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In the not-too-distant past—230 cycles ago—human civilization collapsed. Leading economic trusts had forced governments into a global war in an attempt to seize Earth’s mineral resources. When the situation spiraled out of control, every continent was struck by strategic nuclear weapons. The primary targets—the capital cities—were utterly annihilated, along with every major metropolis of the old world. As a result, civilization came to an end.

In the post-war era, Earth was in turmoil. A handful of oligarchs imposed crude governance in the regions they controlled, using mercenaries to enslave local populations. Nearly all technology had been lost, and the new economy relied solely on agriculture. Gold, silver, and diamonds became meaningless—there was no one left to trade with. Food, salt, wood, iron and steel, were now the only commodities of value... but even these were scarce.
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The fog rolled in thick off the Ionian, swallowing the jagged cliffs of the nameless island whole. It always came like this—slow, suffocating, a shroud over the present. This is a forgotten place. The kind of place that slipped through the slim cracks of history, where the world’s ink had dried up before its name could be written. Most maps never marked it. Most men never knew it existed. But those who did? They didn’t have many reasons to remembered it.  

Back before the Collapse, before the machines groaned their last and the grids flickered into darkness, this land in the sea had been nothing. A speck. Sixty souls, maybe less. Fishermen, farmers, the kind of people who lived and died without leaving a mark to anyone and nothing, but their loved ones. But when the world burned, when the cities crumbled and the wars ate the continents whole, this place became something else. A hidden flickering hope. 

Now, five thousand called it home. Five thousand descendants of the "old ones," clinging to the dirt like stubborn weeds. They called it “Motherland” now, a bitter joke if there ever was one. Motherland didn’t cradle you. Motherland didn’t sing you lullabies. Motherland fed on bones, blood and sweat. But still, a Motherland.

The raids started early.  Pirates—scavengers, cutthroats, the dregs of a dead civilization—came like hyenas to a wounded stag. They hit hard, took what they could, left the rest in flames. Women screaming. Men choking on their own blood. Children snatched up like trinkets. The islanders learned fast: peace was a luxury they couldn’t afford.  So, they built an army.  

Not the polished, flag-waving kind from the old world. No, this was something raw. Something brutal and ruthless. But effective. The elders—gray-haired, hollow-eyed—formed a council. Laws were carved not in stone or paper, but in hearts and minds. This relic of the world didn’t have much use for bureaucracy. Justice came at the edge of a blade. And the soldiers? They called them “Protectors”.  

They weren’t heroes. Heroes died pretty. The Protectors were survivors. They were smarter and fouler than heroes.

Every family gave a son or daughter. No choice. No arguments. You either handed over flesh and blood or you were cast out, left to fend for yourself when the next raid came. The Protectors trained from the time they could hold a knife. Swords, spears, bows—anything that could kill. Blacksmiths hammered out blades in smoke-choked forges. The lucky ones got their hands on old-world arms: rusted pistols, cracked rifles, bullets so scarce they were worth more than food.  These guns were mostly spoils from battles with raiders.

The Protectors didn't suffer too many casualties. Their training was that good. But most of them didn’t get to be very old. Not too many old protectors on the Council of Elders...

The island wasn’t big and didn’t have significant riches. That was some protection.

The last big raid had been two cycles back.  

—-
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Dawn. No fog that day. Just the cold, pale light of the sun creeping over the water. Then the ships came. Big boats with roars. Very silent until they hit the shore.  

The Protectors met them at the beach. Steel clashed. Guns barked. The sand drank deep. And the Protectors held the line. The pirates left with less than they came for. Left with corpses of their own bobbing in the tide.  

Protectors lost five that day. Five good fighters. Five funerals. Five new fires burned their injured bodies into oblivion. But they were not forgotten. Five more names were inscribed on the tall wooden wall of remembrance next to the Council Chamber.

The islanders burned their dead. Said the words. Moved on.  That’s how it was here. You grieved fast. You grieved quiet. Or you didn’t survive. Life on the nameless island was no more complicated than that.

—-
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The elders ruled from the old stone hall at the center of their town. They say that back in the time that building was a small monastery devoted to a famous Saint. But no details have survived the sands of time. Now? Just a place where old men made hard decisions.  The town was slowly developed around that building. It was the biggest center of the island. Two more small villages existed. And three Protector camps. The rest of the land was fields for crops.  

The elders sat at a long table of scarred wood stained with the stains of time. The ruling here, was as unpretentious as the island’s life. Every adult could speak his case. All decisions were made in the best interest of the community. And the elders voted in a new council member every time someone of them died. Nothing more. Was something deemed good for the community? Passed. No? Rejected. Just the cold calculus of survival. Who lived. Who died. Who got the last crust of bread when winter came knocking.  Some called them wise. Others whispered they were just another kind of predator.  Didn’t matter. In the end, they kept the island alive.  

Then there was the forest. It was a great asset for the people. Some hunting. Not much. A Protector’s privilege. Only they were allowed to hunt. Plenty of forest herbs for medicines.  Some good wood for building. Not much. A small river. And the “center”. Thick. Ancient. The kind of place where the sunlight didn’t reach the ground. The old ones had warned about it. Said things lived there. Not animals. Not men. Some said the pirates avoided the island for months after a crew vanished in those woods. No screams. No bodies. Just silence. The elders forbade anyone from going in. Said it was cursed. Maybe they were right. Or maybe they were hiding something. 

The nameless island endured. That’s what it did. It wasn’t kind. Wasn’t fair. But it was home.  No major illnesses here. No anarchy. A man could have a family here. Have good people for neighbors. But it was closed to foreigners. Very few outsiders were permitted here. 

The Protectors kept their blades sharp. The fishermen cast their nets. The farmers prayed for rain. Maybe one day, the world would remember this place. Maybe one day, the wars would end and the island would have a name again. Or maybe it would stay forgotten. 

And the fog kept rolling in...
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It was the 10th day of the second month of the cycle. The hour when night bleeds into dawn, when shadows stretch long and the world holds its breath. The first light was a feeble thing, weak and gray, smothered by the weight of the coming day. A thin fog clung to the ground like a dying man’s fingers, swirling around the boots of the lone Protector standing watch atop the cliffs.

Then he saw the boat.

Small, black, slipping through the water like a blind man in the dark. No oars. No sails. Just the tide carrying it forward, as if the sea itself had willed it ashore.

A single figure emerged. An old man, wrapped in robes darker than black, leaning on a gnarled walking stick. He moved slow, deliberate, like every step was a prayer. When his feet touched the sand, he knelt. His lips moved in silent words; his face tilted toward the horizon as though listening to something no one else could hear.

The Protector’s grip tightened on his shotgun. Strangers didn’t come here. Not unless they were looking for trouble. Or bringing it...

He released the pigeon. The bird shot into the sky, wings beating fast, carrying the message back to camp: A stranger has landed.

—-
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The captain came at once. A hard man, face carved with scars, eyes like flint. He brought four Protectors with him, swords ready, fingers resting on the grips.

The old man was still kneeling when
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