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CHAPTER 1

The Root of Her Becoming

Queen Thornrose III was raised
to embody the noblest ideals: grace, wisdom, and the kind of royal
aspiration said to shape kingdoms and outlast memory.

But somewhere along the way, something shifted. Or perhaps it
cracked. Within a few short years of her ascension, she began to
unravel. Her interest in beauty faded, as did her temperance. In
its place bloomed a harsher disposition—sharp-tongued, imperious,
quietly cruel. And then, unmistakably, malevolent.

She hadn’t meant to learn magic.

Not at first.

She read only to quiet the silence in her chambers.

The volumes soothed her with their order, their weight, their
refusal to lie. But the deeper she went into the Grand Library’s
forgotten wings, the stranger the books became. Some had no titles.
Some whispered as she opened them.

That was the beginning.

She read by candlelight, long after the palace slept. She traced
runes with her breath, murmured syllables that turned the air
heavy. Her body learned the craft before her mind did—blood and
bone remembering something her soul had always known.

The books did not teach with kindness.

But they taught.

By the end of the first year, she no longer turned pages. The
books opened for her.

No one could say why.

No one—except those who could.

Those who watched her from afar.




Those who had mastered the art of ruling the ruler.

In still rooms lit by incense and silence, they peered into
polished pools of divination and grinned behind their veils of
secrecy. They knew the power of the whisper, the thrill of subtle
dominion. They dealt in suggestion and shadows, in thoughts planted
like seeds, watered with dreams.

They twisted her.

Why do I have such dark thoughts? the
queen would sometimes wonder. Where do they come
from? It’s like someone is speaking to me while I sleep... always
up to six voices, always just beyond the reach of my
magic.

She tried to ignore them, but they knew something she
didn’t.

One night, she dreamt of a
man—radiant, divine, chosen. A man who would father a son unlike
any other.

That dream… I loved it, she whispered to
herself the next morning. Where do you find such
men?

Keen to find the answer, she vanished into the Grand
Library.

The Grand Library was not built—it was grown, or so the old archivists claimed.

Nestled within the inner sanctum of the palace grounds, behind
gates wrought of bronze and serpent-bone, it stood like a cathedral
married to a forest: its towering arches carved from living ash
wood that never stopped blooming, even under stone. Vines crept
along the walls, but never over the bookshelves—they seemed to know
better.

The air inside was thick with the perfume of old parchment,
beeswax, ink, and something older still— like the residue of a
great idea too powerful to vanish, clinging forever to air and
stone.

Rows of shelves climbed beyond any ladder’s reach, winding into
spiral staircases of oak and silver.

Books were shelved by temperament, not title—those that burned
with sorrow gathered near the western alcove, while those of
prophecy and forbidden tongues were kept in the eastern one.




Every king who ruled the realm had walked those halls—some with
reverence, some with greed. Few left unchanged.

The chief librarian—never the same for long—was always chosen by
the library itself. Cloaked in robes of ink-dark velvet, they
whispered to the walls and answered in languages no man had taught
them.

The Grand Library was not simply a collection of knowledge. It
was a place where time moved carefully or sometimes stopped
completely. It did not only offer answers—but it also always
listened.

The queen was an avid
reader—though lately, even the books seemed to resent her
presence.

A month passed.

The ink offered nothing.

Scrolls crumbled gently under her fingers, shelves stood silent,
as if their secrets had long since curled inward and gone to sleep,
hiding all the secrets.

Still, she came.

Every morning, every evening. Always leaving empty-handed.

It’s here, she told herself, fingertips
grazing the spine of a nameless tome. It has to
be.

Her lips pressed into a line.

I will find it. I was not wrong to
believe.

And so she returned. Not out of routine—but because sometimes,
faith was a kind of fury.

Until one day, she emerged smiling—not with joy, but with will
honed to rule.

She had found the book.

She had found the way.




Her fingers brushed the cover like a lover's skin, reverent and
possessive all at once. The guards at the door stiffened, sensing
something in the air had shifted—like the moment before lightning
breaks.

She laughed, soft and low, almost tender.

“I will bear the most beautiful, powerful son this world has ever
known.

And I will bind the finest man alive—not with chains, but with
magic older than blood. He will be mine. Entirely. Irrevocably.
Forever.”

She did not raise her voice.

She didn’t need to.

The stone beneath her feet seemed to echo her vow—softly, like
assent from something ancient and unseen.

CHAPTER 2

Dragon’s Nest

Once upon a time, in a land far,
far away—beyond three seas, three rainforests, and three mountain
ranges—there lay a vast kingdom ruled by Queen Thornrose III, who
dwelled in a palace perched atop a high mountain known as Dragon’s
Nest.

The palace did not sit upon the mountain.

It grew from it, as if the stone itself had yearned upward to
become throne and tower.

Perched atop the jagged summit of Dragon’s Nest, it crowned the
world in stone, obsidian, and wind. Its outer walls were dark as
iron but veined with veins of gold that glimmered when the sun
struck them—not mined, but molten, cooled by time and magic. The
mountain’s breath coiled constantly through the corridors—cold,
clean, and laced with something older than air.

The palace’s highest spire was said to be carved from a single
fang of an ancient dragon, and from it, the queen could see the
shifting weather.

Bells rang only when snow fell sideways or stars burned
strangely in the sky.




Inside, the halls were vaulted and vast, lit by chandeliers of
horn and crystal that caught even the faintest starlight. The
floors were made of polished stone the color of storm clouds, and
when one walked, the echo followed like a second voice.

Carvings lined the columns—wings, talons, flames, and faces long
erased by time or intent. In some parts of the palace, the walls
seemed to whisper when you passed too close. In others, the silence
pressed so heavily it felt like memory itself had weight.

In the queen’s private chamber, windows opened not onto gardens
or courtyards, but onto the sky—where thunder and lightning once
must have slept.

All roads led directly to the palace. But Dragon’s Nest did not
offer comfort. It offered command.

It was not a place of joy.

It was a place of vision, of waiting, and wonder. And it
belonged only to the one who ruled it.

CHAPTER 3

The Quiet Bridge

The queen had suffered terribly
during the birth of her only son. Exhausted and fevered, she lay
unconscious, dulled by potions and pain.

She had meant to seek out Komitius—the child’s
father—immediately after the birth.

Nine months earlier, she had ensnared him with a binding spell
so potent it could hold even a demigod. It would dissolve the
moment the child was born.

She loved him, in her own ruthless way. She had not meant to
lose him.

Her plan had been to keep him close, to make him plead, even
beg, for the right to leave her. But fate intervened. The labor was
long and near-fatal.

All the while, Komitius had waited for his moment.

He had never intended to stay.




The child had been born in the heart of winter, in a tower
guarded day and night by men who served the queen without question.
Yet Komitius had a plan.

I’ll have to trick them if I’m to reach my
son, he thought. I must be the first to
touch him. That will decide his nature. If she reaches him first,
her darkness will root in him forever.

He raised his voice in the
corridor. “Someone’s trying to harm the queen! He’s inside—go,
quickly!”

Clad in the deep, luxurious robes of a royal escort, his sleeves
long and flowing, Komitius pointed toward the queen’s chambers at
the far end of the hall.

The guards, startled and terrified for their beloved queen,
burst into action.

“What? Save the queen! Now!” they cried, and bolted down the
corridor as if their own lives depended on it.

In the confusion, Komitius slipped into the nursery where the
newborn had been placed. A blazing fire roared in the great hearth,
casting flickering light across the vaulted chamber. The heat was
stifling.

Only one guard and two maids stood near the cradle. Fortune favors me, Komitius thought. Meteor is a fool and slow-witted.

Aloud, he said, “I am here to see my firstborn son—for a
father’s kiss.”

The guard, a short, broad man with skeptical eyes, stepped
forward. “What proof do you have?” he demanded.

Komitius arched a brow, his expression imperious. “This,” he
said, and raised his staff. Sparks danced from its tip. A sharp
crack of light shot forward and struck Meteor in the chest. The
guard collapsed, stunned into unconsciousness.

Satisfied, Komitius stepped toward the cradle. For the first
time, he looked upon his son.

The child was weightless in his arms, pale as snowlit marble,
glistening in the fire’s soft breath.




His eyes opened slowly. For a heartbeat, they held Komitius’s
gaze with eerie calm—ancient knowing flickering just beneath the
silence.

Komitius felt his pulse quicken. Something vast stirred in
him—love, yes. But fear, too. The boy was beautiful. But somewhere,
just beneath that beauty, Komitius sensed the seed of his mother’s
darkness. And he shuddered.

My son, he thought. This blessing is the only thing that might save you. Thank the
stars she hasn't touched you yet.

His heart pounded in his throat. He took a deep breath,
steadying his thoughts.

Then he spoke: “I bless you, my son, with a kiss so powerful it
shall guard you against any evil, within or without.”

He pressed his lips gently to the baby’s forehead.

Light bloomed where his kiss had landed—golden, trembling. It
split: one half sank into the child’s chest, the other spilled
outward like dawn breaking through midnight.

At that moment, the doors crashed open. The guards reappeared,
swords drawn.

“You lied! The queen is unharmed!” one shouted.

But the radiant light blinded them. They staggered, shielded
their eyes.

Komitius seized the moment. He bent low and whispered to the
infant: “I cannot take you now, little one. You’d freeze in my arms
out there. But one day, you will know me. You’ll know I’m your
father.”

He returned the child to the cradle, brushed a hand over his
chest, and turned.

At the window, he threw open the shutters. Then, without
hesitation, he leapt.

The night outside was white with storm. A blizzard screamed
around the spires. Snow fell in great, spiraling veils—white chaos
dancing to winter’s breath.

Komitius did not fall.




His father had given him a gift long ago—the secret of flight. A
secret he had kept hidden even from his captors.

The guards reached the window just in time to see shadows vanish
into snow. They raised their bows, loosed arrows into the storm,
but it was too late. The demigod had vanished, streaking across the
sky like a hawk through mist—far beyond the reach of mortal
aim.

Outside, the snow began to fall more gently. And in the
distance, the dark horizon softened, touched by the pale gold of a
rising sun.

From the castle chapel, bells tolled across the kingdom, marking
the birth of a new winter dawn.

CHAPTER 4

The Upbringing

The years passed, and the little
baby boy grew into a striking young prince—tall, elegant, with
emerald eyes that gleamed like frost-lit mirrors and a voice that
could charm shadows from stone. In the courtyards, the servants
whispered of his beauty; in the throne room, the ministers feared
his silence more than his words.

He was clever. Disarmingly so. And at first, his cleverness
seemed innocent—delightful even. He could read three languages by
the age of seven, recite royal lineages backwards, and speak of
diplomacy with men three times his age. People said he would be
great.

But under the careful—and cunning—guidance of his mother,
something else began to take root.

Not suddenly.

Not violently.

But quietly, like shadow seeping across silk.

At first, he questioned tradition. Then he dismantled it. He
reworded old laws, softened oaths, redefined virtue. And always,
his mother praised him—gently, strategically, like a sculptor
watching the marble bend to her chisel.

He smiled often. But his smiles stopped reaching his eyes. He
gave gifts. But only to those who feared him.




He spoke of justice, yet his version of it left the innocent
trembling.

He sat in judgment clad in white—a color long claimed by
virtue—his hands resting still as the accused poured out their
shame. Yet when a noble house was named in their pleas, his gaze
grew sharp, not with fury, but with design. Later, he would praise
them as brave, even as their words were struck from the records
with quiet precision.

In the Great Hall, he spoke reverently of truth and duty. But
behind closed doors, oaths were revised in fading ink, and
treachery was redrawn as disobedience.

He placed at his side not the wise, but the watchful—men whose
loyalty was measured not in law, but silence.

He granted mercy to those who prostrated themselves, brow to
stone. Yet those who stood tall and spoke of justice were sent away
in chains, their names forbidden from courtly lips.

The kingdom called him wise. And wise he was—but not for the
sake of the just. His proclamations came cloaked in verse,
sweetened with the tongue of righteousness. Yet it was the lowborn
who bore the heavier taxes, and the distant provinces who starved
while the granaries of lords remained full.

And still, he smiled when asked of their needs. He always
did.

With each passing day, he became more like her. Not in
appearance—but in presence. He filled the room before he entered
it. He listened like a blade being drawn. And though the people
still bowed and called him beloved, the joy with which they once
said his name began to fade, replaced by a strange, quiet awe. And
then, unease.

He did not rage. He rewrote. And in doing so, he undid—not all
at once, but slowly—the good that had once rooted the kingdom.

And his mother watched, applauded him, never interfering. She
didn’t need to.

Sometimes, alone beneath the stars, the prince would linger
longer than necessary. Not because he feared the dark, but because
it was the only thing left that didn’t bow to him.




Queen Thornrose had always been
a hideous woman. Her appearance was the stuff of hushed nursery
warnings: only two sharp teeth jutted from her lower jaw like
fangs, and her nose bent cruelly to one side. Her eyes were black
as coal, and her body heavy and squat. She wore only black—gowns of
the finest cloth and cut, as though elegance alone might redeem her
image. But it did not.

To behold her was to feel a primal warning—goosebumps prickled
along the neck, and an involuntary shiver traced the spine. She
needed no crown to announce her power; her very presence sent
people scurrying like mice from fire.

In form and feature, however, the prince was nothing like her.
He had inherited the divine beauty of his father, Komitius, the
demigod who once turned heads in every court from one end of the
world to the other. The prince’s raven-black hair flowed to his
shoulders, so lustrous that when the sunlight struck it, the gleam
was nearly blinding. Strangers often shaded their eyes as he
passed.

His emerald-green eyes missed nothing, sharp and
sweeping—searching every corner of the world as if it owed him
something.

His body had been honed through years of physical training and
military discipline; his broad shoulders and lean, powerful frame
bespoke strength and stature fit for a king.

But his soul bore the imprint of his mother’s teachings.

He had grown accustomed to bows, flattery, and the fearful
silence of courtiers. And like any child born to unchecked power,
he began to believe he could do anything to anyone.

He moved through the hall as if the stone had been laid in his
honor—head high, chin still, nodding only when others bowed
first.

Though many admired his face, few dared admire him. For behind
the beauty, there was something else—something cold.

Something watching.

Something dangerous.

A voice said—calm, resonant, and
cold. “Well, well. We’ve finally caught you sleeping.”




Queen Thornrose opened her eyes. Standing before her were two
women cloaked in cloaks that shimmered with an otherworldly
glow—twin figures, tall and unreadable. One was known as Justice.
The other, Kindness. They had come for her, as they did for all
whose time in the world had turned to rot.

“Wretches,” the queen hissed. She raised her hands to strike
them down. “I’ll burn you both to ash with my magic—!”

But nothing happened.

Her fingers trembled in the air. Her magic, once vast and
terrible, was gone.

“A shame,” said Kindness softly, a trace of pity in her voice.
“You’re caught in an enchanted net, woven from the breath of
ancient magic. Even your darkest curses can’t escape it now.”

“No!” Thornrose shrieked, struggling, but the net held fast
around her limbs, tightening with every motion.

“Oh yes,” said Justice. “You’re coming with us now.”

She thrashed, twisting like a serpent in a snare. But it was
useless. The spell was older than her throne, older than her
bloodline. The more she fought, the more it drank her strength.

“What have I done?” she whispered hoarsely, stalling for time,
her eyes darting, seeking a way out.

Justice’s voice rang like iron. “You broke every law written in
the Book of Good. You twisted what was fair, poisoned what was
kind. Did you think there would be no reckoning?”

Thornrose bared her teeth. “There is no such thing as a ‘Book of
Good’—just fools like you and your illusions.”

Kindness only smiled. “The book exists. Whether you believe in
it or not.”

The queen’s fury turned to fear. She was helpless now, entangled
and held. The two figures—calm, implacable—began to move, dragging
her as though her body weighed nothing at all. The net glowed
faintly, humming with spellcraft.

Thornrose writhed in vain.




Then, without warning— BOOM!

A soundless flash of darkness erupted from where they stood. The
air folded inward with a violent hush, then snapped outward with a
thunderclap. A cloud of black smoke unfurled in the chamber,
swallowing everything. It curled and lingered in the corners,
clinging to the stone walls like a stain that would not wash
away.

And they were gone.

But the room was not empty.

Someone remained. Watching.

In the silence, a distortion moved across the light. A
figure—tall, still, almost imperceptible—stood just beyond the
smoke. A faint silhouette, male in shape, wavered like heat in the
air. Only the suggestion of form was visible, as if reality itself
refused to look directly at him.

He had seen everything.

And he was waiting.

CHAPTER 5

The Quiet Crown

The young king awoke in the
middle of the night, breath shallow, heart racing. Some instinct
made him reach for her—his mother—without thought, like he had done
in boyhood.

But his body froze.

He lay still in the soft bed, and suddenly, the duvet pressed
down like iron. His limbs refused to obey. A cry rose in his throat
but never escaped. It was strangled by the terrible
realization:

She was gone.

He clenched his jaw to hold back tears—not that anyone would
have seen. But even in solitude, sorrow felt like betrayal.
Weakness, the one thing she had taught him never to show.
Especially not to himself.




Slowly, he rose. Each movement heavy, each step dragged from the
marrow of his bones. His brow furrowed, not in anger but in
something deeper.

Something raw.

He felt... robbed. As if someone had stolen all the royal
treasures from inside his chest, leaving behind an echoing hollow.
And that emptiness throbbed, deep and rhythmic, like pain with a
pulse.

His mother’s voice, once ever-present—sharp, relentless,
inescapable—was suddenly, irrevocably silent.

He had cringed at her barking commands, flinched at her fury.
But now, in the aching hush she’d left behind, he missed it
all.

Missed her.

He would have given anything to hear her scold him once more. To
feel the sting of her disappointment, the weight of her scrutiny.
To be diminished—just to know she was still there.

Still watching.

Still his.

He was king now.

And the kingdom trembled.

For as grief twisted in him, so too did the seeds she had
sown.

He was feared and hated by all who longed for peace and harmony.
But those who lived by cunning and cruelty, who plundered, schemed,
and fed on the weak—they adored him. He was their rising star.
Their prince of privilege. Their king of the broken compass.

And though he wore the crown with poise, something inside him
had been unmoored—like a ship set loose from its anchor, drifting
toward a storm that had been waiting all along.




CHAPTER 6

The Expedition

The young monarch, drunk on
power and untouched by consequence, had taken what he pleased. In
the capital, no beautiful woman—married or not—was beyond his
reach. Desire came to him not as a whisper, but as a command. The
palace gates saw a steady stream of daughters dragged in, and
mothers weeping behind closed doors. Eventually, entire families
began to flee, vanishing in the night, desperate to escape the
king’s desecration.

But as the city emptied, so too did his satisfaction.

Frustration bloomed into desperation. His craving sharpened—not
just for beauty, but for the beauty. The
most exquisite woman in the realm. One who could stand beside him
as queen. One who would belong to him, as everything else did.

Three days before, a message had arrived.

It came from Magnose, the soothsayer. Trusted above all, Magnose
had spent decades twisting winds and waters to whisper secrets in
his ear. He was old now, but still potent, scouring the kingdom for
women of rare beauty with spells laced in moonlight and smoke.

The message read:

“Your Majesty, I bring tidings of great fortune.

In a village beyond the third rainforest, there lives a maiden of
extraordinary beauty. Her hair is spun gold, her presence like the
dawn. Her name is Aprosita.

She cannot be invited. She cannot be summoned. She lies beyond
reach. What are your orders?”

The king, still young enough to mistake desire for destiny,
replied at once:

“I will fetch her myself. Prepare everything. In one week’s
time, have a thousand soldiers waiting at the palace gates.”

And so, on the seventh day, just after sunrise, the king mounted
his black stallion—Lightning, named for speed and fury—and set out
at the head of a great column of men.




At his side rode Magnose, cloaked in heavy satin robes stitched
with planetary sigils. His conical hat sagged slightly at the
crown, but his eyes—sharp, calculating—had lost none of their fire.
On his other side rode Marcius, general of the king’s armies, tall
and grim-faced, with jet-black hair and a closely cropped beard.
His heavy green armor gleamed dully under the clouded sun.

Behind them, Commander Frup rode in silence—a long-limbed man,
middle-aged and bald, with wide shoulders and an expression like
stone. He carried the kind of bulk that once spoke of strength but
now hinted at a life seasoned with indulgence. Second only to
Marcius in rank, he was feared by all for his quiet efficiency.

He Didn’t Have to LookNext rode—the king’s two closest advisors,
as constant as his shadow.

Patronus, tall and broad-shouldered, had a mane of grey-streaked
hair that spilled past his collar like a wild banner. His face was
hawkish, weathered by years of court storms, and his robes were
dark wool, layered and severe, clasped at the throat with a golden
brooch in the shape of a lion’s paw. He looked like someone who’d
once been a warrior and never quite stopped.

Beside him rode Pholo, round of belly and nearly bald, save for
a stubborn wreath of silver curling behind his ears. His robes were
finer—deep blue silk, slightly wrinkled, with scrollwork
embroidered along the cuffs. He dabbed at his brow with a scented
cloth and muttered often, though to whom it wasn’t always clear.
What he lacked in stature, he made up for in memory—dates, laws,
the names of kings three centuries dead.

The commanders rode horses, but the rest of the king’s army
marched on foot. One thousand men, clothed in steel and hunger,
advancing like a storm.

Town after town fell beneath their shadow.

Wherever they passed, they left ruin: livestock seized,
granaries emptied, coin taken, men conscripted, women stolen. Homes
were looted. Fields were scorched. Children watched their world
unravel before they could understand why.

From hilltops and watchtowers, farmers glimpsed the glint of
armor approaching and fled with what little they could carry—goats,
blankets, wheat, infants. They vanished into forests or swam across
rivers, praying they were not seen. For those who stayed behind,
only silence or sorrow awaited.




The king did not look back. His eyes were fixed on the horizon,
where the third rainforest lay like a promise in the distance. His
heart beat not with remorse but with hunger.

Aprosita was waiting.

She just didn’t know it yet.

CHAPTER 7

The Rainforest March

It had taken the king
twenty-three days to reach the first rainforest—so vast was his
realm. But the forests did not answer to crowns. They had no regard
for royal banners or golden armor. The jungle had its own
laws—older, darker, indifferent.

The young king had never journeyed this far. In his youth, he
had neither the need nor the courage. But now, emboldened by power
and restlessness, he had grown daring—reckless even.

He raised his hand, signaling the column to halt. “We’ll camp
here for the night,” he declared. “At first light, we enter the
forest. No one goes in while it’s dark.”

Tents sprang up in swift succession. The largest—adorned with
lions, embroidered banners, and colored silks—belonged to the king.
None in the realm traveled with such splendor. Inside, musicians
played, concubines danced, and trays of sweetened wine circled on
silver platters.

A feast unfolded under the canopies of flame-lit tents, the
laughter of courtiers mingling with the music and clatter of
plates. The soldiers, their helmets polished and armor gleaming,
ate heartily. Guards stood watch, ringed around the camp like a
silent promise of security.

The revelry continued late into the night—drinking, dancing,
pleasure without pause—until, at last, the king collapsed into
sleep, drunk and spent.

Beyond the firelight, the forest listened.




Frogs croaked low in the underbrush. Insects darted and clicked
through the thick heat, wings slicing the dark like knives. But the
rainforest was wary. Word of the king had preceded him, even to
this place. Its dwellers—unseen, ancient, and knowing—watched with
silent dread. They had no desire to let this man defile the green
sanctum they had guarded for generations.

At dawn, after barely three
hours of sleep, the king awoke and called for breakfast. It took
two hours to prepare, two more to eat. The march resumed near
midday, the jungle ahead still untouched.

Advisor Pholo leaned in, brushing sweat from his brow. “Your
Majesty,” he murmured, “the horses cannot pass. The growth is too
thick—too many thorns and branches. Even the carriages must remain
behind.”

“No matter,” the king said without hesitation. “We carry what we
must on our backs.”

And so they entered the forest.

The moment they crossed beneath the black trees, silence fell.
No croak, no wingbeat, no rustling leaf. It was as though the very
breath of the jungle had paused to watch them trespass.

The air was hot, heavy with humidity and the sour-sweet smell of
mushrooms and decay.

Notol stepped forward, his cloak soaked at the hem, rain
dripping from his greying beard. He clutched his weather-warped
lute to his chest as though it were a child caught in a storm. The
forest was too quiet—the kind of silence that thickens just before
something breaks.

“Your Majesty… please forgive me. The forest is too damp—our
instruments are delicate. Might we stay behind, so they remain
unharmed? We’ll be better prepared to receive you on your
return—refreshed, and ready to escort you back with proper
ceremony.”

The prince—no, the king now—turned toward him slowly, the
fireflies catching in his eyes and making them gleam like blades
just drawn.

He did not shout.

He didn’t need to.




His voice came low and exact, shaped by the kind of restraint
that made men sweat more than fury ever could.

“Spare me your pitiful mewling, Notol. You’ll come. You’ll play.
Even if the rain has soured every note. Or I’ll have those strings
snapped over your back and let you hear how they sound then.”

The words did not echo, yet somehow they lingered—settling over
the woods like smoke that refused to clear.

Notol’s spine dipped. He did not plead. Did not raise his head.
He simply bowed—stiffly, slowly—as though the movement itself were
costing him years. His voice came thin as thread. “As you wish,
Your Majesty.”

And still, he did not look up.

Progress was slow. The soldiers
stumbled beneath the weight of supplies. Gnarled roots twisted
through the soil, catching their feet. Brambles tore at sleeves and
skin. The jungle closed in from all sides like a living wall.

The king pressed on at the front, walking tall just behind the
scouts who hacked a path through tangled green. Sweat poured down
his face, but he showed no sign of fatigue.

Behind him, the concubines fared worse. Raised in silks and
marble corridors, they had never known labor, let alone the harsh
grip of thorns on their limbs. Their gossamer gowns were torn, skin
scratched and bleeding. Mosquitoes descended in swarms, drawn to
the scent of their suffering.

Rosana stepped forward on trembling legs, the hem of her silk
torn and streaked with mud, her once-delicate sandals long
abandoned. Sweat clung to her temples, catching in the copper
strands of hair now matted against her brow. She was still
beautiful—hauntingly so—even after the march: tall and lithe, with
eyes the color of blue ice and lips that remained red, impossibly
red, as if untouched by the elements.

Her breath came ragged, not from fear, but exhaustion held in
check by pride.

“Darling… Dol,” she said, barely above a whisper. The pet name
trembled on her lips—one she alone was allowed to use, though now
it felt more like a memory than a privilege. “We’re exhausted.
We’ve no idea where we’re going. Please… let us go back.”




Behind her, Dasia mirrored the toll of the journey. She was
shorter, dusk-haired, her cheeks blotched with heat and insect
bites. A thin ribbon of dried blood marked her collarbone, where a
thorn had grazed her earlier that day. Still, she stood with what
dignity she could salvage.

“We can’t go on,” she added, voice brittle. “The jungle is
unkind to us.”

The king turned.

Slowly.

There was nothing hurried in him, ever. His gaze slid over
them—first Rosana, then Dasia—as if weighing their worth not just
as women, but as objects that had once delighted him and now dared
resist.

A smile curled at the corner of his mouth, too tight to be
genuine. “No, my dears,” he said, almost kindly. “You’re coming
with me. All the way. Even if it costs you your lives.”

He took a step closer. The heat shimmered around him like a veil
of steam rising from blood-warmed stone.

“And tonight,” he added, his voice dropping low, “I’ll have the
best of you both. This heat… it stirs my appetite.”

Neither sister replied.

Their curtsies were mechanical—half-performed, half-forgotten.
But beneath Rosana’s hollow gaze stirred something rawer than
shame: heartbreak. She had once loved him—not just as a king, but
as a man. She had believed herself cherished. Now, with crushing
clarity, she saw the truth: they were no longer beloved—they were
possessions, expendable and used. Her jaw tightened, not just with
shame, but with the first ember of fury, flickering beneath the
ruin of trust.

Beside her, Dasia’s fingers clenched in the folds of her torn
skirt. Not just to keep from trembling, but to stop herself from
reaching for him—whether to touch or strike, she wasn’t sure. She
had adored his voice, once. Now it rang like iron gates closing
behind her.

Neither spoke. But something shifted between them in that silence.
Not just exhaustion. Not just awakening.

A silent pact. A shared mourning—for what they had been, for what
they had given, and for the love that had died without them
noticing.

The jungle groaned around them, heavy with moisture and
menace.




And still, they followed.

Because there was nowhere else to go.

Next came General Marcius, his square face flushed beneath the
shadow of his helmet. His beard was meticulously trimmed, but sweat
soaked his armor.

“Your Majesty,” he said with a soldier’s practiced cheer, “you
seem to be in fine spirits.”

The king grinned. “Always, General. What is it?”

“A small concern, sire. The forest is dense, and clearing for a
camp will take more time than usual. The men are carrying their
loads by hand, and they tire easily in this heat. I suggest we stop
here for the day—to recover strength.”

“Absolutely not,” the king snapped. “We go at my pace, not theirs.”

“Of course,” Marcius replied smoothly. “But Your Majesty must
know—those who fall behind may not survive.”

“Let them fall,” the king said. “We won’t slow down for the
weak.”

The general nodded. “As you wish. Then may I propose we leave
behind our heavy armor? We’ll retrieve it on the return
journey.”

The king glanced down at his own gold-plated cuirass, slick with
sweat. “Very well. Leave it. But take everything else—we may need
it.”

Marcius bowed and relayed the order. The soldiers, overhearing,
gave quiet thanks to fate. Their backs already ached from the
march, and the armor had become unbearable.

Later, the king turned to
Magnose. “What happens next, soothsayer?”

Magnose, drenched in sweat and stung by insects, looked grim.
“Your Majesty, I must wait until nightfall. I cannot summon visions
in this heat, among mosquitoes and hornets. The forest is too wild,
too watchful.”

“Why?” the king asked, irritated.




“Because here, Majesty, even magic must ask permission.”

Seeing he would get no more, the king waved him away. “Tonight
then.”

At last, they reached a
waterfall. It rose before them like a veil of living glass—thirty
feet of thunder and silver, spilling into a basin so clear it
mirrored the canopy above. Mist curled from its edges, catching the
light like smoke made of diamonds. The roar of it drowned their
thoughts, and for a moment, even the king stood still.

Then, without a word, he unfastened his breastplate, let it fall
into the ferns, and strode to the edge. Boots, tunic, all still on,
he dove in. A sharp splash, a gasp of breath, and then
laughter—bright and raw—echoed from the pool as the water swallowed
him whole.

One by one, the others followed.

Some waded. Others stumbled or collapsed forward, not from joy,
but need. The water welcomed them—cool, clean, cleansing. For a
little while, it felt like mercy. For a little while, it let them
forget the bruises, the heat, the stinging bites that never stopped
coming.

But even water has its limits.

By the time they had climbed back to the banks, clothes dripping
and limbs heavier than before, the sun was already low. They found
a clearing not far from the falls and laid their gear down
wordlessly. Smoke rose from a newly lit fire, curling through the
trees like a cautious scout.

Exhaustion clung to them like another skin—wet, raw, unshakable.
The forest had not relented. It had only paused.

And still, the king stood untouched—his dark hair slicked back,
his chest gleaming, his breath steady. He looked not like a man who
had marched for days through thorns and rot, but something made for
wilderness, not undone by it.

He raised a hand, casually.

“We’ll camp here,” he said.

The jungle, vast and watching, made no sound. But it remembered.
It was not the first time a king had come to claim it. And it knew
how to wait.




CHAPTER 8

The Ritual and Visions

That evening, in the privacy of
the king’s tent, Magnose prepared the ritual. Before him stood a
diamond sphere—perfectly cut, the size of a clenched fist. It
shimmered with all the colours of the rainbow, its surface alive
with inner light. Unlike common crystals, this gem revealed not
reflections, but futures. It had been dredged from the bottom of
the Third Sea nearly a thousand years ago, after a meteorite from
another world struck its depths. The impact shattered the currents.
Whole swaths of the sea vanished, retreating into cracked basins
where fish flailed and died beneath a sun that gave no mercy. For
generations, the emptied seabed was plundered for its bounty—salted
bones, lost metals, secrets hardened into stone—until, slowly, the
waters crept back.

Now, the sphere pulsed with anticipation.

Magnose, robed in deep indigo embroidered with golden sigils,
raised his hands and spoke the incantation:

“Azatar-bazatar, bring the veil forward. Nearest future, reveal
yourself.”

The diamond began to spin, slow at first, then faster—until it
seemed to hover in the air. Seven radiant rings of light circled
it, each one a pure color of the spectrum, each glowing brighter
with every breath.

The king watched in silence, his gaze fixed. Though he had seen
Magnose perform this ritual many times, the moment the sphere
awakened always filled him with a hushed reverence. The magician’s
power never failed to impress him.

Then came the command, spoken with authority:

“Show us the future!”

The rainbow rings twisted inward and merged. Light surged.
Images flickered in the gem like fire behind glass.

First, a bird—winged in flame, shrieking as it rose from ash.
Then dragons, their scales glinting with bloodlust, circling an
erupting volcano. Strange beasts emerged next—creatures unknown to
man, crawling, leaping, seething.




And finally... her.

A vision of golden hair cascading over porcelain skin. Eyes like
deep sky, wide and blue and burning with life. She stood barefoot
in a field of wildflowers, untouched by sorrow, untouched by
man.

The king inhaled sharply.

His voice was barely a whisper. “I will find her.”

His gaze darkened with desire, his smile thin and certain.

“She will serve me as my queen. She will give me three sons...
and a daughter.”

CHAPTER 9

New Players

Where the dense forest gave way
to bog and mist, there stood a castle—half sunken, half
risen—belonging to the crocodile-headed king. Vines wound around
its crumbling towers like sleeping serpents, and the air hummed
with the drone of dragonflies and fate.

The monarch sat hunched upon his throne of stone and bone,
scales dulled by time, eyes dulled by repetition. For too long, his
meals had offered no pleasure—just frogs, day after day, slick and
silent and green.

At last, his patience cracked.

He threw back his head and growled skyward, his voice a rasp
like rusted chains. “Gods! Give me something else! Anything else!
I’ll rot in this swamp before I eat another frog!”

No reply came.

Only the usual chorus of croaks and reeds stirring in the
breeze.

So he rose—muscles coiling beneath his hide—and slammed a
clenched fist toward the heavens. The swamp seemed to pause. Leaves
quivered in the canopy above as a shaft of sunlight pierced the
murk, briefly gilding the muck in gold.




And for a breath, it felt as though something—no, someone—had
been watching.

A presence.

Not seen, but sensed.

Ancient.

Patient.

Indifferent, or perhaps omnipresent. It moved not like a
creature, but like a concept—something just at the edge of reality,
brushing past this world on its way to another.

And then—nothing.

The stillness returned.

But the crocodile king did not sit down again.

CHAPTER 10

Before the Stars Decide

Meanwhile, far from the
rainforest, Komitius stirred from his slumber.

The demigod opened his eyes slowly, a heaviness pressing at his
chest—not of fatigue, but of knowing. Something had shifted.

A warning echoed in the chambers of his mind.

His son was approaching danger.

Komitius closed his eyes again and turned his thoughts inward.
The visions came easily—fragments of light, of motion and meaning,
flowing through him like water through stone. He saw a young
man—his son—moving through tangled jungle, then wading waist-deep
through a swamp.

Beneath the murky surface, jaws waited.

Dozens of crocodiles, still as statues, eyes just above the
waterline. Then—an ambush. Screams. Thrashing steel. The jungle
stilled again, and all was red.




Komitius frowned.

“No,” he said aloud, his voice calm but firm. “That is not the
path I will allow.”

Another vision surfaced, softer this time. A young woman stood
in a clearing, golden hair spilling over her shoulders, her hands
cupped around a single white flower. Her eyes held light.
Innocence. Strength.

Komitius exhaled slowly. “Ah. He’s already seen her—the
untouchable maiden.”

A slight smile touched his lips.

“Excellent. Then I must reach her first.”

For all his foresight, Komitius knew the future was no simple
line. His gift of divination had revealed many outcomes before—some
true, others nothing more than what could
be. Time twisted, layered with choices and shadow.

He had learned not to fear what he saw. But he respected it.

Now, as fate began to coil around his son, the demigod rose and
stretched his limbs—already preparing for the journey.

“Let’s see,” he murmured, “how much I can still tilt the stars
in your favor, my son.”

CHAPTER 11

The Desertion

By morning, as the column
pressed deeper into the forest, the musicians began to falter.
Their steps lagged, uneven and sluggish. Robes once dignified now
hung in tatters, sodden with sweat and streaked in swamp mud. Their
instruments—warped by relentless humidity, crusted with moss and
dirt—dangled uselessly at their sides, like relics from a life that
no longer belonged to them.

Notol, the eldest, hunched beneath the weight of fatigue and
years. He glanced over his shoulder, then leaned in and whispered,
“We won’t last much longer. The wood’s splintering. Our strings are
mush. My fingers haven’t felt a note in hours. If he demands music
tonight, we’ll have nothing to give—and he won’t care why.”




“He’ll punish us,” muttered Joun, his cello dragging behind him
like a corpse. “Better to vanish than be whipped for silence.”

“But vanish where?” asked Sombrad, blinking through the sting of
sweat. “This forest is a maze. We don’t know the way out.”

“The trail’s fresh,” Joun said. “If we leave now, we can be out
by nightfall. After that, we scatter. He’ll never find all of
us.”

No one spoke. But the silence was no longer hesitant—it was
becoming resolve.

“We’re musicians,” Sombrad said quietly. “Not soldiers. Not
beasts. We were never meant for this kind of march.”

“The king will be furious,” murmured Coodan, voice hoarse with
dread.

“He’ll be furious anyway,” said Notol. “Better to leave while we
still have legs beneath us.”

A twig snapped. They froze.

A soldier stepped from the underbrush—Mostara, his clothes
dulled and dusted with pollen. His gaze passed over them like a
blade looking for something to cut.

“What’s this?” he asked. “Why are you stopped?”

Joun stepped forward, hand trembling. In his palm lay a few
silver coins, dulled with sweat. “We can’t go on, Mostara. Our
hands are ruined. Our craft is gone. We’d rather vanish than face
his rage. Help us, and there’s more where that came from.”

The soldier looked at the coins, then at the men—at their sunken
faces, their blistered feet, the quiet in their eyes.

“More,” he said flatly.

Wordless, the musicians reached into their sleeves, their belts,
the hidden folds of their garments.

Coins clinked softly in the still air. One by one, they added to
the pouch until it hung heavy from Mostara’s belt.




He smiled, not unkindly.

“Leave the instruments. They’ll only slow you down.”

They hesitated.

Some looked down at the objects they’d carried through cities,
courts, and childhoods. Broken strings. Split seams. Bent keys.

One by one, they obeyed. Gently—almost reverently—they placed
them beside the path, as if laying down comrades who wouldn’t
survive the crossing.

All except Psarton, the youngest.

He lingered, eyes glassy, fingers ghosting over his small wooden
flute.

Then, without a word, he slipped it beneath his tunic, pressing
it against his ribs as if to shield it from the world. It thudded
gently with his heartbeat—soft, stubborn, still singing. One day,
he told himself, there would be music again. Even if no one lived
to hear it.

And then they vanished—six shadows swallowed by the underbrush,
leaving only silence and discarded song behind them.

CHAPTER 12

The Night the Camp Went
Quiet

The day passed quickly, though
for the soldiers it felt endless. As the sun dipped behind the
canopy, weariness closed in like a fog. Several of their
companions—broken by heat and hunger—had collapsed hours earlier
and been left behind without a second thought. They staggered back
toward the path home, unaware of what dangers they’d narrowly
escaped.

At the front strode the king, unburdened, untouched by fatigue,
trailing behind the swordsmen hacking a path through the green wall
ahead.

Suddenly, he raised his voice. “I’m hungry. I want roast pork.
Cut down the trees. Make camp!”

Axes rose at once.




Branches fell.

A clearing was shaped in haste. Within two hours, his great tent
stood proud beneath the trees, its bright banners snapping above a
clearing that now stank of smoke and sweat.

But something was wrong.

A strange hush spread through the forest. The small
creatures—rodents, tree squirrels, bright-eyed birds—that had
rustled the underbrush all day were gone. The fire crackled louder
for their absence.

The king’s entourage was fraying. Many were past exhaustion,
their bodies breaking under the journey’s weight. But as the
evening fires climbed skyward, the king made his demands.

“Bring the musicians. And the dancers,” the king ordered,
lounging against a slab of moss-darkened stone. His voice was cool,
careless. “I want entertainment. If they perform poorly… punish
them. I’m not in the mood for excuses.”

Makah bowed low and sprinted off, robes whipping through the
humid dusk.

Half an hour passed. The fire snapped. Shadows deepened.

When Makah returned, his breath was shallow, his face
ash-white.

“Your Majesty…” he said, almost whispering. “The musicians are
gone. Vanished. No tracks. No sound. Swallowed by the forest.
Perhaps lost. Perhaps,” he hesitated, “—dead.”

The king’s eyes flared—not with grief, but disbelief. He
straightened, slow and predatory.

“They’re not here?”

“No, Your Majesty.”

A long silence stretched between them. The jungle hissed beyond
the torchlight.




The king blinked once. Something gnawed at him—not fear, not
yet, but the unfamiliar scent of disobedience. He clenched his jaw,
dismissing it like smoke from a dying fire. Control was his. It
always had been.

Then the king exhaled and flicked his hand, dismissing Makah
like a leaf in wind. “Never mind. Bring the singers. The dancers. I
want something lovely before the night turns cruel.”

Soon a ragged assembly was gathered: cracked voices, trembling
limbs. The singers swayed, mouths dry and trembling, notes slipping
like water through broken fingers. Their songs were ghosts of
songs. Half-melodies. Forgotten hymns.

The dancers moved like puppets with cut strings. Their feet bled
beneath torn silk, their rhythm a distortion of grace—too tired to
charm, too wounded to fake allure.

The king watched, lips curling with disdain.

“Enough,” he snapped. “Stop. Get out of my sight.”

The performers scattered—wordless, aching, ashamed.

Moments later, the concubines were summoned, though no one
envied them.

They arrived in a hush—makeup streaked, hair undone, their
once-lustrous robes stained with sweat, streaked with mud, clinging
to skin. They looked not like courtesans, but prisoners of
beauty.

The king stood, took one look, and recoiled as though from
filth.

“What is this?” he snarled. “You come to me like beggars? Like
swamp things? Leave. All of you. You will not touch me
tonight.”

They curtsied, slowly, their dignity unraveling in the dim
firelight—then vanished into the jungle’s edge, into the silence
that welcomed them better than the man they had once called
king.

But they had no intention of sleeping.

Not long after, they found the junior officers by the fire, deep
in cards.




“Lieutenants?” Rosana, the king’s favorite, purred. “The king
hasn’t satisfied us tonight. So, we’ve come to you.”

Donnatebo raised an eyebrow. “And what would you like from us,
ladies?”

“We’ll give you what you want,” said Dasia, “if you lead us out
of this place. We’re done with the king. We want to go home.”

The men exchanged looks. They’d heard whispers of the king’s
cruelty. None wanted to be caught in betrayal—but desire and
opportunity rarely appeared hand-in-hand.

Donnatebo shrugged. “We won’t abandon the army. But we can find
soldiers to escort you. Deal?”

“Deal,” the women said in unison.

Two hours later, under cover of darkness, the concubines slipped
out of camp, guided by three soldiers. One of them, Harps, took the
lead.

“We don’t stop tonight,” he whispered. “We move fast. Tomorrow,
we rest. If we’re lucky, we’ll be out of the rainforest by the next
day. No torches. No noise. You owe us your lives.”

“Thank you, brave Harps,” Rosana murmured.

As they moved into the dark, more figures emerged—dancers,
singers—eyes wide with desperation.

“Please, take us with you,” they begged. “We can’t go on.”

Donnatebo glanced at Harps, who shrugged. “The more the
merrier.”

“Thank you!” they breathed, falling in line behind the
women.

“We stay silent until we’re clear,” said Copor, another soldier.
“No light. No sound.”

Lightning flashed on the horizon, followed by a distant crack of
thunder. Rain began to fall in heavy drops, cloaking their
retreat.

“This is perfect,” said Dasia with a grin. “Let the storm cover
our escape.”




Back at camp, the king slept through it all—dead to the storm,
the desertion, and the sudden stillness settling over his camp like
a warning.

CHAPTER 13

The Day the Jungle
Watched

He woke late the next morning,
groggy and irritable. The fires were already lit, and the smell of
fresh rabbit filled the air. Soldiers had returned from the hunt
with modest catches. It was enough to satisfy him.

After eating, the king leaned back and waved his hand. “Send for
my concubines, dancers, and singers. I want them now.”

Makah bowed and departed.

He returned half an hour later, breathless. “Your Majesty…
they’re gone. All of them. We believe they were taken by wild
beasts during the night.”

The king rose slowly, eyes narrowing. “Gone?”

“There was a storm, Majesty. Much confusion. We believe the
women were dragged off in the chaos. There’s no sign of them.”

The king’s voice rose like a thunderclap. “You lost my women? Who will satisfy me
now—you?!”

Makah stammered, “N-no, Your Majesty, I would never…”

“Exactly,” the king growled. “Get out of my sight. Go hunt
again. I want meat. And this time, something better than rabbits.”

“Right away, Your Majesty.”

“Go east. We’ll catch up.”

Makah bowed deeply and fled to organize another hunting party,
as thunder rumbled again over the canopy.

Far beyond the treetops, something was stirring.

Something watching.




Something waiting.

CHAPTER 14

The Lake Lord’s Hunger

In another corner of the world,
far beyond the reach of kings and empires, dwelled Lake Lord
Funuss—a Sally Lightfoot Crab unlike any other.

When he rose onto his hind legs, he stood over six feet tall.
His carapace shimmered with fiery tones of red, orange, and gold,
and two long blue eye stalks swayed above his head like beacons.
His pincers were vast and sharp, capable of crushing coral and
snapping bone. What troubled him—deeply, irrationally—was that he
owned only a lake. Others had kingdoms. Continents. Even oceans.
And he, the sovereign of shimmering waters, ruled just one solitary
lake.

But there was one thing Funuss possessed that no one else did: a
magic fish. It lived in a golden tank—captive, not free. This fish,
adorned with iridescent rainbow scales, shimmered with more than
light. It revealed visions—truths from across the world, playing
out in its translucent body like prophecies on silk.

Through it, Funuss had seen the fall of a foreign queen, the
ascension of her son. He had watched twin, three-headed demigods
unleash twisted magic on unsuspecting rulers—playing their games
from the shadows. He had seen chaos, war, seduction, and greed.

But none of it fascinated him as much as her.

The maiden.

The fairest of all.

Golden-haired, blue-eyed, impossibly luminous. Each time her
image appeared in the fish’s scales, his body tensed. Something
ancient stirred in his shell-bound heart.

I must have this woman, he thought.
I don’t know her name, but I know she must be
mine. The pull is too strong. I look at her, and something in me
burns. I don’t care what it takes—she will be mine.

But how?




He paced beside the tank, frustrated, staring at the still
water.

No answer came.

In a burst of restless energy, he turned from the fish, passed
through the lake’s watery wall, and plunged into its depths. His
limbs sliced the water with practiced speed as he swam, furious and
silent, trying to shake the hunger rising inside him.

CHAPTER 15

The Fairest Maiden

Far, far away—almost at the edge
of the known world—lived the fairest maiden in all the realm:
Aprosita.

Unaware of the evil king who had already set his desire upon
her, she moved through her days in peace, untouched by the storm
that drew ever nearer.

She had turned seventeen only days before, and her
beauty—already rare—seemed to deepen with every passing hour. Her
golden hair fell in waves to her waist, and she combed it several
times a day with quiet devotion. Her figure was slender and
graceful, and her eyes shimmered with the depth of the sea—blue,
vast, and unknowable.

She wore a white bodice laced neatly over a dark skirt, simple
and well-fitted, drawing subtle attention to the elegance of her
form. There was nothing extravagant in her life—only the natural
grace that surrounded her like an aura.

That morning, she had been busy from dawn.

Her mother, a hardworking farmer, had gone to market, leaving
Aprosita to care for her younger siblings: Konda, just five, and
Stephanus, ten. Their father—a soldier in the king’s army—had not
been seen in over two years, though they still spoke of him in the
present tense, as though hope might keep him tethered to the
living.

Their land was modest but full of life. They kept hundreds of
chickens, and Aprosita had already gathered twenty dozen eggs that
morning. She set some of them carefully on a chair to sort, but
before she could return—

Crack.




Konda had climbed onto the chair and settled her tiny frame atop
the pile.

“No, darling!” Aprosita cried, lifting her sister high into the
air. “You can’t sit on eggs!”

“Why not?” Konda blinked innocently. “The chickens do.”

“Yes, but they know how,” Aprosita
laughed, half-despairing.

She salvaged what she could, gathering the broken eggs into a
bowl, then called over her brother.

“Stephanus! Take these to the kitchen.”

But he ignored her, still lost in play with his pony in the
grass.

“Stephanus!” she called again, more firmly. “I need to collect
the rest. Come help!”

Still, no answer.

And then, a shadow swept across the ground.

She looked up.

Descending swiftly from the sky was a man—tall, robed, with a
shock of wind-tossed hair and boots that barely touched the earth
before he landed. His arrival stirred not fear but awe. She
straightened, lowered her eyes respectfully, and spoke: “Greetings,
Flying Man. Do you come in good, or evil?”

He answered with a smirk. “And what would you do, either
way?”

She returned his smile. “If you come in good, I’ll invite you
in. If not, I’ll shut the door before you reach it.”

“Well then,” he said, bowing slightly. “I come in good. My name
is Komitius. I bring you a warning—and perhaps a gift.”

“My name is Aprosita,” she replied. “And no thank you, Komitius.
I don’t need my future told. I’m writing it myself.”




Komitius chuckled, clearly pleased by her defiance, “Spoken like
one who still believes in freedom. Good. But let me offer you one
small truth. A man is coming—one you must prepare to face.”

Her eyes narrowed. “And why should I care for this man’s
arrival?”

“Because he’s a king. And he’s coming for you.”

“I have no time for kings who think they’re owed anything.”

“You won’t owe him. But he’ll want you.
And he’s not a man who hears ‘no.’”

She crossed her arms. “And why is that my problem?”

“Because,” Komitius said, “he is my son.”

That gave her pause. “So you’re a king, too?”

“No. He took his crown from his mother, who was queen before
him.”

“Then why didn’t she raise him to be
good?”

“She tried. But power poisons. And I—” he hesitated, “—I left
the night he was born. I’ve never seen him since.”

Aprosita looked at him with steady eyes. “Why are you telling
me this?”

“Because you’re the one he’s coming for. You don’t know it yet,
but your beauty is known across worlds. He believes he can take
you. And if you’re not prepared, he will.”

She said nothing.

“I know someone who can help,” he continued.

“Someone who can teach you to protect yourself, to resist
him.”

“That’s generous of you,” she said coolly. “But why should I
trust a man who left his own son behind?”

Komitius met her gaze. There was pain there, but not apology.
“Because I know what he’ll become. And because if he harms you, it
will be my fault as much as his.”




Aprosita was silent, her thoughts unreadable.

The wind stirred the trees.

Somewhere far beyond the forest, the king still marched.

CHAPTER 16

Lords of the Lower Vortex

While the world above churned in
dust and desire, the forces of darkness had been weaving a web of
their own.

Two of its highest embodiments were the twin demigods Kako and
Tala—sons of Seismord, the banished god of rupture, who had been
turned to gold by his own brother a billion years ago.

Seismord had been monstrous, standing five metres tall with
three reptilian heads, each bearing three eyes that never blinked.
His skin had been smooth like a hairless monkey, his form hunched
and sinewy, his legs thick as tree trunks. From his lower back
sprang three lizard-like tails, each barbed and twitching with
malevolent instinct.

His petrified form still slumbered in an enchanted cave, guarded
by three-headed serpents whose venom—when it touched skin—did not
kill, but induced hallucinations so vivid they could unravel a
mind.

Kako and Tala bore the marks of that lineage. Each had three
heads wrapped in heavy turbans. Though their faces were
near-identical, each head bore a fixed expression: the center
scowled, the left grimaced, and the right curled eternally in
disgust.

Tala had emerged first—sixty-six days before Kako—and was robed
in white and blue, his turbans red, orange, and black. His skin was
a deep crimson, and he carried a strange, undeniable beauty.

Kako, wrapped in black and red silks, with turbans of blue,
green, and white, had skin the color of blue ink and eyes like
churning oil. Less handsome, perhaps—but crueler, cleverer.

They had long ago abandoned the world of light. From the depths
of their obsidian lair, they had once fed shadows directly into
Queen Thornrose’s thoughts—channeling negativity from the darkest
reaches of the universe without her ever knowing.




There was a story: Before time dared to count itself, before
stars stitched the sky with fire, the world was not a sphere, but a
shape: a sandglass—two endless cones joined at a single, trembling
throat.

The upper cone shimmered with brilliance uncontained. Light
moved there like breath—vast, slow, intelligent—forever expanding.
In that realm, thought had no edges. It floated, luminous and
unbound, birthing symphonies of becoming. Dreams gathered like mist
and condensed into sparks: ideas that had not yet known matter.

Below, the other cone spiraled inward, collapsing into itself.
It was not evil—it was forgetting. It was the end of songs and the
hush that follows. Darkness turned slow and cold, folding inward,
devouring the debris of what had once burned bright. Here fell the
paths abandoned, the choices unchosen, the memories too heavy to
hold. Not destruction—completion.

At the throat where the two met, the hourglass narrowed to a
needle’s eye—so thin it could not hold even a tear.

And yet, from that place, all things emerged.

The Ancients called it the Cusp of Choice, where light and dark
passed through one another like breath through bone. It was there
the soul was forged—not of light, not of dark, but of both in
tension. A thread drawn between the infinite and the forgotten.

Each soul, before entering flesh, hovered at that
point—suspended in stillness. Not every soul remembered its moment
there, but the world did. Trees curved their branches in that
shape. Mountains mirrored its dual slopes. Even the womb, it was
said, remembered the hourglass.

One legend told of a soul who lingered long at the cusp. She
hovered while others fell through, choosing their joy or sorrow
with quiet haste. But she paused, listening. Around her spun the
infinite strands of what might be: lives ablaze with glory, others
steeped in loneliness, others filled with silence, or sweetness, or
rage.

She asked nothing of them, only why.

Why love, if it ends?

Why truth, if it burns?

Why beauty, if it is devoured by time?




The light answered with vision. The dark answered with
weight.

But the voice she followed was smaller, and older than both. It
came from within, steady and wild.

“Choose not what is easy, or safe, or certain. Choose what
changes you.”

So she fell.

Down into a world not yet named, into breath and bone and bloom.
Her name was not given, but grown—letter by letter, through every
wound she endured and every joy she dared to keep. She was not
guided by prophecy. She became her own.

They say she was the first woman to speak fire. The first to
forgive. The first to die without bitterness.

And so, even now, the sandglass turns. The light still expands.
The dark still collapses. But at the narrowest point, where nothing
should pass, something always does: a soul, choosing its path.

Kako and Tala operated exclusively in the lower half.

Now, word had reached them through the murmuring vortex: Queen
Thornrose was dead. Her son had risen to the throne. Their whispers
had already guided him—to raise taxes, to rebuild the palace in his
image, to chase beauty like a curse. They wanted him out of his
golden cage, into the world, where he would be more vulnerable. The
final trap was simple: an enchanted necklace that, once worn, would
make him their servant forever.

But something had shifted.

In their divination pool—a dark basin ringed with jagged
bone—they had seen an unexpected figure: Komitius. Their
half-cousin. The demigod they thought lost to the world. And he had
found her.

The girl.

The untouchable maiden.

Tala furrowed all three brows. “He’s speaking to her
already.”

Kako snarled. “He’s meddling. We need to keep him from leading
Dolophonos toward redemption.”




“Too bad we’ve lost the power to fly,” Tala muttered, glancing
at his feet with irritation.

Their wings, once vast and majestic, had been taken long
ago—ripped away by divine decree. Their mischief had soared too
far, too often. God had clipped them, and with them, their
reach.

He thought: Once, before the wings were taken
and the names forgotten, I dreamed of fire that didn’t burn. But
that was another self—before the choosing.

“No matter,” said Kako as if he’d heard his brother’s thoughts.
“We don’t need wings to control the world. We influence from here,
as we always have.”

Tala looked up and nodded slowly. “Our power still binds minds.
Still seeps into dreams.”

“And it’s unstoppable,” Kako added. “Even we can’t govern
it.”

That made them both pause.

Then, as if some shared absurdity had taken root, the twins
burst into laughter—echoing, high-pitched, uncontrollable. The kind
of laughter that cracks the air and shakes the cave walls, not from
joy, but from the deep absurdity of being too powerful, too
unhinged, and entirely aware of it.

But when the echoes faded, something lingered.

Tala’s laughter softened. His middle face drew inward.

“For a moment,” he murmured, “when her image flickered in the
pool—I felt something.”

Kako’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“Not fear,” Tala said. “Not desire. Just... a tremor.
Recognition, maybe. Like some old part of me knew her. Or wanted
to.”

Kako was quiet. Then he hissed, “Forget it. That’s how our
father fell.”

“I know,” Tala muttered. “But still—it was there.”

A silence stretched between them, sharp and strange.




For a breath, Tala’s three eyes closed at once.

“What if we fail?” he whispered. “What if—despite all we’ve
done—she turns him away from us?”

Kako’s stare hardened. “Then we vanish. Like smoke. Like songs
unsung. You know this.”

Tala nodded once. But the tremor had already taken root.

And somewhere deep in the cave, the water stirred again. As if
it, too, remembered something that had once been lost.

CHAPTER 17

The Swamp of Croco

After several grueling hours,
the hunters returned—mud-slicked, sweating, exhausted, but
triumphant. They brought with them strange beasts: large jungle
birds, hare-like creatures with curling tails, and two mammalian
species no one in the king’s court had ever seen before. They were
handed to the cooks, who worked swiftly over open fires, turning
the catch into a steaming midday feast.

The meal was eaten in haste and silence. Then the march
resumed.

With the concubines, dancers, and weaker men now gone, only the
strongest remained. The young soldiers moved with renewed speed,
unburdened by armor, driven by heat and hunger and the king’s
relentless pace.

As the hours wore on, the jungle gave way to something darker.
The trees thinned. The ground softened. Vines hung low like nooses.
The forest dissolved into swamp.

It was as if something—or someone—meant to remind them: when men
follow another’s whim, the consequences can be stranger than
foresight allows. This wasn’t just about chasing beauty to sate a
king. It was the first tremor of an omen—unknown, insurmountable,
and unfolding into whatever lay ahead.




Thick, brackish water oozed around their ankles, then knees. The
soldiers struggled now—not just with weight, but with balance.
Weapons, tents, cooking pots, sacks of grain and dried meat—all
strapped to their backs—began to drag them down.

At the rear, five soldiers carried the king’s gold. Tall and
broad-shouldered, they were chosen for strength. But the swamp did
not care.

Joos, the tallest among them, took one wrong step—and sank.

It was as if the swamp had not merely appeared, but
awakened—summoned not by chance, but by hubris. This wasn’t about
finding a girl to please a king. This was the tilt of fate, a
reckoning disguised as water and rot.

“Help!” he cried, his voice muffled by the reeds.

The others turned as he dropped lower, the weight of the gold
pulling him deeper into the muck.

“Throw the sacks!” someone shouted.

Joos hurled the bags forward just as the swamp closed over his
shoulders. A single hand remained above the surface, fingers
twitching.

The soldiers standing nearby froze for a moment. To helplessly
watch one of their comrades die was not a nice thing. They fell
silent. They had wanted to run to him and help. But their legs felt
rooted, just like a tree which couldn’t change its place at
will.

Jomar, a wiry archer with a sharp eye, hurled a rope toward him.
The hand caught it. Ten soldiers pulled with everything they had,
grunting, slipping, straining.

At last, Joos emerged—gasping, caked in filth, spitting mud.

His thoughts spun—mud-slicked and wild—as if the swamp had
entered his mind too. He felt the world had stopped. His hand was
suspended in the air. Waiting. There was no one. And he knew it.
That was when he gave up. On the world. On his friends. On the
king. Then he felt it—a rope. The unthinkable became thinkable. He
wasn’t lost or alone. There were those who care after all. He
wasn’t just a gold-carrying donkey.

Everybody cheered!




“Well done, Joos!”

“You made it!”

Then they fell silent again, as if a sudden realization made
them. As if they were asking the same question. Asking in their
hearts who was going to be next.

Then a half-rotten twig broke and the sound of it shook them
back into reality. But it wasn’t just a twig that broke. It was
something else.

Something more intimate.

Something inside them.

Averted eyes, clenched jaws. What had once been a march now felt
like a sentence. If even the strongest could sink beneath this
place, what chance did the rest of them have?

Jomar approached him, “I’m glad I had a rope.”

“My friend,” Joos muttered—then fell silent. He was fighting
tears now, blinking hard, as if even gratitude might break him
open. Tears pressed behind his eyes, but he fought them. He wanted
to say how grateful he was, how deeply it mattered—what Jomar did.
But he said nothing. And the silence spoke louder than words ever
could.

Before Jomar was able to react, general Marcius moved forward,
surveying the scene. His green armor was stripped down to a leather
vest, his face smeared with sweat and grime. Still, his voice held
the calm of command.

“Well done,” he said. “We’ve no men to spare. You’ll eat well
tonight.”

He turned to Joos, now on his knees. “Clean yourself. And tread
carefully. From here on, we move one at a time.”

The order was clear.

But the swamp was not finished with them.

Mosquitoes descended in clouds, feeding without mercy. Their
whine was constant, a piercing hum that filled every gap of
silence. The men slapped at their skin, smeared blood across their
arms and necks. The croaking of unseen frogs joined in—mocking,
rhythmic, relentless.




Then, suddenly, the swamp stilled.

A sound emerged—distant, strange—like a horn blown deep in the
belly of the earth.

It wasn’t one of theirs. Or any they knew.

The soldiers froze.

Even the mosquitoes seemed to pause, mid-bite.

Jomar lowered his bow. “Did you hear that?”

The general’s voice was low. “Everyone... stop moving.”

There was a silence—thick, pulsing, unnatural. Somewhere ahead,
beneath the stagnant water and hanging moss, something ancient had
stirred.

And it was listening.

The swamp wasn’t just danger—it was judgment.

CHAPTER 18

A Proposal in Plumage

While King Dolophonos waded
through the fetid waters of Croco, far across the seas, beneath the
swaying branches of towering subtropical palms, another scene
unfolded—soaked not in mud, but in golden light and birdsong.

On the verdant island of Monox, a meeting was about to commence.
Tiny birds darted and sang overhead in dazzling numbers, their
music nearly drowning out the sound of rustling robes.

Then, abruptly, the light dimmed.

King Hassar V was dressed in full ceremonial splendor. His outer
robe, cut from deep indigo velvet, shimmered faintly in the sun
like beetle-wing lacquer. Gold embroidery coiled down the sleeves
and hem in patterns of lion’s teeth and blooming flame, ancient
sigils of his house. Beneath it, a tunic of stiff ivory silk bore a
high collar clasped with an obsidian fastener carved in the shape
of a phoenix’s eye.
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