sea. Rovan clung tightly to the shell of his chosen mount, his heart pounding with adrenaline and awe. These living legends were their salvation, carrying them away from the battlefield with an unstoppable, almost serene determination. Behind them, the enemy ships scrambled to follow, their weapons firing in vain. But Rovan felt the tide of fate shifting. 

For the first time in hours, hope flickered within him.

The Witch’s forces clung desperately to their pursuit, but the group’s distance from the cliffs grew with every passing second. Frustration was evident in the blasts of dark energy that fizzled out in the waves behind them. Yet one of the Witch’s ships, faster and more cunning than the others, broke formation and moved to intercept. 

Rovan squinted at its deck, his stomach churning as he saw a coven of witches assembling. Their hands wove intricate patterns in the air, channeling torrents of dark energy toward the retreating tortoises. The blasts came fast and strange—twisting spirals, jagged bolts, and writhing streams of shadowy light. Rovan’s pulse quickened. He had never seen the element manipulated in such grotesque and alien forms.

Master Hiawatha, however, was undaunted. Stepping to the forefront of their group, he raised his arms, forming a shimmering dome of protective energy. Each of the witches’ attacks splintered harmlessly against his shield, dissipating into the ether. The Master’s calm focus was unwavering, his mastery of the O element unassailable.

Still, the ship loomed ahead, blocking their path like a menacing sentinel. Its dark hull and towering masts made escape seem impossible. Rovan felt his hope waver—until Master Orono’s voice cut through the tension.

“Hold on tight and hold your breath!” he commanded, his tone brimming with authority and an edge of exhilaration.

The tortoises seemed to understand the command as well. In unison, the massive creatures plunged beneath the surface, their descent swift and deliberate. The cold grip of the ocean enveloped Rovan, and he clung to the grooves of the tortoise’s shell with all his might. For a moment, the world was silent, save for the muted swish of water. After so much chaos, the underwater calm felt almost surreal.

They passed under the Witch’s ship, its ominous shadow flickering above them. Rovan held his breath, heart pounding as they emerged on the far side, breaking the surface with a surge of power. The tortoises wasted no time, pushing onward with impressive speed. The Witch’s ship was now behind them, unable to match the pace of the legendary beasts. 

Soon, they were out of range of the enemy’s weapons. The distant flashes of dark energy grew faint until they faded entirely into the horizon. Victory, at least for today, was theirs.

As the adrenaline ebbed away, Rovan’s mind turned to lingering questions. “Won’t the Witches take control of the Island of the Blessed now?” he asked, his voice tinged with worry. “Couldn’t they find the mouth of the serpent and claim what’s inside? Perhaps other powerful things can be found there.”

Akiva gave him a reassuring look, a glint of humor in her eyes. “The serpent is always on the move,” she replied with a knowing smile. “Why do you think it’s so hard to find? Trust me, they won’t claim it.”

The island can move? Rovan thought. Maybe it wasn’t an island. 

Rovan nodded, her confidence enough to ease his concern. For the first time since the battle began, he allowed himself to exhale fully. As he sank onto the tortoise’s shell, he let the tension leave his body. The distant echoes of war became just that—distant. 

Today, they lived.

Chapter Two: Aristocrats
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Tsar Miro stood at the edge of his palace balcony, the cold sea wind biting at his skin as he gazed over the city sprawled beneath him. Once, everything the sun touched had belonged to the Ishvaran Empire. Now, Ishvara was the weakest of the Seven Powers, a shadow of its former self. But Miro would not let it remain so. He would see his ancestors’ legacy restored, no matter the cost.  

As a child, he had clung to the stories of the past—tales of valiant knights, righteous rulers, and the battles that had carved empires from the bones of the defeated. To him, those warriors were not mere men; they were gods in mortal form, paragons of ambition and honor. He had worshiped them, dreamed of them, longed to be counted among them.  

Reality had been crueler. His parents were ripped from him when he was only ten, their violent deaths leaving a throne surrounded by vultures. The Boyars of the Duma, those aristocrats who called themselves noble, had feasted on the remnants of his power, growing fat and arrogant while he remained a boy-king, little more than a puppet. They had mocked him openly, testing the limits of his patience. They had dangled his own authority before him, just out of reach, laughing as he struggled against the invisible chains they had fastened around him.  

But Miro had endured. And Miro had never forgotten.  

When his coronation day arrived on his eighteenth birthday, they expected compliance, a Tsar who would bow and yield as they always intended. Instead, he shattered their illusions in a single breath, proclaiming himself Tsar Absolute, seizing control with a will as unrelenting as the steel of his ancestors.  

Nine years had passed since that day. Nine years of calculated moves, of blood spilled in the shadows, of power reclaimed piece by piece. Now, he had an heir—Keir, his son, the future of Ishvara. He would not leave his child the broken kingdom he had inherited.  

No, Miro would forge something greater. And when the world looked upon Ishvara again, they would no longer see the smallest of the Seven Powers. They would see an empire reborn.  

Some whispered that Miro’s rise was nothing more than a petty act of vengeance, a child's grudge dressed in royal finery. In some ways, they were right. He took pleasure in watching the Boyars squirm, in repaying their cruelty with his own brand of justice. But they failed to grasp the deeper truth—this was not just retribution. It was destiny.  

Miro believed, with unwavering certainty, that the world needed a strong hand to guide it. The One True God had sent him, not just to rule, but to save his people from the decay of weak governance. The Boyars had let Ishvara rot, and Miro would see it reborn in iron and fire.  

The moment he declared himself Tsar Absolute, the Duma's power crumbled. No longer could they rule from the shadows, pulling strings behind the throne. Each noble was given a choice: swear fealty to the Tsar, or face the wrath of Commandant Toto’s "Hathauda."  

The Hathauda—the Hammer—were more than mere enforcers; they were Miro’s will made flesh. Drawn from the lowest classes, men who had suffered under the weight of aristocratic greed, they owed their rise to the Tsar alone. They had no love for the Boyars, only unwavering loyalty to the man who had lifted them from the gutters and forged them into weapons. When Miro commanded, they obeyed without hesitation. Blood would flow before his rule was challenged. Order would be kept. Allegiance would be absolute.  

With the Duma broken and the military standing behind him—for now—Miro turned his sights beyond Ishvara’s borders. Power must grow, or it withers.  

His first conquest was clear: Sayana, Ishvara’s eastern neighbor and former territory.  A kingdom that shared the peninsula. A fractured land with a weak king, ripe for the taking. The annexation of Sayana would be only the first step in Miro’s grand design.  

Ishvara itself was a land of extremes—a long, narrow peninsula thrust into the sea, its spine carved by the imposing Garadan Mountains. To the west, the Bay of Altifir stretched like a shimmering shield and was shared by neighbor nations Hanwi and Nanook; to the east, the Sea of Tikiya lapped hungrily at the shores and the imposing power of Eladoer. His kingdom, which had once stood tall among the Seven Powers, and under Miro’s rule, it would rise again.  

Steel and strategy would shape Ishvara’s future. And Miro would see to it that no one—noble or commoner—stood in his way.  

Ishvara was a land of contrasts, where jagged alpine peaks in the north gave way to rolling temperate woodlands and sun-drenched scrublands. The coastline stretched for miles, shaping the country’s heart and rhythm. Warm sea air tempered the seasons, allowing long growing periods and a slow, steady pace of life—at least in times of peace.  

But peace was fragile. A relentless drought had gripped the land for years, tightening its hold like a clenched fist. Crops withered, wells ran low, and desperation took root in the hearts of farmers and ranchers—the lifeblood of Ishvarans. Conflict was brewing, a fire waiting for the right spark.  

The people of Ishvara bore the marks of their coastal and mountainous homeland. Their skin ranged from pale to sun-kissed tan, their hair predominantly brown or black, shaped by the elements and generations of toil. They were known for their rich harvests of grain and citrus, the deep flavors of their wine and olive oil. Seafood was the lifeblood of their cuisine, drawn from the abundant waters along the coast, while goat and sheep herders ruled the rugged central mountains.  

Horses remained the heart of travel, carrying merchants, messengers, and soldiers through the vast countryside. These same sturdy beasts toiled in the orchards and fields, driving the economy as much as the farmers themselves. Trade flowed from the rural lands to the great cities, where merchants gathered goods before shipping them across the world—to the capital of Dhara, to distant exotic lands.  

To the west, across the Bay of Altifir, lay the Realm of Hanwi. Trade bound the two nations together, but politics strained their fragile relationship. Further north, Ishvara’s border met the untamed Tribal Lands of Qamata—a vast, rugged expanse without a single ruler to govern it.  

To Tsar Miro, Qamata was not a neighbor. It was an opportunity.  

It held the very resources Ishvara desperately needed. It lacked unity, leadership, or the strength to resist a well-planned campaign. To Miro, it was not a question of if he would take it—but when.  

And once Qamata fell, the world would know: Ishvara was no longer content with survival. It was ready to dominate.  

The Kingdom of Sayana was the first step, a necessary piece in Miro’s grand design. But unlike future conquests, Sayana required no great struggle. The Duma barely objected when Miro annexed the kingdom, many of them holding old blood ties to its land. For them, this was not a war—it was a homecoming, a chance to reap the benefits of expansion without spilling their own wealth or power.  It was a unification of past and present.

For the common people of Sayana, resistance had been fleeting. They shared ancestry with Ishvara, their traditions intertwined. Some grumbled, but few dared to rise against the inevitable tide of history.  They had only been divided because of a dispute between Royal brothers in the near past. 

The Sayanan Royal Family was closely related to Miro, but they were not so fortunate in the territory's joining.  

Captured within days, the royals were paraded as trophies before being whisked away under the cover of night. Miro knew the truth of conquest—leave the enemy’s roots intact, and they would regrow, fueled by whispers of vengeance. There could be no lingering claimants, no distant relatives scheming in exile. He sent the Hathauda to finish the job.  

The official story was simple: the royal family of Sayana had fled, desperate to escape Ishvaran rule, only to be swallowed by the sea. Their ships, caught in a violent storm, were lost to the depths. A tragedy, truly.  

What the people did not need to know was that the storm had been a lie. The truth was far bloodier—the royal family and their nobles were executed in the dark, their bodies loaded onto ships. Fire consumed the vessels before they ever reached open water, their charred remnants sinking beneath the waves. Sayana had no heirs now. Only Miro’s rule remained.  

To solidify his grip, Miro placed Field Marshal Ramsey—his most loyal leader in the military—as regent of the new province. Sayana’s land and resources would feed Ishvara’s expansion. The drought had crippled local production, and a stronger military required food, steel, and coin. Sayana would provide all three.  

Miro told himself that this was not a mere conquest. It was a necessity. His people needed this. If he benefited, so would they. More land meant more wealth, more stability, more food.  

But not all saw it that way.  

The Boyars continued to hoard their wealth, fattening themselves off the labor of the starving. They had always taken, never given, overtaxing the peasants and exploiting Ishvara’s riches for personal gain. Miro’s seizure of power had won him favor among the lower classes—at first. He had stripped the Duma of their unchecked authority, an act that made him a champion of the people.  

Yet, hunger lingered. The drought had not eased. The Boyars still lived in excess while the common folk toiled for scraps.  

And now, whispers of revolution grew louder.  

Miro had built his reign on strength, on control. But strength alone would not be enough if the very people he fought for began to turn against him.  

Something would have to be done.  

And soon.  

Dhara was the beating heart of Ishvara, its seat of power, and the jewel of the peninsula. A city sculpted by stone and sea, it stood defiant against time and tide. The colossal seawalls were only the first of its many defenses, towering sentinels that shielded it from both invaders and the fury of the waves.  

Beyond the exterior walls, the poorest of Dhara clung to survival in makeshift tents, huddled outside the city's fortifications.  

A seawater moat encircled Dhara, nearly severing it from the mainland. Three bridges provided the only access, each one fortified with heavy gates and drawbridges that could be sealed at a moment’s notice. Beyond them, the city's outer walls loomed, their towers manned by watchful guards.  

The city sprawled in layers, each one a testament to its rigid social order. The first level, the old city, belonged to the lower classes—a dense maze of sandstone buildings with terracotta roofs, wooden shutters, and narrow, bustling alleyways. Market stalls spilled onto the streets, their canopies vibrant with the colors of foreign spices, freshly woven fabrics, and trinkets from across the world. The air was thick with the mingling scents of grilled meats, baked bread, and the ever-present undercurrent of human sweat.  

Sandstone cobblestone streets twisted up the hillsides, winding past outdoor cafés where citizens lounged under the ever-present sun. Terracotta pots overflowing with fragrant flowers and fresh herbs lined the walkways, a gift from the Tsarina to enrich the city’s beauty—though any passerby could pluck a sprig of basil or a bloom of jasmine without consequence.  

Deeper still, behind an inner wall, sat the Duma’s chambers and the aristocratic quarters. The nobles who still held influence kept apartments there, nestled above the old city like vultures watching from their roost.  

Higher still, past yet another wall, stood the true seat of power—The Arx Suprem.  

Perched at the city's peak, the Tsar’s residence was a fortress within a fortress, its towers piercing the sky, visible from anywhere in Dhara. From its heights, Miro could see the entire city—the streets teeming with life, the glistening bay beyond, the distant silhouette of ships sailing in from foreign lands.  

He often walked the markets himself, unannounced, allowing his fingers to graze fine linens, his tongue to savor exotic fruits. He listened to the cadence of bartering voices, the heated exchanges over coin and worth. This was his city, his empire in miniature—a world of wealth and struggle, opulence and desperation, order and the ever-present threat of chaos.  

The Boyars filled the Duma’s seats, a council of old wealth and entrenched privilege. They were landowners and merchants, men and women who had inherited fortunes rather than earned them, growing fat off the labor of others. For years, they had ruled with impunity, collecting taxes, exploiting workers, and shaping policies to serve their own interests.  

But now, the drought had turned the tide against them.  

With harvests failing and livestock dying, the peasants grew restless, their patience worn thin by high rents and dwindling wages. Even the Tsar himself felt the strain—the food shortages affected all, though not equally. The Boyars, of course, found ways to shield themselves, hoarding what they could. But cracks were forming in their once-unshakable rule.  

From his high vantage point, Miro watched the city below, a sea of movement and struggle. Some might call his palace an ivory tower, a place of detachment from the people’s suffering. But he disagreed. He observed. He understood.  

He was still a young man, though rule had aged him in ways no mirror could reflect. His wife was even younger, a symbol of grace and beauty. Miro took pride in his appearance as well—not out of vanity, but because he believed a ruler must look the part. His long brown hair was meticulously groomed, his pointed beard treated with potent oils from the exotic Western lands. His clothes were of the finest weave, regal but never ostentatious. Strength came in many forms, and presentation was one of them.  

But today was not a day for mere appearances. Today was a day for power.  

Miro summoned the full weight of his authority as he waited for the guards to bring in “The Snake” and “The Worm.”  

Boyar Vicinia, head of the Duma. Bishop Rastan, head of the Church.  

They were two of the most powerful people in Ishvara. They hated him, and the feeling was mutual. Yet, they played their roles, pretending civility, cloaking their disdain in false deference.  

They thought they were manipulating him.  

They thought he didn’t see the strings they tried to weave around his throne.  

But Miro played the game well. He enjoyed their political maneuvering, their subtle jabs, and veiled threats. It was a dance, and he had learned the steps.  

He took a slow breath, schooling his expression into one of measured calm. He would not let them see his anger when they condescended to him.  

Not yet.  

Because every game had an end. And soon, Miro intended to win.  

They were the leaders of two institutions Miro longed to dismantle. The only reason they still drew breath was because he had yet to find a way to remove them without plunging the nation into chaos. No matter how much the people despised the aristocrats, sudden change could send them into a frenzy. It was a dangerous balance—one Miro had to tip at the right moment.  

Vicinia entered first, draped in long, plain violet robes, her head wrapped in an ornate covering that framed her shriveled face. Age had carved deep lines into her skin, but her expression remained the same—etched in permanent bitterness, a mask of quiet contempt for all who dared exist in her presence. She had once schemed to place her son on the throne when Miro was a child, and neither of them had forgotten that betrayal.  

She had wanted the crown for herself. Installing her son was just a means to an end, a way for her to rule from behind the curtain, to pull the strings of a puppet king. Miro had crushed those ambitions.  

Here she stood, still clinging to her place, still looking at him as though he were the usurper. More often than not, he fantasized about separating her sneering face from her neck.  

Bishop Rastan followed behind her, a mountain of a man barely contained by his own jeweled indigo robes. The seams strained against the bulging mass of his body, his every movement a battle against the fabric. He was repugnant in every way, a gluttonous beast who indulged in every pleasure while preaching temperance to others.  

Rastan embodied everything wrong with the Church—hypocrisy wrapped in silk, greed masked as piety. He served no god but his own hunger, whether for food, wealth, or power. Every time the man opened his mouth, Miro had to resist the urge to drive a knife straight into his bloated gut.  

They both disgusted him.  

And yet, for now, they were necessary evils.  

Vicinia bowed stiffly, her movements just graceful enough to feign respect.  

“Your Imperial Highness,” she said, her voice sharp yet polished. “You honor us by offering an audience with you.”  

A lie. They both knew it.  

Miro sat back in his throne, fingers drumming lightly against the armrest. He could already taste the venom in the air.  

"The bee makes her sweet honey right before the sting."  

Miro let the thought simmer as he watched Vicinia lower herself in a stiff, practiced bow. She turned next to Rastan, dipping her head slightly.  

“Your Holy Grace.”  

The bloated bishop raised a hand in a slow, exaggerated gesture of blessing—first to her, then to Miro. The Tsar nearly laughed. Such ridiculous theater. Did they truly believe he couldn’t see them for what they were? Wolves in sheep’s clothing, playing at reverence while plotting in the shadows.  

Still, he indulged their performance with a smirk, leaning back in his seat.  

“I do delight in the good company you bring me,” Miro said, his voice smooth, his crocodile smile barely concealed. “What may I do for Your High Honored Graces?”  

Vicinia stepped forward first, ever the cautious one.  

“If I may, Your Highness,” she said, her words light and deliberate, “we’ve been hearing reports that the military has been actively recruiting, almost as if... a war were imminent.”  

Miro studied her, taking quiet pleasure in the way she tread carefully, picking her words like a woman stepping through a field of vipers.  

“Is there a question you are asking?” he replied, feigning innocence.  

The bishop, always the fool, abandoned subtlety.  

“Is there something happening?” Rastan demanded, his voice thick with self-importance. “Are you planning a military campaign?”  

Ah, so he was bolder today. He thought his title would shield him.  

How amusing.  

Miro gave him a measured look before speaking. “No, I’m not planning anything,” he said, his voice steady, unreadable. “I take the security of our lands very seriously. That’s all.”  

Let them gnaw on that.  

Vicinia, however, was not so easily dismissed. The careful veil of pleasantries dropped, and her tone sharpened.  

“As Tsar, you may declare war whenever you wish,” she said, eyes glinting. “But the funds must still be approved by the Duma.”  

There it was.  

Miro tilted his head slightly, his fingers tapping idly against the armrest. A challenge had been placed before him.  

He did not mind.  

After all, what was power without a little resistance to crush?  

“Yes, of course. I would never want to be on the wrong side of the Duma.”  

Miro’s voice was light, almost friendly, but the venom beneath it was unmistakable. They knew as well as he did—he had spent the past nine years systematically undermining the Duma at every turn.  

Vicinia, ever the tactician, kept her expression neutral. “Forgive my idiocy, Lord, but I am confused as to how we can afford this increase. I thought we were facing shortages of resources?”  

Miro’s lips curled into a smirk. “Vicinia, you are many things, but you have never been confused or idiotic.” His voice was silk laced with steel. “The Duma will be informed of these mundane details in due time.”  

She tilted her head slightly. “May I speak freely?”  

“Always,” Miro said, the false warmth in his tone dripping with mockery.  

Vicinia met his gaze, cutting straight to the point. “Is this military expansion to deal with the rising unrest among the lower class? To suppress rebellion?”  

Miro let a beat of silence stretch between them, just long enough to watch her anticipation grow. Then, he smiled.  

“Yes. You’re right, Vicinia—I cannot fool you.” His voice was smooth, but there was something else beneath it. Amusement? A trap? “I think it's wise to put out fires before they
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