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SPECIAL DEDICATION:




You were forged in fire, tempered by loyalty, and carried the weight of honor with every breath. You didn’t just serve—you embodied what it means to be a Marine. Even after your time in uniform, you lived with the same grit, the same heart, the same unshakable code. You were the kind of man who never stopped showing up—for your brothers, for your family, for the values you swore to protect. 

Now you’ve crossed into the halls of Valhalla, where warriors rest with pride and purpose. You walk among legends, your name spoken with reverence. The battles are behind you, but your legacy marches on—in every life you touched, in every story we tell, in every moment we remember your strength.

You taught us that courage isn’t loud—it’s steady. That loyalty isn’t just a word—it’s a way of life. That honor doesn’t fade—it deepens. You were the kind of Marine who made others stand taller, fight harder, love deeper. And though you’ve laid down your weapon, your spirit still guards the perimeter.

Rest well, warrior.

The fire you carried now lights our way.

We’ll meet you in Valhalla, where the brave never fall alone.

Semper Fi.
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PREFACE




The longship cut through the restless waters, its carved prow slicing the waves like a blade. Under a sky of endless grey, where the winds carried whispers of fate, a Viking couple stood side by side, their hands steady on the railing, their hearts bound by the same reckless hope. 

She was wrapped in furs, her golden hair braided with bone and silver, eyes fixed on the western horizon where myth promised land beyond the sea. He stood beside her, his grip firm on the hilt of his sword, knowing that the journey ahead held both promise and peril.

Their world had been left behind—the fjords, the halls of their ancestors, the battles carved into memory—but in the rhythm of the waves and the salted air, a new beginning beckoned. Amoruka. The land unknown, untouched by their people, where they might carve a life from the wilderness and raise sons and daughters beneath unfamiliar stars.

They did not speak, for words were as fickle as the tide. Instead, they listened—to the creaking of wood, the call of gulls, and the silent vow between them: They would either reach that distant shore together, or they would be swallowed by the sea as one.








  
  
PROLOGUE




The world had long whispered of Amoruka. A name carried by the wind, etched into the oldest tomes, and sung in hushed reverence by those who claimed to know its secrets. Some believed it was nothing more than legend—a fabled land that lay beyond the known reaches of existence, shrouded in mist and myth. Others swore on the blood in their veins that Amoruka was real, hidden beneath a veil so delicate that only the worthy could see it. 

Long before empires rose and fell, before men waged their wars over gold and glory, Amoruka had thrived in silence. It was a realm untouched by time, guarded by forces unseen, watched over by beings neither mortal nor divine. Its rivers ran thick with silver light, its forests whispered in languages forgotten, and its skies carried the weight of histories too great for men to grasp.

Yet even the most sacred of secrets cannot remain buried forever.

The veil had begun to thin. Something ancient stirred beneath the soil, breathing through the roots of gnarled trees and winding its way through the waters that once ran undisturbed. The harmony, so carefully preserved, now shivered with the weight of disruption. The stars burned brighter, their silent warnings lost upon the oblivious world beyond. A force, long dormant, shifted.

Legends told of a guardian—neither god nor mortal—whose duty was to keep Amoruka sealed from those who sought to unravel its mysteries. It was said that this guardian had walked the lands in silence, knowing the burden of its watch was eternal. But time had stretched, and with it, the chains that bound Amoruka’s secrets had begun to fray.

There were whispers among the unseen, murmurs carried like breathless winds through the corridors of the forgotten. The stars aligned in ways that had not been seen for a thousand years, marking the arrival of an era long prophesied. And somewhere, beyond the reach of ordinary men, the gates of Amoruka trembled—not in fear, but in anticipation.

For soon, the world would remember.








  
  
CHAPTER 1




The Leviathan surged forward, its massive hull straining against the fury of the sea. Dark clouds swallowed the sky, turning day into a fractured nightmare of lightning and rain. The wind screamed through the rigging, whipping the sails into chaos as Loki and Sif fought against nature's wrath. 

"Hold fast!" Sif roared, gripping the wheel with white-knuckled determination. The ship bucked violently beneath her hands, as though the beast it was named after had come alive in protest.

Loki, drenched and scowling, was halfway up the mainmast, cutting loose tattered sails before the wind dragged them under entirely. "The gods themselves conspire against us today," he muttered as another deafening crack of thunder shook the heavens.

The crew scrambled, some securing barrels and rigging, others clinging desperately to the deck as waves crashed over the sides. The Leviathan was sturdy, built for conquest, but even the strongest vessel had its limits against the unrelenting force of the storm.

A sudden, unnatural silence fell. It lasted for the briefest of moments—just long enough for Loki to glance toward Sif, their eyes locking in realization. This was no ordinary storm.

Then it came.

A wave, larger than any they had seen, lifted the Leviathan as though it were nothing but driftwood. The world slowed; Loki and Sif felt the crushing inevitability of their fate. As the ship tipped, the sound of splintering wood echoed through the chaos, followed by the desperate cries of the crew.

The Leviathan broke apart, swallowed by the abyss.

Cold, unforgiving water embraced Sif as she was thrown into the depths. Her limbs flailed, searching for something—anything—to hold onto. The roaring of the storm became distant, muffled by the suffocating pressure of the ocean.

Then, darkness.

Sif gasped back to life with a violent cough. Her lungs screamed as she rolled onto her side, purging seawater from her chest. The sand beneath her was coarse and hot despite the overcast sky, and the scent of brine clung to her skin like a second layer.

Slowly, painfully, she rose to her knees. Her muscles ached from the storm’s battering, and her head throbbed with confusion. Around her, the shoreline stretched in either direction—an unfamiliar coast, untouched by Norse eyes. Great trees loomed beyond the beach, tangled and ancient, with leaves that shimmered in hues she didn’t recognize.

The Leviathan was gone.

Sif staggered toward the waterline, her heart thundering as she scanned the shore. Splintered planks floated in the shallows. A half-shattered crate bobbed beside a broken oar. But there was no sign of the crew. No sign of him.

“Loki...” she whispered, tasting salt and fear on her tongue.

She forced herself to her feet, gathering what she could from the wreckage. A coil of rope. A soaked satchel containing dried herbs and a blackened flint. A knife whose hilt bore the sigil of their clan. Not much—but enough to survive the next few hours.

A figure in the distance caught her eye. Not Loki—just a gull, picking at something unidentifiable. She kept moving, scanning every shadow, every ripple of surf.

Then she saw it: a trail in the sand. A chaotic smear, half-erased by the tide, as though someone had dragged themselves across the beach toward the tree line. Hope surged.

Sif followed the path into the dense foliage. The trees whispered with the wind, but she ignored their eerie voices. She pressed on until the brambles gave way to a small clearing—and there, curled beneath an overhanging fern, was Loki.

He was unconscious, a gash across his temple and his tunic torn to shreds. But his chest rose and fell.

Relief swept through her with such force she nearly crumpled beside him.

“You trickster,” she murmured, brushing hair from his face. “You were always too stubborn to drown.”

She gathered dry moss and tendered it near his feet, striking the flint until a weak fire sparked to life. Its warmth licked at the cool air creeping from the forest.

As night began to fall, Sif kept vigil beside Loki, blade in hand and senses sharp. Whatever this place was, it was not their homeland. And as the stars rearranged themselves in unfamiliar patterns above, she knew they had not just been lost at sea—they had crossed into something far older, and far more secretive.

Loki stirred to the soft crackle of fire and the scent of charred moss. The world resolved slowly blurred, light, the rhythm of waves, the whispering hush of foreign leaves. And then, her face.

Sif leaned over him, eyes sharp and resolute, yet rimmed with weariness. Relief flickered in her gaze the moment his own opened.

“Still breathing,” she said dryly. “I was beginning to suspect you’d leave me alone with this cursed place.”

Loki tried a smile. It tugged painfully at his bruised lips. “Even the storm can’t be rid of me so easily.”

He sat up with a grunt, wincing as the movement sent lightning through his ribs. Sif handed him a palmful of water she’d caught in a hollowed shell and then began recounting what little she had discovered: the wreckage, the lack of survivors, the direction of the tide.

They spent the next hours combing the shoreline together, gathering what the sea had relinquished. A shattered crate bore salted meat, a rusted compass now spinning senselessly, a tangle of nets and rope—useless now, but familiar.

Loki crouched beside a driftwood log, fingers brushing something half-buried in sand: an etched shard of their longboat’s hull, curved with the stylized head of the Leviathan. It was cracked through its eye.

“They built her to carry legends,” he murmured. “She died as one.”

Sif’s gaze drifted to the tree line, where the forest loomed like a slumbering beast. “The storm didn’t take us by accident,” she said quietly. “Something about this place… it pulled us in.”

As if to answer, the wind shifted. The clouds parted for only a moment, revealing not one sun—but two, pale and distant in the sky. The forest shimmered with impossible color. And on a rocky outcropping just beyond the breakers, something marked the stone: not erosion, not random carvings—but symbols. Deliberate, rhythmic. Like language.

They approached cautiously, waves lapping at their ankles. The markings pulsed with an odd warmth, though the stone was cool to the touch. Spirals, runes, and unfamiliar script spiraled outward in a pattern that suggested motion—direction.

Loki’s eyes narrowed. “Runes not of Reykjavik. Older than any we’ve seen.”

Sif knelt beside him, tracing one lightly with her blade’s tip. “A warning, perhaps?”

“Or a map.”

They returned to their fire with heavy minds and heavier questions. They’d survived the sea, yes—but Amoruka was a deeper ocean still. A land where the stars were wrong, the rules rewritten, and their presence perhaps not the first—nor the most welcome.

And that night, as they slept in shifts, the forest watched them in silence.

Dawn bled slowly across the sky, casting gold and violet hues over the dense canopy. Mist clung to the treetops like a cautious breath, unwilling to lift. Sif and Loki moved in silence, guided not by confidence, but by instinct and the faint, pulsing memory of the symbols carved into the seaside rock.

The forest swallowed sound. No birdsong. No rustle of beasts. Just the occasional groan of ancient trees, their branches entwined like reaching arms.

As they passed beneath a weeping fig with bark dark as soot, a voice rang out, clear and aged and utterly unbidden.

“You carry the scent of salt and fire,” it said. “That is how the land knows you are not its children.”

Sif’s blade was in her hand before thought caught up. Loki flanked her, his fingers flexing with phantom magic.

From the shadows stepped a figure wrapped in rags and feathers. His eyes were veiled beneath a mask of carved stone, resembling the face of some forgotten deity—its expression twisted in eternal contemplation.

The figure did not flinch beneath their wary stares. Instead, he bowed. Not with submission, but with authority.

“I am the Shaman,” he said. “And this is Amoruka.”

The name struck them both—not with familiarity, but with gravity, as if it belonged to something slumbering beneath the earth that had stirred as it was spoken.

“We didn’t come here by choice,” Loki said cautiously.

“No one does,” replied the Shaman. “The storm is a gatekeeper. The Leviathan was its toll.”

Sif stepped forward. “What is this place? Why are we here?”

The Shaman turned slowly, gesturing for them to follow. “You seek meaning, as all who survive do. But Amoruka is not a land of answers—it is a land of trials.”

They walked behind him through winding paths choked with moss and ancient roots. The trees here were taller, stranger. Some pulsed faintly with bioluminescence. Others grew in spirals, as if time had spun them like potter’s clay.

“This was once a cradle of power,” he said. “A land where the sky touched the earth and the gods came to speak. Then it was sealed away, hidden from the realms by a grief too great to name.”

“Who sealed it?” Loki asked.

The Shaman paused beside a monolithic stone that jutted from the earth like a broken fang. It bore more markings, and as he traced them with a blackened fingertip, the stone glowed faintly.

“You will learn. Or you will perish. Both are sacred acts here.”

Sif met Loki’s eyes. He gave the smallest nod—he too felt it now. This land wasn’t simply foreign. It was watching. Waiting.

“Three signs mark the path forward,” said the Shaman. “The first is the Wyrm that dreams in the soil. The second is the River That Forgets. The third...” He looked skyward, where the sun and moon had begun their slow duel in the heavens. “The third is the one who remembers your names.”

Before they could ask more, he stepped back into the vines and vanished like mist.

They stood alone once more—except now, the silence felt full.








  
  
CHAPTER 2




The morning after the Shaman’s departure dawned colder than expected. A mist curled low across the forest floor, brushing Loki’s boots and clinging to Sif’s leather armor as they prepared to move inland. Their fire had burned to ash, and the symbols on the stones by the sea had dimmed. 

They left the shoreline with only what they could carry: salvaged supplies, instinct, and the memory of the Shaman’s words—the Wyrm that dreams, the River That Forgets, the one who remembers your names.

The forest welcomed them reluctantly. Roots jutted like bones from the path, and the trees crowded close, their leaves heavy with dew that dripped like clockwork. The air shimmered with strange scents—spiced pollen, damp stone, something faintly metallic.

They walked until noon beneath twin sun; guided by intuition more than logic. Occasionally, Loki would pause and tap a tree’s bark or examine the feather of a long-gone bird stuck in a branch. Sif watched for movement, her senses ever attuned to the unseen.

Then they found the statues.

Six of them, worn by time but unmistakably human—or humanoid. Each bore different features: an elongated skull, fangs curled inward, a third eye. Moss crawled over their shoulders like ceremonial robes. At their feet were offerings long rotted—bones, coins of unknown origin, petrified flowers.

Sif studied the nearest figure. “This land had worshippers.”

Loki tilted his head. “Or prisoners, turned to stone by the gods they defied.”

Their trail continued beyond the stone figures into a valley where a silver river wound like a serpent between tall, ghost-white trees.

“The River That Forgets?” Sif ventured.

“Only one way to find out,” Loki murmured, already descending.

As they neared the bank, the temperature dropped. Not from the water itself—but as if time slowed around it. The river flowed without sound. No ripple, no splash. Just a gliding sheet of memoryless current.

Loki knelt and extended a hand. The moment his fingers touched the surface, his breath caught. Images flickered behind his eyes—faces he didn’t know, languages he’d never spoken, a scream that might’ve been his.

He jerked back. “It steals.”

Sif tossed a rock into the river. It vanished without a splash.

They circled it, careful not to cross. On the far side, a tree stood alone. Upon its bark were names—etched in old runes and languages neither of them recognized. But one name glowed faintly: Sif.

She stepped back instinctively.

Loki’s was not there.

“I don’t like this,” she said.

“We’re not meant to,” he replied.

They followed the riverbank deeper until the air grew thick with silence again. Shadows lengthened faster than they should. And the trees began to whisper—not with sound, but with memory, fragments that slithered through their thoughts.

A child’s lullaby sung in a voice Sif never recalled knowing.

A battlefield Loki had never set foot on, yet the blood on his hands felt warm.

By nightfall, they found a hollow beneath a root-tangle that would serve as shelter. Neither spoke much. Each sensed that Amoruka didn’t merely test their bodies—it weighed their minds, peered into the folds of memory, seeking cracks.

Before sleep, Sif looked out into the dark, where the silver river lay hidden beyond the trees. “It wants us to forget who we were.”

Loki nodded slowly. “And become what it needs.”

The forest did not disagree.

The sun had not risen by the time Loki opened his eyes. The fire had died sometime in the night, and the forest around them now felt like it was holding its breath. Even the silver river seemed subdued, cloaked in an unnatural stillness.

Sif was already awake. She crouched at the edge of the clearing, her eyes fixed on something beyond the trees.

“Movement,” she whispered. “I saw it before the mist thickened. Just beyond the tall thorns.”

Loki joined her silently. The brambles in question arched like ribs over a narrow path, one that hadn’t been there the day before. At their base lay a scattering of feathers—black, sleek, and too large for any natural bird.

“Do we follow?” Loki asked.

Sif didn’t answer with words. She gripped her knife tighter and started down the trail.

The path coiled like a serpent, leading them deeper into the forest’s marrow. Branches began to twist in unnatural ways, forming sigils in the gaps between leaves—symbols that shimmered when viewed from the corner of the eye, but disappeared when looked at directly.

At last, they emerged into a clearing that pulsed with quiet energy. At its center stood a massive stone wheel, half-buried and carved with the same strange runes as the seaside monument. Ivy grew in perfect spirals around its rim and embedded at its heart was a crystalline orb that glowed faintly with light—cold, white, and steady.

Loki approached cautiously. “This wasn’t made. It was planted.”

Before Sif could reply, the forest let out a low, tremulous groan. The kind of sound a continent makes when shifting in its sleep. Then came the whispering—dozens of voices all at once, overlapping, indistinct, but unmistakably human.

They spun to find the clearing now ringed with figures cloaked in shadow. No faces. No feet. Just silhouettes watching from beneath the trees.

Sif stepped in front of Loki, blade drawn. “Who are you?” she shouted into the hush.

One figure stepped forward—and stopped just short of the light. It raised a hand and pointed at Loki.

"You carry him," it said, voice hollow with age and grief. "The memory of the Wyrm. The spark of the forgotten flame."

Loki faltered. “I don’t know what that means.”

The figure turned its head—slowly, birdlike—toward Sif. “And you... you were marked by the River. You have already begun to lose.”

Sif tightened her grip. “Say it plainly.”

“Amoruka remembers only those who remember themselves.”

The shadows began to recede, drawn backward into the trees. The clearing dimmed. The wheel at the center cracked with a sound like ice splitting in spring. A sliver of dark fluid spilled from the orb’s base and hissed into the soil.

Then silence.

Loki and Sif stood alone once more, their breath steaming in the air—though it wasn’t cold.

Neither of them spoke until they returned to their camp, dusk drawing down the strange sky.

“They knew us,” Sif said finally, voice low. “But not as we are now.”

Loki stared into the dark. “Perhaps this place doesn’t test the body or the mind. Perhaps it tests the soul.”

Above them, the stars rearranged again, as if Amoruka were listening.

The four companions arrived on Amoruka not by storm, but by sigil and spell—a conjuring guided by Myrddin himself. Going through the portal had cost them: Tristan bore a scorched palm, Raven's reflection refused to mirror her, Lilith heard whispers even in sleep, and Dorian no longer dreamt at all.

They touched down on a forested ridge at the edge of a sunken vale, where the air seemed older, heavier. Their destination was clear—trace the ley line the portal had revealed. Find Loki and Sif. Bring them back.

But from the moment their boots met the earth, the world shifted subtly. Trees grew in spirals. Their compasses twitched. A bird cried out overhead in a voice that mimicked Lilith’s laughter.

“This land doesn’t like time,” Raven murmured. “It keeps curling backward.”

“We’re not in one place,” Tristan added, scanning the treetops. “We’re in all its memories at once.”

Their path led through swamps where roots bulged above the water like knotted veins. In the heart of one basin, they found a massive tangle of Silverwood—its roots forming a hollow, mirror-lined chamber. One by one, they were compelled to enter.

Dorian saw himself aged, cloaked in ash, speaking in Loki’s voice.

Lilith stepped in and emerged weeping. She would not say what she saw.

Tristan’s reflection didn’t move. It blinked with someone else’s eyes.

And Raven—hers shattered. The mirror cracked from top to base, and her reflection crawled toward her from behind the glass before vanishing entirely.

That night, the fire refused to light until Raven whispered her name three times—each time differently.

They followed a trail of scorched plants, footprints that moved in a broken circle, and shattered arrowheads that belonged to no tribe they knew. Signs of Loki and Sif—or what pursued them.

High on a ridge of Blackstone, they found an altar carved with matching runes to the ones Sif had seen on the beach. Dorian touched one and bled instantly—not from the hand, but from the mouth, as if speaking something too old and true to contain.

Above them, the sky split briefly in two, revealing a scar of stars not known to Midgard.

“Every step we take,” Tristan said softly, “feels like someone else’s footfall.”

“We’re stepping into their myth,” Lilith agreed. “But someone’s rewriting the end.”

They found a grove where voices gathered but no people stood. The wind carried conversations from other times.

Tristan followed a child’s laughter and found a circle of stones. Within it: feathers arranged in the shape of a boat. Raven recognized them immediately—they were Sif’s.

“The Leviathan,” she whispered. “It came through here.”

But the circle wasn’t empty. A creature, faceless and robed in night itself, stood where the shadows met. It spoke not in words but in memory, projecting into their thoughts fragments of Sif and Loki’s survival—the River That Forgets, the stone watchers, the wheel of fate.

It ended with the phrase: “They are part of Amoruka now. To find them, you must become the land’s memory.”

They descended into a cavern system where light behaved like water—dripping from crystals and pooling on the floor. Here, they dreamed without sleeping. Each had a waking vision of the people they once were, reflected through Amoruka’s judgement.

Dorian saw himself undoing the ritual and letting Loki fall.

Tristan kissed a stranger with Sif’s eyes and forgot his own name.

Lilith walked through fire that healed instead of burned.

Raven whispered a secret to a corpse, and it smiled.

When they awoke, they remembered none of it—but they’d each changed slightly. Tristan’s eyes flickered like dying stars. Raven’s shadow no longer moved with her. Dorian’s heartbeat matched the pulse of the land. Lilith began to hear the names of trees.

At the base of a white-glass spire, they found a mirror pool shaped like a sigil. It shimmered with power. A voice rose from it—familiar. Loki’s.

“You’ve come far. But Amoruka does not release what it binds. Choose: turn back and remember yourselves or cross the veil and become what this place demands.”

Each of them hesitated.

Lilith stepped forward first.

“We didn’t come to find them,” she said, voice steady. “We came to understand why they never returned.”

One by one, the others joined her. As they entered the pool, the surface broke—not like water, but like glass being stepped through from the other side.

Amoruka opened. And something began to awaken.

They stood beneath a blistered canopy of sky, where clouds spun in tight spirals and stars flickered even by daylight. The air above the white-glass spire trembled, as though the world itself had grown unsure of its borders.

Around the mirror pool, silence reigned.

Dorian paced restlessly, fingers twitching, as if some forgotten song itched beneath his skin. Lilith crouched nearby, tracing sigils into the dirt with a bone-thin twig. Tristan leaned against the base of the spire, arms folded, eyes distant. Only Raven stood still watching, absorbing, weighing the gravity that had settled over them.

“No path is fixed here,” Dorian murmured. “We could split, search more ground. The longer we wait, the deeper Amoruka coils itself into us.”

Tristan's voice was hollow. “You think it hasn’t already?”

“We’re walking in riddles,” Lilith added. “Half the time I don’t know whether I’m seeing the present or the past. Or whether it matters.”

Raven stepped forward. Her voice wasn’t loud, but it cut through the uncertainty like a blade through silk.

“We came for a reason,” she said. “Loki. Sif. The echoes that link them to us. That is the thread, and everything else in this place is meant to unspool it.”

The others turned to her.

“This land is meant to distract us,” she continued, darker now. “It lures us with phantom answers, pieces of ourselves we didn’t even know we’d lost. But they—Loki and Sif—they’re at the center. I can feel it. Their presence is like a pressure behind my eyes.”

Dorian frowned. “You think finding them solves this place?”

“No,” Raven said. “But I think they're the key. Loki’s bound to the Wyrm. Sif’s name is etched into the river’s memory. The land knows them. If we want to survive—or even leave—we follow that thread.”

Lilith let her twig drop. “And if we find them, and they aren’t who they were?”

“Then we adapt,” Tristan said quietly. “Just like this place demands.”

For the first time in days, clarity settled over them—not peace, but focus. Raven stepped to the pool’s edge, where the shattered surface glimmered with memory. She pressed her hand against it and whispered:

“Guide us by memory. Guide us by myth. Show us where they walk.”

The water didn’t ripple. Instead, it burned—a slow flame of silver that coiled around her arm and sank beneath her skin. Raven didn’t flinch.

A wind swept through the grove, scattering petals from unseen trees.

Dorian grinned, the tension slipping from his shoulders. “Well. That’s definitely a sign.”

Tristan raised an eyebrow. “Lead on then, Lady Oracle.”

Raven turned. “East. Toward the roots. That’s where the land remembers most deeply.”

And with that, the four stepped into the wild once more—united not just by mission, but by faith in what they were meant to find. The forest opened, reluctantly, before them. Amoruka would not yield its secrets easily.

But the search had truly begun.

The Shaman watched from the distance of the trees. Amoruka was a different place, it would either reunite them with one another, or it would break them all and the six would cease to exist.








  
  
CHAPTER 3




The path eastward twisted in ways that defied logic. Trees bent inward, narrowing into passageways that had not been there moments before. The air had weight. Not the pressure of altitude, nor the heaviness of mist, but something intentional. 

By midday, the group realized the forest was leading them somewhere.

“It's adjusting,” Lilith murmured. “Shifting when we shift.”

Raven nodded grimly. “We are being followed. But not by footsteps.”

They passed beneath great root arches draped in luminous vines. Each turn seemed deliberate—as though the land itself was guiding them.

Then the whispers began.

Not spoken words, but rustling voices in the leaves, fragmented phrases caught in the wind.

"Why do you seek them?"

"You were not meant to enter."

"Leave now, before it wakes."

Dorian stopped. "Who's speaking?"

The forest answered.

Something moved within the canopy, not with footsteps, but with the slow ripple of existence itself—as if Amoruka itself had peeled open its skin and was watching them from beneath the bark, beneath the soil.

A gust of wind struck the grove, carrying with it a scent—not of flora or decay, but of saltwater, of broken ships, of the Leviathan’s death.

Lilith turned sharply, sensing it too. “Loki and Sif passed through here.”

Tristan stepped forward, fingertips grazing the bark of a nearby tree. It shuddered at his touch, its roots trembling as if tickled by memory. Then—slowly—etchings began to form across its surface. Words carved themselves into the wood with unseen hands.

Sif.

Loki.

Amoruka remembers them.

The moment Tristan read the markings aloud, the sky cracked. Not with thunder, but with something else entirely—something deeper, as if the realm itself had split open for just a moment to witness them.

Then came the sound.

Low. Hollow. Pulsing through the roots and branches like a heartbeat growing louder with each breath they took.

Raven tightened her grip on her blade. “Whatever we woke up just found us.”

Dorian exhaled slowly. “We move.”

Their pace quickened, instincts sharpening as the forest closed in behind them, as if sealing the path they had taken. The land would not grant them passage twice.

Somewhere beyond the veil of trees, Loki and Sif were waiting—or maybe, something wearing their faces.

And Amoruka was watching.

The forest had begun to close ranks.

Trees that once stood apart now leaned together, whispering. The sky above flickered—not like night overtaking day, but like something shifting behind a thin veil, adjusting to match their pace. Raven led, her steps steady, but her pulse quickening with every breath.

Dorian felt it first. A pulse. Not in the air, not in his chest, but beneath his skin—as though his very bones were resonating with the ground.

Then Lilith caught it.

Then Tristan.

A rhythm, slow and patient.

A call.

They stepped into a clearing where the trees bent inward, forming a near-perfect circle around a massive, darkened stone. The markings on it pulsed faintly, as if responding to their presence.

"The land recognizes you."

The voice did not come from the sky, nor from the trees. It came from inside them—woven into their thoughts, threading through their blood.

Raven clenched her fists. “Reveal yourself.”

A shape flickered at the edge of sight. Not a beast. Not a man. Something both and neither. It hovered between trees, indistinct—like a shadow that had grown tired of staying hidden.

"You are not meant to be here."

The stone at the clearing’s center cracked. Fractures rippled outward like veins, and from its base, liquid pooled—silver-black, thick, unnatural.

Lilith inhaled sharply. “This isn’t stone. It’s flesh.”

The shape moved. Not closer—but everywhere. A presence expanding like breath held too long.

The markings on the stone shifted, forming names.

Names they recognized.

Sif.

Loki.

Raven.

The last made Raven step back.

Tristan swallowed hard. “It knows us.”

"You walk in a place forgotten. A place that does not forget."

The pulse grew stronger. A heartbeat. A warning.

Dorian’s gaze locked on the dark fluid. “We need to move. Now.”

Lilith looked to Raven. “Where?”

Raven’s jaw tightened. “To them. To Loki and Sif. If this place remembers us, then we force it to show them.”

She reached forward—toward the stone, toward the pulsing force that held their names. The presence rippled, unsure, watching.

Then she spoke.

"Amoruka, reveal your truth. We are coming."

The ground lurched. The trees exhaled.

And the path ahead opened—a corridor where no trail had been before.

The forest was no longer denying them.

It was guiding them.

Toward whatever waited beyond the veil.

Toward Loki and Sif.

Toward something older than myth.

The corridor forged through the forest was unnatural—not in its existence, but in the way it defied expectation. It had not been there moments before, yet it stretched forward as if carved from time itself. The trees no longer whispered. The ground no longer pulsed. Amoruka had gone silent.

Raven led, eyes sharp, her senses attuned to the shifting energies around them. Dorian followed close, scanning the strange path with growing unease. Tristan had drawn his blade, though he knew steel alone could not cut through whatever forces played beneath the surface. Lilith kept her fingers poised near her runes, ready to call upon the fragments of magic they had left.

They walked for what felt like hours, though none could say for certain. There was no fatigue—only the sense that the world was folding around them. Time had lost its hold.

Then the air changed.

Not the scent, not the temperature, but something deeper. A presence—looming, watching, waiting.

At the path’s end stood a monolith—a spiraled pillar of black stone, threaded with veins of silver light. The markings that adorned it mirrored those found throughout Amoruka, but these ones moved, shifting like living script.

And in front of it—two figures.

Loki.

Sif.

But something was wrong.

Their stance was rigid, eyes unfocused, mouths slightly parted as though caught between breaths. Their clothing was torn, but not from battle. Their forms shimmered at the edges—flickering between solid and shadow, between existence and something else.

Lilith inhaled sharply. “Are they—?”

“They’re here,” Raven said. “But they’re not whole.”

Loki turned first, his gaze meeting Raven’s.

“You should not have come,” he murmured.

Sif shifted, her fingers twitching at her side. “It knows you now. You cannot leave.”

Tristan took a step forward. “What knows us?”

The ground beneath them shuddered.

The markings on the monolith stretched, unraveling as though torn apart by unseen hands. The silver veins pulsed rapidly, and from beneath the pillar, something began to rise—not stone, not flesh, but memory itself, congealed into form.

Dorian gritted his teeth. “This was a trap.”

“No,” Loki said softly. “This was a choice.”

The presence that had lurked in the shadows, whispered in the wind, and bound the very fabric of Amoruka now stood before them.

And it was time to face it.

The ground beneath them trembled—not violently, but with the slow, inevitable shift of something waking after a long slumber. The monolith’s markings pulsed erratically, as though 

they were being rewritten moment by moment.

Loki stood rigid, his gaze locked on the shape rising before them—shadows spun into substance, an entity formed from the fragmented memories of Amoruka itself.

Sif shifted, her fingers tightening at her side. She was poised to act, but uncertain how. The entity was not beast, nor god, nor man—it was history, unraveling and reweaving at once.

Lilith whispered something under her breath, words too faint to catch.

Raven stepped forward, staring directly at the form. “You know us,” she said. “You remember us.”

The presence did not answer in words. Instead, the world shifted.

The forest flickered—just for a moment—but in that breath of time, it was no longer dense with trees. It was a battlefield—shattered stone, broken banners, rivers running dark with something that was not water. The silver-black fluid from the monolith pooled in the valleys, threading through the ruins like veins.

Dorian sucked in a sharp breath. “This place wasn’t always like this.”

Sif turned slowly. “It was sealed.”

Loki’s jaw tightened. “By whom?”

The entity pulsed, flickering between past and present.

The sky trembled.

Then, images spilled from the monolith’s surface—not visions, but fragments, torn from Amoruka’s memory like pages ripped from a book.

A great serpent curling beneath the soil.

A temple swallowed by time.

A storm not of water, but of names, spoken and erased.

Loki standing before the River That Forgets—his reflection missing.

Sif whispering to a presence unseen, her words echoing in reverse.

And then—Raven’s name.

Etched into the stone, pulsing as the entity surged forward.

She took a slow breath. “This isn’t just history,” she murmured. “It’s unfinished.”

The shadows surrounding the monolith collapsed inward, sealing the flickering visions back into the stone’s surface.

The silence stretched.

Then, at last—the entity spoke.

"You seek them. You seek the past. You seek what was lost."

Its voice was fractured, layered with countless echoes of words spoken across centuries.

"But Amoruka does not remember as you do. It remembers in sacrifice."

Lilith stiffened. “Sacrifice?”

"To take back the lost, something must be given."

Raven exhaled, her eyes locked on the monolith. “And what exactly does Amoruka want?”

The entity shifted. The sky rippled.

And the answer came—not in words, but in possibility.

One of them. One name. One soul—to be bound within the land’s fabric.

A choice that could not be undone.

Sif and Loki stood motionless—silent, watching, waiting.

And the four knew now, without doubt—this was the cost.

Amoruka would give them back what they came for. But it would take something in return.

It happened without warning.

One breath, the monolith pulsed with its eerie silver veins, the presence stood before them, and Loki and Sif remained statues of uncertain fate.

The next breath—nothing.

The forest returned to stillness. The monolith was gone. The pulsing energy in the air ceased, leaving only silence so profound it felt like the world itself had held its breath.

Dorian spun on his heels. The ground beneath them was solid, untouched, as though no great force had stirred its depths.

Lilith took a step forward—but there was no forward anymore. The corridor Amoruka had opened had vanished, replaced by untouched foliage, dense and unchanged.

Tristan inhaled sharply. “What—”

“They’re gone,” Raven interrupted. Her voice was steady, but her eyes flickered with uncertainty. “Everything we saw—it’s like it never happened.”

A hush fell over them, each of them waiting—for the ground to shift, for the presence to return, for the monolith to rise again.

Nothing.

Lilith pressed her fingertips against her temple. “Did we see the truth? Or did we see something meant to mislead us?”

Tristan shook his head, eyes scanning the treetops, the sky, anything that might give answers. “It felt real.”

Dorian ran a hand through his hair. “It could’ve been what happens when we find them.”

Raven turned to him. “Or it could’ve been a warning.”

They stood in the clearing that was no longer a clearing, in a forest that did not remember them, in a place that had momentarily unveiled itself, only to fold everything back into the unknown.

A foreshadowing.

A trick.

A glimpse of something yet to come.

Lilith knelt, pressing her palm to the soil—searching, feeling.

Nothing. Not even a whisper of energy.

She exhaled slowly. “Amoruka doesn’t want us to know. Not yet.”

Tristan sheathed his blade. Dorian clenched his jaw, frustration coiling beneath his skin. Raven closed her eyes briefly, listening to the eerie quiet that had settled once more.

“We keep going,” Raven said, voice unwavering. “We don’t let the land decide what’s real.”

The others nodded.

And so, they moved forward uncertain whether they had seen a fate awaiting them, or merely the first step in a deception far greater than they had imagined.

And somewhere, hidden deep within the folds of Amoruka’s memory, the land continued to watch.

The silence followed them.

For hours, they moved through the dense forest, the world unnervingly still—no whispers, no shifting shadows, no sign of Loki and Sif. It was as if everything they had seen had been nothing more than an illusion, a dream slipping from their grasp the moment they tried to hold onto it.

Dorian ran a hand over his face. “We need to reassess.”

Lilith nodded slowly. “The land erased everything—but that doesn’t mean it never happened.”

Tristan exhaled. “It means Amoruka doesn’t want us to know why it happened.”

Raven remained quiet, listening—not to words, not to movement, but to the pulse beneath the earth.

She felt it—faint, buried deep. Something alive, something waiting.

Then, the sky shifted.

Not the clouds. Not the light.

The stars.

They flickered, rearranged—forming new constellations right before their eyes.

Lilith stiffened. “That’s not possible.”

Dorian stepped forward, staring upward. “Not unless the land itself is rewriting history.”

Tristan scanned the trees. “Or rewriting us.”

Raven finally spoke. “We follow it.”

“The sky?” Lilith asked.

“The change,” Raven said. “Whatever happens next—that’s the key.”

As if answering her, the forest exhaled—a slow, weighted breath.

And for the first time, they felt it.

Something beneath them.

Waiting. Watching.

And perhaps calling them forward.

They pressed forward, but every step felt heavier—not with exhaustion, but with the growing 

realization that they did not know whether they were closer to Loki and Sif or merely circling the same illusion Amoruka had cast upon them before. The silence of the forest was deceptive, almost taunting, and each shift in the wind carried an unsettling sense of expectation.

Raven was the first to voice what they were all thinking.

“We could be following a path that leads nowhere.”

Lilith wiped sweat from her brow. “Or we could be caught in a cycle, something that bends time around itself.”

Dorian kicked at a root, frustration curling at the edges of his composure. “If we don’t know whether what we saw was real, how do we know anything here is?”

Tristan rolled his shoulders, eyes locked on the way the trees seemed to lean inward, forming invisible corridors where they walked. “I think that’s the point.”

But it wasn’t just their own uncertainty clawing at them now. It was the question hanging over everything: If they were experiencing this, what had Loki and Sif been enduring?

Had the land played tricks on them, too? Had they woken up to shifting stars, vanishing paths, visions of something that may or may not come true?

Or worse—had Amoruka already taken something from them?

That thought hung in the air long after it was spoken aloud.

“Maybe they’re fighting something we haven’t seen yet,” Lilith murmured.

Raven’s jaw tightened. “Maybe they’ve already lost, and we just don’t know it.”

Tristan stopped walking, glancing toward the ground beneath them. “No. If Loki and Sif lost, Amoruka wouldn’t be doing this. It wouldn’t be showing us glimpses. It would be pulling us in.”

Dorian frowned. “What if it already is?”

A gust of wind tore through the forest, bending branches, scattering petals and leaves. The stars above shivered, shifting once again—not into constellations, but into patterns that felt almost... familiar.

As if the land were answering them.

Or warning them.
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